Origami goes to space -- and back
Some Japanese researchers want to drop folded-up pieces of paper from the international space station. What do they think they can learn from it?
It sounds like some pipe dream art project conceived in the mind of a Japanese guy who’s gone a little too heavy on the sake: fold squares of paper into dozens of little space shuttles, send them to space, and set them loose in the hopes that they’ll survive re-entry and float back to earth. But that’s just what Professor Shinji Suzuki of Tokyo University wants to do.

He came up with the idea almost ten years ago and tested about a hundred different prototypes before settling on the most perfectly balanced, most aerodynamic design. His wild ambition drew ridicule from his colleagues, and understandably so. Common sense would follow that the tiny shuttles made of fragile paper would be vaporized within seconds of re-entry. Even Suzuki himself was skeptical at first, but he continued to tinker with the project on the side until recently, when one of Suzuki’s origami shuttles was put to the test.
The roughly two-and-a-half inches long paper shuttle was put in a specially designed wind tunnel that mimicked Mach 7 speeds while simultaneously baking it at 446 degrees Fahrenheit -- the conditions faced by spacecraft reentering Earth’s atmosphere. Suzuki’s team determined that the origami shuttles would probably make it back to Earth -- assuming that they fell slowly enough and hit the upper layers of the atmosphere at the right angle.
So what’s the point of dropping a bunch of paper planes from space? Suzuki hopes that the research will lead to better real-life spacecraft. Real space shuttles have to be layered with ceramic tiles to survive reentry conditions. These costly tiles have to be replaced after each trip, not to mention the repairs to the shuttle’s hull itself. If the paper space shuttles make it back in one piece, it would prove an important piece of science: returning spacecraft will face much less harsh reentry conditions if they come in slower, hitting critical layers of the atmosphere at just the right angles. It doesn’t seem all that hard to grasp in the light of the recent incident involving the US spy satellite USA 193 which had to be shot down with a missile. While most dead satellites disintegrate on reentry, USA 193 suffered from orbital decay and officials were worried that it might hit somewhere on earth with disastrous results or worse -- valuable proprietary technology might fall into foreign hands. Although it never actually entered the re-entry phase, our government’s frantic actions to take out the satellite (and cover its own ass) seem to justify Professor Suzuki’s theory that spacecraft could be made that survive re-entry by taking a “slow-and-easy” approach.
Suzuki also plans to have messages of peace and contact info for JAXA printed in several languages on the origami shuttles. He hopes that people around the world, especially kids, will find the shuttles and contact him. Critics of his plan say he needs a better way to keep track of the origami shuttles, as two-thirds of the survivors, if any, are bound to wind up in the ocean.

The US government recently announced new NASA budget cuts, and the space shuttle program is scheduled for termination in 2010 in favor of the “next generation of space travel vehicles”. It seems NASA and the international space program as a whole are looking for cheaper and better ways to overcome hurdles which in the past have been overcome by throwing money at them. If Professor Suzuki’s origami shuttles come through, it could have a big impact on future spacecraft design, or at least propel further research.
