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Reusable
spacecraft
returns after
276-day test

By ZHAO LEI
zhaolei@chinadaily.com.cn

China’s reusable experimen-
tal spacecraft returned to Earth
on Monday morning after com-
pleting a 276-day orbital jour-
ney, according to the Jiuguan
Satellite Launch Center in the
country’s northwestern desert.

The test's success marks a
major breakthrough in China’s
reusable spacecraft technology,
which will provide a conve-
nient and affordable commut-
ing means between outer space
and Earth, the center said in a
brief news release, without
elaborating.

The robotic spaceship was
launched by a Long March 2F
carrier rocket at the Jiuguan
center on Aug 5, 2022. It was
tasked with verifying reusable
technologies and in-orbit ser-
vice technologies, laying a tech-
nological foundation for the
peaceful use of space, according
to China Aerospace Science and
Technology Corp, the nation’s
leading space contractor.

The mission is the second
time that China has made public
the operations of its reusable
experimental spacecraft.

‘The country’s previous orbital
test of a trial vehicle took place
in September 2020, with the
craft traveling in orbit for just
under two days.
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Currently, only China and the
United States have reusable space-
craft, which were first initiated by
the US in the 1970s. The icon of
this concept — the US space shut-
tles — operated for three decades
before retirement in 2011 due to
technical and fiscal difficulties.

In recent years, advances in sci-
ence and technology have reignit-
ed the space industry’s enthusiasm
about reusable spaceships, espe-
cially robotic spaceplanes like the
Boeing X-37B that are smaller,
cheaper and less sophisticated in
design, production and operation.

According to experts, reusable
spacecraft will have a wide range of
applications in the future, such as
conducting space tours for civilians,

ing astronauts, resupply-
ing space stations and placing satel-
lites into orbit at a lower cost.

‘China’s space contractors have
been studying and demonstrating

reusable technologies for their
space program for several years.

China Aerospace Science and
Technology Corp and China Aero-
space Science and Industry Corp,
the two largest suppliers of rock-
ets and spacecraft in the nation,
are running their own programs.

Wang Ya'nan, chief editor of
Aerospace Knowledge magazine,
said that designing and building a
reusable spaceship is quite chal-
lenging in terms of technology and
engineering, because such a vehi-
cle requires cutting-edge aerody-
namic configuration, top complex
materials and state-of-the-art
manufacturing techniques.

“For example, the engines must
be capable of working in different
operational environments and
modes and must have a very high
level of reliability, because the
spacecraft flies both in the atmos-
phere and in outer space, which
have totally different working
conditions,” he said.
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