
Move for a new satellite is already underway, with others in the pipeline 

Qatar initiates
fleet expansion
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Es’hailSat

The Es’hail 1 satellite’s entry into service on 
December 18 last year has enabled Qatar 
to fulfil its goals of providing independent, 
high-quality services to broadcasters and 
other stakeholders in Qatar and the MENA 
region. But the satellite does more than 
this for the state. It is the personification of 
Qatar’s wish to enter into a contemporary 
realm of self-reliance and sustainability.   

“Es’hail 1 marks another major step on the 
path from a primarily hydrocarbon economy 
to a modern, balanced economy that is 
self-sustaining and can grow in the long 
term,” says Ali Al Kuwari, CEO of Es’hailSat.

The bird is jointly owned by Qatari 
satellite operator Es’hailSat and 
international player Eutelsat. The Es’hail 
1/EUTELSAT 25B satellite was launched 
on August 29, 2013, and reached its 
geostationary orbit at 25.5 degrees 
East on September 10 of the same year. 
Eutelsat announced the satellite’s entry 
into commercial service on October 
29, 2013, while Es’hailSat’s start of 
commercial service was on December 18 
to coincide with Qatar National Day.  

“This means that now we really are 
a satellite operator, providing services 
to customers and looking after their 

With its own bird in the sky, Es’hailSat has become a “real satellite 
operator”. Adrienne Harebottle looks at how the Qatari company 
is keenly pushing ahead with its fleet expansion plans, and 
how these advancements will enable self-reliance and sustainability

Qatar
comes into 
its own

day-to-day needs. It’s the foundation 
on which we can build our satellite fleet 
and our company to be a major player, 
first in the region and then potentially 
globally,” explains Al Kuwari. 

Es’hail 1/EUTELSAT 25B was designed 
to serve broadcasters, businesses and 
public agencies in the Middle East, North 
Africa and Central Asia via capacity in 
the Ku and Ka bands. It was designed 
and manufactured by Space Systems/
Loral (SSL) for the two satellite operators. 
To date, Es’hailSat has seen strong and 
steady demand for capacity, says Al 
Kuwari, pointing to HD broadcast as a 
major driver of this robust uptake.

“I am very happy to say that Es’hail 1 
is already almost completely sold out, 
with Al Jazeera taking a significant part 
of the capacity for HD broadcast of its 
premium sports and news channels. 
This is one of the reasons that we’re 
pushing ahead with Es’hail 2 so quickly.

“Our two satellites Es’hail 1 and Es’hail 
2 will primarily be TV broadcasting 
satellites operated at the 25.5 degrees 
East and 26 degrees East TV broadcasting 
hotspots. Although, they will both carry 
out a number of other missions as well.” 
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Fleet expansion plans
Es’hailSat has just released a request 
for proposal for Es’hail 2, the second 
satellite. In order to keep up high-quality 
delivery of services, the company needs 
to work towards a larger fleet, says Al 
Kuwari, adding that 2014 will be a busy 
year for Es’hailSat. Not only will the 
satellite operator be progressing with its 
development plans, but it will also be playing 
a significant role in boosting the state’s 
home-grown manpower capabilities, by 
providing its Qatari employees with further 
technological know-how and experience.  

After partnering with Eutelsat for its first 
satellite, Es’hailSat is now ready to take on 
an autonomous role for its second satellite.  

“It’s probably fair to say that before 2010, 
no Qataris had ever worked in the satellite 
operator sector, so there wasn’t a pool of 
experienced people we could recruit to 
run the [Es’hail 1] project. Consequently, 

the quickest way to get into service was 
to partner with an established satellite 
operator who could help us with the 
procurement process. Our first satellite 
is like an apartment block, with various 
apartments owned by different people 
but sharing the same location and the 
same physical structure. We call our part 
of the satellite Es’hail 1 and Eutelsat calls 
their slightly smaller part EUTELSAT 25B.

“As well as procuring the Es’hail 2 satellite, 
the launch and the launch insurance 
ourselves, we will need to build the satellite 
control centre at a dedicated site north of 
Doha. The satellite will be flown from there 
by our own Qatari staff, and the same facility 
will be used to transmit TV channels and 
other traffic to the satellite, again managed 
by our own Qatari staff. This is a key part of 
our vision to provide a secure, independent 
satellite system to meet the needs of Qatari 
stakeholders and others in the future.”

The Es’hail 1 satellite 
going through the 

compact antenna test 
range (CATR) process in 

preparation for its lift-off 
on August 29, 2013

“[The commercial 
service of Es’hail 1] is the 
foundation on which we 
can build our satellite 
fleet and our company 
to be a major player, first 
in the region and then 
potentially globally”
ALI AL KUWArI, CEO of Es’hailSat

Es’hailSat has been satiating its appetite 
for knowledge in every way possible, explains 
Al Kuwari. The operator is committed 
to raising a team of diligent employees 
with keen expertise. Its plan is to set the 
path for the company’s future leaders.

The company has been involved in 
student sponsorship plans, which see Qatari 
scholars with interests in engineering 
go on to attain training from a reputable 
university with strong ties to satellite 
communications, says Al Kuwari. 

“When we started out there wasn’t a 
pool of experienced people that we could 
employ, so we had to build a team from 
scratch. If there are few Qataris with 
experience in the satellite operator sector, 
then we have to train and develop them 
ourselves, and we use every opportunity. 

“Four of our young graduate engineers 
were based at SSL and followed our satellite 
through every stage of the production 

A photo of Es’hail 1, 
the Qatar Satellite 
Company’s first 
bird, taken before 
it was launched on 
August 29, 2013

process, actively participating wherever 
possible. They also followed a dedicated 
training course in the wider aspects of 
satellite communications and had the 
opportunity whilst living in California 
to visit NASA and other US institutions. 
Now that they’re back in Doha and fully 
integrated within our company, they’ve 
brought their attained skills to our new 
projects. Such was the success of this 
programme that we plan to repeat this 
on our second satellite procurement.

“Additionally, we’ve sponsored a number 
of Qatari school leavers who planned to go 
on to engineering degrees to attend a very 
specific course at Surrey University in the 
United Kingdom. Surrey University has a 
strong heritage in satellite communications 
and offers engineering degree courses 
specifically in satellite communications. 
For many years, it hosted the Institution of 
Engineering and Technology’s (IET) summer 

school on satellite communications – IET is 
the largest multidisciplinary professional 
engineering institution in the world and 
their summer school is highly respected. 

“Surrey University also builds small 
satellites and has spun-out their satellite 
manufacturing activities into a separate 
company, Surrey Satellite Technology 
Limited, which is a respected provider of 
small satellites with customers around 
the world. So we also look forward to 
these young Qataris returning to Qatar 
and taking up positions with Es’hailSat.

“These steps are part of our wider 
programme to develop our future leaders. 
We need to ensure not only that we have 
highly qualified and motivated staff to 
support our business today, but that in the 
future, when I’m enjoying my retirement, it 
will be a Qatari with many years’ experience 
who will be sitting in my office. But hopefully 
my retirement is not quite ready yet.” 
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Al Kuwari explains that having expertise 
in satellite operations is important to 
the state, while experience and know-
how in space technology is a highly 
niche specialisation, something that 
only a handful of companies around the 
world have. Having satellite ownership 
and operational experience plays a 
vital role to greater self-reliance and, 
therefore, sustainability, he says.   

“Space technology and the ability to 
build a satellite come from just a handful 
of companies globally, led by established 
businesses in Europe and the United States. 
Other countries including russia, China, 
Japan and India have capabilities as well, 
which is good for competition. It’s similar 
to the motor industry; we don’t need to 
design and build cars here in Qatar in order 
to have and drive cars. Nor do we need 
to design and build satellites ourselves 
if there are other established companies 
who can do that better or more cheaply.

“The important part is to own and 
operate the satellite, so that we can provide 
independent, high-quality services to 
broadcasters and other stakeholders in 
Qatar, the MENA region and beyond. And 
that’s the area where we have already 
built the capability and self-reliance.

“Launching a satellite takes a lot of 
effort. I’m proud of the work that our 
staff has put in and the capabilities that 
have been built-up in our organisation. 
Launching a satellite is a long job; even 
once the preparatory work is done, it takes 
three years from placing a contract to 
having a satellite in orbit. The moment 
of launch is a significant milestone, not 
only because it marks the moment when 
the dream becomes a reality, but also 
because it means that one of the major 
risks – the launch itself – is behind us.” PRO

Es’hail 1/ EUTELSAT 25B is a very 
advanced satellite with its own tailored 
requirements, says John Celli, President 
of SSL. There were more than a million 
man-hours that went into building 
and testing the satellite, he says.  

“Because satellites are expected to 
provide service in orbit for 15 years or 
more at 36,000km above the equator, 
they require many months of very careful 
testing before they are launched. But for 
us, this is standard procedure,” says Celli.

“SSL has been building satellites for more 
than 50 years and we specialise in large, 
complex multi-mission satellites, such as 
Es’hail 1/EUTELSAT 25B. There are 74 SSL-
built satellites providing service in orbit 
today and last summer, we reached the 
milestone of 2,000 satellite years in orbit.”

Es’hail 1/EUTELSAT 25B has both 
Ku- and Ka-band payloads as well as 
four spot beam antennae and four 
deployable reflectors, adds Celli.   

“It is a complex and highly sophisticated 
satellite and features SSL’s most advanced 
command and telemetry capabilities. 
It is based on the highly reliable SSL 
1300 platform, which provides the 
flexibility to support a broad range of 
applications and technology advances.”

While the satellite’s Ku band will 
be used mostly for video services, 
its Ka-band capacity will open new 
business opportunities for both 
Eutelsat and Es’hailSat, explains 
Celli, adding that the building of the 
satellite presented an internship 
opportunity for Es’hailSat engineers.    

“The spacecraft’s multi-mission 
architecture enables both companies 
to respond to demand for the fastest-

growing applications in the Middle 
East, North Africa and Central 
Asia, including professional video 
exchange, enterprise communications 
and government services.

“In addition to building Es’hail 1, 
SSL provided an intensive satellite 
engineering internship and helped train 
four engineers to become Qatar’s first 
satellite operator engineers. The interns 
graduated from the rigorous training 
programme in 2013 after spending two 
years at our manufacturing facility 
in Palo Alto, California. Under SSL’s 
guidance, they followed the Es’hail 1 
satellite through design, manufacture, 
test and launch. Now these young 
engineers bring hands-on experience 
and expertise to their roles which 
will benefit Es’hailSat and Qatar for 
many years to come,” says Celli.  

“If there are few Qataris 
with experience in 
the satellite operator 
sector, then we have to 
train and develop them 
ourselves, and we use 
every opportunity”
ALI AL KUWArI, CEO of Es’hailSat

Es’haIl 1 In ThE spoTlIghT
Space Systems/Loral (SSL) designed and manufactured the 
Es’hail 1/EUTELSAT 25B satellite, which is jointly owned 
by Qatari satellite operator Es’hailSat and international 
operator Eutelsat. John Celli, President of SSL, highlights 
the satellite’s technical capabilities and discusses 
the beneficial tie-up between the organisations  
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Is proud to introduce the Es'hail 1 satellite, now
providing high quality, premium communications services 

from the 25.5/26 degrees East hotspot neighborhood

Our first satellite, Es'hail 1 was successfully launched on 29 August 2013 
and our second satellite, Es'hail 2, will be launched at the end of 2016. Both 
satellites will be co-located at the 26 degrees East hotspot neighborhood.


