Center on Space and Missile Defense at the Ministry of
Defense’s 4th Central Science and Innovation Institute,
said that since the Chelyabinsk event, many people
have been asking why the Russian military did not
detect the incoming asteroid. He explained that “our
monitoring system and the American one can detect
and track man-made objects in near-Earth space at distances of up to 50,000 km, but generally not farther. . . .
Asteroids and comets, orbiting through the galaxy and
periodically approaching the Earth, are objects of a totally different type and require corresponding methods
of observation, astronomical instruments and astronomical methods for detecting and tracking them. The
Defense Ministry does not have such equipment and
does not plan to build or commission any.” But he did
say that they were willing to help evaluate the threat,
and are doing so in cooperation with other agencies.

No Way To Stop Asteroids
For at Least 3-4 Years
Dr. Natan Eismont is a senior researcher of the
Russian Academy of Sciences at the Research
Laboratory of Space Research, Technologies, Systems, and Processes in Moscow. In an interview to
ITAR-TASS on March 6 on the threat from nearEarth asteroids and comets, he commented on a
number of key aspects of this problem.
Asked whether there is international cooperation to develop ways of monitoring and acting
upon asteroids, he replied, “There are discussions
and some efforts to establish contacts, but nothing
has happened beyond talks.”
On whether the threat from asteroids is increasing, he stressed that we don’t know, because we
don’t know how many of them there are or where
they are. Optimistic estimations say that 10% of
those that might pose a danger to Earth have been
identified, and pessimistic evaluations say 2%.
Asked whether it would be possible to prevent
Earth impact by a dangerous asteroid, he said
flatly, “No, there is not. I would say that it will take
a minimum of 3-4 years from today to be able to
do anything whatsoever.”
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Oleg Shubin, the deputy director of the Department
of Nuclear Munitions and Military Power Units of the
state-owned nuclear monopoly Rosatom, said that once
a dangerous space object is detected, there is only about
a year to take measures to intercept it. “Interception of
an asteroid bigger than 1 km in diameter would mean the
use of a nuclear warhead considerably more powerful
than the existing megaton class of nuclear devices,” he
said. “This is a separate scientific challenge that could be
solved.” He mentioned that the construction of international or national systems for defense of Earth from asteroids raises a number of questions related to international treaties, such as the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty and the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty. Shubin added that
“exotic” methods of destroying dangerous asteroids would
not be effective, and only nuclear explosions would work.
“In the foreseeable future, I cannot see any other
danger that would lead—at minimum—to a profound
deterioration of human civilization,” he concluded.
Vitali Lopota, president of the S.P. Korolyov
Rocket and Space Corporation Energia, which builds
the world’s largest currently operating launch vehicle, said that super-heavy
launch vehicles will be required for defense against
asteroids. He said that the
U.S. is planning to have
one with a capacity of 70
St. Petersburg Polytechnic
tons by 2017, and a succesVitaly Lopota
sor with a 130-ton capacity.
Russia should produce such larger rockets as well, he
said. By building one with a 70-ton capacity by 2020,
and 150 tons by 2030, Russia would get much closer to
solving the problem of asteroid-comet defense.
Vladimir Kuznetsov, director of the Academy of
Sciences’ N.V. Pushkov Institute of Terrestrial Magnetism, the Ionosphere, and Radio Wave Propagation,
spoke about space weather, citing the solar storms
which can destroy communications satellites, and
which knocked out Quebec’s electricity grid on March
13-14, 1989, costing millions of dollars.
Anatoli Zaitsev, general director of the Center for
Planetary Defense, gave a briefing on the 20-year Citadel program for international defense of the planet.
Vladislav Panchenko, president of the Council of
the Russian Basic Research Foundation, talked about
how to finance these projects.
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