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INTERVIEW | A.S. KIRAN KUMAR

GSLV MKIII has given us a
big push: ISRO Chairman

‘We need to build capacities in the organisation and the country’

MADHUMATHI D.S.

For space-faring nations, a
launch vehicle — such as the
all-Indian GSLV-MarklIII that
was first flown on June 5 — is a
vital tool for placing spacecraft
in the sky. For India, the MkIII
can lift four-tonne satellites with
double the power of the older
MKII rocket.

In a short exchange over the
phone, A.S. Kiran Kumatr,
Chairman, Indian Space
Research Organisation, explains
what the new big rocket’s success
means and what lies next.
Edited excerpts:

How important for you has
been the maiden success of
your new launcher, GSLV
MKIII? Could you please
explain it beyond its four-
tonne-lifting power?

It is indeed a very significant
development in the Indian
space programme. It gives us a
big push. We were short of this
capacity for lifting our
communication satellites. We
had to go outside for our
launches; and because of [the
launch schedules of foreign
space agencies] the pace at
which we did our projects was
getting affected. Cost was
another deterrent for pushing
things aggressively.

By achieving MKIII, we will
be able to push confidently and
launch many of our
communication satellites faster
and indigenously. We will do
one more launch within a year
and establish it systematically.

The cost benefit ?

I cannot give you the exact
figures as they keep changing.
But just to give you the
example of last year’s
INSAT-3DR, we were able to do
both the satellite and launch it
here for the cost of an earlier
foreign launch.

What would be next in your
launcher-related activities?
What is their status,

schedule and the funds they
need?

First we need to consolidate
the developments. Our
immediate and main task
remains how to streamline the
realisation of our three launch
vehicles PSLV, GSLV-MKkII
[two-tonne lifter] and the new
GSLV-MKIII, sustain them and
ensure the number of
launchers we need to put the
satellites in orbit. For MKII, our
target is to do two launches a
year. As it is, building its supply
chain, managing it and
ensuring the required supplies
for it are all an effort. To that

we will be adding the
requirements for MKIII.

On the launch technology
side, we will be looking at how
to reduce the cost further — by
adopting new mechanisms,
materials and new capabilities.
Including the reusable launch
vehicle concept.

You mentioned reusable
technology to save costs.

Where are we in that?

Last year, we tried out the
RLV-TD experiment [Reusable
Launch Vehicle Technology
Demonstrator]. We got a small,
plane-like model to vertically
land on water. Next we will
look at landing it on the ground
with a landing gear system. We
are conceiving systems to work
on the air breathing propulsion
technology that will use
atmospheric oxygen. For the
present launch vehicles, we
will look at recovering [and
reusing] some parts.

What is essential today for
ISRO?

To build capacities within the
organisation and the country
to meet the demands.

We have a significant
shortage of satellites in space.
If we have to roughly double
the capacity of the spacecraft,
we have to do as many
launches and cost effectively.
That is the prime driver.

Also, it is essential for a
space agency to build new
capabilities, constantly get new
skills to do complex jobs and to
do routine things better.



