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Introduction | The kingdom of Bahrain is the smallest country in the 
Middle East, measuring only 294 square miles with a population of  
1.7 million people. The small nation is an ambitious emerging player  
in the space sector.

In 2018, Bahraini space officials signed a Declaration of Principles with the UAE Space Agency (UAESA) 
and the UAE’s Khalifa University. The declaration includes an agreement to collaborate in training the 
Bahraini space team in satellite technology, design, construction, launching, operations, and control.
Credit: NSSA

Nation in Review: Bahrain
King Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa established the country’s space agency, the National Space Science Agency (NSSA), under  
Royal Decree No. 11 in 2014. The agency’s founding mission was “to devise comprehensive programs to embrace and 
develop activities related to space science, research, and related studies.” The NSSA is concentrating its efforts on near-term 
satellite launches and infrastructure development.

The kingdom launched its first satellite to establish an initial presence in space earlier this year. The Light-1 Satellite launched 
on a SpaceX rocket from Kennedy Space Center in December 2021, in a partnership with the United Arab Emirates, the 
United States, and Japan, which delivered the satellite into orbit from the International Space Station in February.1 Bahrain 
inked a deal licensing access to SpaceX’s Starlink broadband services in April. In August, Bahrain’s National Security Advisor 
Shaikh Nasser bin Haman Al Khalifa announced a new satellite initiative, declaring that Bahrain will build and launch its 
own satellite by the end of 2023.2

Bahrain dedicated nearly US$1.8 million to the NSSA in 2021 and US$1.7 million in 2022, which amounts to a 4% reduction 
from 2021 to 2022 and reflects a national trend of reduced government spending.3 

The NSSA budget is based on its Space Policy Strategy reached in 2019, which charted Bahrain’s space strategy through 2023. 
The strategy cited collaboration between government and industry stakeholders as critical to the success of its growing space 
industry. The kingdom’s five objectives in space were identified as:

  supporting development 
  achieving a presence in space 

 
  attaining leadership for the kingdom

 
  creating a national space sector 

 
  contributing to the stability of the environment.

The satellite initiative emphasized that this project is an implementation of the kingdom’s Space Policy Strategy objectives. 
The nation hasn’t released a detailed timeline for the effort, nor details on the satellite.

Partnerships and foreign investment will be crucial to developing Bahrain’s space industry due to its lack of independent 
launch capability. For now, the kingdom has not actively pursued human spaceflight efforts, including astronaut training 
programs or commercial spaceflights. In 2018, Bahrain and Russia failed to reach a deal to send Bahraini astronauts to orbit 
on a Russian launch.
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Regional Economic Partnerships
Th e kingdom has spent 2022 focused on the development of three distinct economic partnerships: with China, the United 
States, and the Middle East. Th ese partnerships will strengthen economic sectors, heighten technological and scientifi c 
collaboration, and accelerate Bahrain’s space capabilities.

 China: A coalition of Middle Eastern foreign ministers, including Bahraini foreign minister Abdullatif bin Rashid 
 Alzayani and the Secretary General of the Gulf Cooperation Council, visited China in January to discuss increasing
 energy ties. While this meeting included conversations between the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and the Chinese
 government, Bahrain’s participation in these conversations indicates potential future economic cooperation between the
 two countries. China has previously shown its interest in funding infrastructure projects in Asian, African, and European
 countries through its extensive Belt and Road Initiative, and this coalition visit hints at a potential future of Chinese
 investment into Middle Eastern infrastructure.4

United States: Th e Bahraini government announced the establishment of a United States Trade Zone during a visit to the
 U.S. Chamber of Commerce in February. Th e zone will represent a physical hub of U.S. companies with heightened access
 to the Bahrain International Airport and the Khalifa bin Salman Port and special economic benefi ts provided to these
 companies. Th ese benefi ts include a 0% corporate tax and a low cost-base for American manufacturers. Th is makes
 Bahrain one of only two GCC members to have a free trade agreement with the United States. Th e Trade Zone will bring
 American fi rms to Bahrain and could facilitate U.S.-Bahraini partnerships in the space sector. In the same visit to the
 United States, Bahrain’s Crown Prince Salman bin Hamad Al-Khalifa signed six agreements with the United States to
 deepen ties in multiple sectors, including space sciences and information technology.5

Middle East: In July, Bahrain, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, and Jordan signed 12 economic partnership agreements,
 valued at US$3.4 billion. Th ese 12 agreements are the fi rst batch of a potential 87 agreements under the Integrative
 Industrial Partnership for Sustainable Economic Development, designed to spark Arab economic and industrial 
 cooperation. Th ese partnerships indicate a path toward regional collaboration in space.6

Regional Competition 
Other players in the Middle East space sector have recently expressed similar space ambition. Th e UAE recently signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding for collaboration with the Turkish Space Agency and plans to develop a radar satellite constell-
ation and a lunar lander. Th e UAE also became the fi ft h nation to orbit probe around Mars in 2021, with a U.S.-built satellite.

Saudi Arabia launched its fi rst satellite, the Arabsat-1B, in 1985, and by 2018, established the Saudi Space Commission, 
a state-funded body to advance economic diversifi cation and enhance research and development eff orts. In 2020, Prince 
Sultan bin Salman Al Saud, the fi rst Arab astronaut in space on board a space shuttle mission in 1985, announced plans to 
invest US$2.1 billion into the Saudi Space Commission to grow its independent capabilities.7 Th e Saudi kingdom also recent-
ly joined the Artemis Accords, signed 18 industry agreements with the United States that support strengthening ties in the 
energy, communication, and space industries, and announced plans to launch the fi rst female Saudi astronaut by 2023.8

Smaller Arab countries have made strides in the space sector. Qatar launched its fi rst satellite in 2013 and announced plans 
to send astronauts to Mars in the next century.9 Kuwait’s private industry is designing its second satellite and discussing 
further partnerships with China.10 Oman has plans to develop its fi rst satellite in partnership with Virgin Orbit and Polish 
fi rm SatRevolution.11

Elizabeth Anderson is a government aff airs associate at Space Foundation’s Washington, D.C., offi  ce. 
Contact her at eanderson@spacefoundation.org.
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