
From Africa to the Space
African astrophilately

In the global stereotype, Africa is almost exclusively known for its safaris, lions, zebras, and
elephants, but the continent is rapidly evolving and increasingly flying into space.

The number of African satellites and astronauts flying into space is constantly increasing.

Africa  also  has  a  significant  history  of  satellite  launches,  starting  in  the  1960s,  from
Hammaguir, Algeria (the French launch base) and Malindi, Kenya (the Italian launch base). 

After these launches, carried out from Africa by the French and Italians, it wasn't until 1998
that the first African satellite, Nilesat 101, was launched. 

To  date,  19  African  Nations  own  their  own  satellite.  Certainly  Africa  has  no  shortage  of
spacetravelers: the first African astronaut, Mark Shuttleworth (South Africa), reached the ISS
in 2002.

Recently also travelled into space the first African female Sara Sabry (Egypt) onboard the Blue
Origin NS-22, not to mention Timothy Nash (South Africa), the first African passenger on
Virgin Galactic 03, and Owolabi Salis (Nigeria) who travelled on Blue Origin NS-33.

On September 8, 2019 it was agreed to locate the Af.S.A. (African Space Agency) headquarters in Cairo,
Egypt. The pan-African space organisation aims at promoting the cooperation and coordination

between the space policies of  the African Union's member states.

The exhibit is organised in 4 chapters: 

Chapter1: Satellites launched from the African continent; 
Chapter2: Major African satellites; 
Chapter3: African astronauts; 
Chapter4: Starlink and African space telecommunications.
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Chapter 1: Satellites launched from the African continent

Asterix: The first space satellite launched from Africa

November 26, 1965: The first space satellite launched from Africa took off from the French
space  station  in  Hammaguir,  Algeria.  The  official  philatelic  cover  was  issued  however  on
November 30, 1965. The launch was nonetheless historic in its significance as the Diamant
launcher  successfully.  We're  talking about  the  A1  military  satellite,  later  renamed Asterix.
Interestingly, the satellite is still in Earth orbit and will remain there for centuries, according to
French scientists. 

The Diapason “D1” satellite: New French launch from Algeria

February 17,  1966: "D1" (Diapason)  was the second satellite  launched from the African
continent. There are no covers dated February 17th, but only the following day, and never with
the Hammaguir (Algerian Sahara) cancellation. This launch also used the French "Diamant A"
rocket. NASA attempted in vain to use the Hammaguir launch pads. No agreement between
the  new  Algerian  government  and  the  American  one  led  to  concrete  results,  and  space
launches ended definitively. 
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Explorer 42: The first US satellite launched from Africa

December 12, 1970: Uhuru is the first satellite dedicated to X-ray astronomy and the first
American satellite launched outside the United States. It was also known as the X-ray Explorer
Satellite, SAS-1, or Explorer 42. It was launched from Malindi, Kenya, from the Italian San
Marco launch pad. The satellite's name, Ururu, means freedom in Swahili.  It was given in
honor of the people of Kenya who permitted the satellite's launch on their soil. The name, in
turn, is also linked to the TV series Star Trek and the character Uhura, a native of Kenya.

San Marco 3: The Italian satellite launched from Malindi, Kenya

Aprile 24, 1971: The Italian "San Marco" project continued with the launch of the San Marco
3 satellite from the offshore platform off the coast of Kenya in Malindi. The Italian experiments
on  atmospheric  density  were  complemented,  for  the  first  time,  by  two  additional  US
experiments.
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Explorer 45: A new American satellite launched from Kenya

November 15, 1971: The American satellite Explorer 45 (also called SSS-A and S-Cubed A)
was a NASA satellite launched from the Italian Space Center in Malindi, Kenya, as part of the
Explorer  program.  The  American  satellite  was  designed  for  scientific  objectives  such  as
studying the characteristics and origin of the Earth's annular current and the development of
main-phase magnetic storms. As indicated on the cover, the launch team was composed of
Italian and American technicians.

Explorer 48: Another US launch from Kenya

November 16, 1972: SAS-B (Small Astronomy Satellite B), also known as Explorer 48, was
the second in a series of small American satellites designed to extend astronomical studies into
the X-ray,  gamma-ray,  ultraviolet,  visible,  and infrared regions.  The SAS-B spacecraft  was
launched from the San Marco platform, off the coast of Kenya, Africa.
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San Marco 4: The Italian satellite launched from Kenya

February 18,1974: The San Marco 4 (C-2) satellite was an Italian scientific satellite launched
using a NASA-provided Scout D-1 launch vehicle. The launch was carried out from the San
Marco ocean platform off the coast of Kenya. The San Marco program studied the dens of the
atmosphere until its reentry on May 4, 1976.

Ariel-5: The UK-US telescope launched from Africa

October 15,1974: Ariel 5 (or UK 5) was a joint Anglo-American space telescope dedicated to
observing the sky in the X-ray band. It was launched from the Italian San Marco platform in
Kenya  in  the  Indian  Ocean  and  remained  operational  until  1980.  It  was  the  penultimate
satellite to be launched under the Ariel program. It was the third satellite in the series built
entirely in the United Kingdom. Before launch, it was named UK 5 and after the successful
launch, it was renamed Ariel 5.
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Explorer 53: The American satellite launched from Kenya

May 7, 1975: The Small Astronomy Satellite C (SAS C), also known as Explorer 53, was the
third in a series of small satellites designed to scan the celestial sphere for sources radiating in
the X-ray, gamma-ray, ultraviolet, and other spectral regions. The spacecraft was launched
from the San Marco platform off the coast of Kenya, Africa.

The latest satellite launch from the African continent

March 25, 1988: San Marco D (or San Marco 5) was the last Italian scientific satellite of the
San Marco Project, launched from the Italian base in Malindi, Kenya, aboard an American Scout
rocket. It studied the upper atmosphere (between 200 and 700 km) for eight months and
returned  on December  6th.  The  scientific  project's  experiments  were  managed  by  a  joint
venture between Italy, the United States, and Germany. This was the last satellite launch from
the African continent.
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Chapter 2: The main African satellites

Africasat 1: Malaysia's satellite loaned to Africa

January 12,  1996: The MEASAT-1 satellite  (also known as AFRICASAT-1),  launched from
ESA's Kourou Cosmodrome in French Guiana, was Malaysia's first artificial satellite. "MEASAT"
stands for "Malaysia East Asia Satellite." After its initial deployment above the Asian area, with
the help of the Boeing Satellite Development Center, it was moved from its original orbit and
repositioned to cover the Africa. Hence the name "AFRICASAT-1."

Nilesat 101: The first African telecommunications satellite

April 28, 1998: The Nilesat 101 satellite, launched from the ESA Space Center in French
Guiana on an Ariane V-108 rocket, was the first Egyptian and African communications satellite.
It provided television and radio broadcast services to North Africa and the Middle East until its
decommissioning in February 2013. Based on the Eurostar-2000 platform, it offered over 100
digital channels. In 2010, the Nilesat 101 satellite was replaced by the new Egyptian satellite
Nilesat 201.
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Afristar: Africa's first digital radio satellite

October 28,  1998: The  Afristar  satellite  was launched by an Ariane 44L (V-113)  launch
vehicle  from the  Centre  Spatial  Guyanais  in  Kourou,  French  Guiana.  AfriStar  was  the  1st

telecomm satellite entirely. It broadcast digital radio to Africa and the Middle East. The satellite
carried 24 to 96 radio channels with onboard processing to enable mono transmissions at CD
audio quality. 

Nilesat 102: A new satellite for North Africa

August 17, 2000: The Nilesat 102 satellite  was launched by an Ariane 44LP rocket from
Kourou,  French  Guiana,  by  the  European  Space  Agency.  Nilesat  102,  an  Egyptian-owned
geostationary communications satellite, began its official broadcasts on September 12, 2000,
with an expected operational life of 15 years. The satellite weighed 1,827 kg at launch. 
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Tubsat 6: Morocco and Germany monitor vegetation

December 10, 2001: The launch of the Maroc-Tubsat microsatellite (also known as Zarkae Al
Yamama or Tubsat 6) from Baikonur aboard a Zenit-2 rocket marked the beginning of space
collaboration  between  Morocco  and  Germany.  Maroc-Tubsat  was  a  47-kg  microsatellite
designed  for  Earth  observation,  particularly  remote  sensing,  vegetation  monitoring,  and
medium-resolution imagery. 

EgyptSat 1: The Earth Remote Sensing Satellite

April 17, 2007: EgyptSat 1, launched from the Baikonur Cosmodrome aboard a Dnepr rocket,
was Egypt's first Earth remote sensing satellite. This satellite was built jointly by the Egyptian
National Authority for Remote Sensing and Space Sciences and the Yuzhnoyein Design Bureau
of Ukraine. EgyptSat 1 is considered a miniaturized satellite, weighing 100 kg.
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Rascom-QAF 1: The first satellite entirely dedicated to Africa

December 21, 2007: Rascom-QAF 1, also known as Rascom 1, was the first communications
satellite entirely dedicated to Africa. It was built by Thales Alenia Space for RascomStar-QAF, a
private company based in Mauritius. It was launched aboard an Ariane 5 rocket. The satellite
was intended to provide coverage for all of Africa. A failure reduced the satellite's operational
life,  so  Thales  Alenia  committed  to  building  a  new  satellite  for  RascomStar,  called
Rascom-QAF 1R.

The first launch of a pair of African satellites

August 4, 2010: The Ariane 5 rocket launched from the ESA Space Center in French Guiana,
placing two African satellites into Earth orbit for the first time. The first is Rascom-QAF 1R, a
communications  satellite  for  Africa  as  a  whole,  which  replaced Rascom-QAF 1,  which  had
prematurely  failed.  The  second  is  the  Egyptian  satellite  Nilesat  201,  which  replaced  the
previous Nilesat 101.
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NigComSat-1: Nigerian satellite launched by China

December 20, 2011: NigComSat-1 was a Nigerian communications satellite. It was launched
in  China  by  Nasdra  aboard  a  Chinese  Long  March  3B  rocket  and  became  Africa's  third
geostationary  communications  satellite.  The  satellite  was  operated  by  Nigerian
Communications Satellite Ltd (NIGCOMSAT). On November 11, 2008, NigComSat-1 failed in
orbit after running out of power due to an anomaly in its solar panel.  

MdaSat: The South African satellite constellation

January 13, 2022: South Africa, with the Transporter-3 mission, launched three of the nine
planned mini-satellites,  aiming to  build  its  own satellite  constellation,  the MDASat (Marine
Domain Awareness Satellite), for maritime monitoring. The satellites, weighing just over two
kilograms each, were developed in South Africa by the Cape Peninsula University of Technology
and will enable the identification and monitoring of foreign vessels in South African territorial
waters.
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Nilesat 301: SpaceX - Falcon 9 launches new Egyptian satellite

June 8, 2022: Nilesat 301 is an Egyptian geostationary communications satellite, successfully
launched on June 8, 2022, by SpaceX aboard a Falcon 9 rocket. Nilesat 301 was built by Thales
Alenia  Space  on  the  Spacebus-4000B2  platform.  This  satellite  has  enhanced  direct-to-air
television (DTH), radio, and broadband internet services in the Middle East and North Africa,
extending coverage to the Nile Basin countries and South Africa.

Eos sat1: The South African Agricultural Satellite

January 03,  2023: EOS Sat-1 (also  known as  AgriSat-1) is  South Africa's  first  precision
agriculture satellite, successfully launched by SpaceX. EOS Sat-1 is a South African commercial
satellite from Dragonfly Aerospace, launched for agricultural observation. The satellite provides
imagery  to  monitor  crops,  photosynthesis,  and  field  variability.  It  is  the  first  commercial
satellite licensed in South Africa and uses artificial intelligence-based data analysis and satellite
imagery to support sustainable agriculture and environmental monitoring.
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Taifa 1: Kenya's first satellite 

April  14,  2023: Taifa-1 is  Kenya's  first  Earth  observation satellite,  successfully  launched,
along with 50 other satellites, aboard a SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket from Vandenberg Space Force
Base  in  California.  Developed  by  Kenyan  engineers  with  support  from  EnduroSat,  this
nanosatellite (3U CubeSat) will collect hyperspectral data to monitor agriculture, food security,
floods, and fires for the next five years.

Gainde Sat 1A: Senegal's first satellite

August 16, 2024: The CubeSat satellite was designed and built by Senegalese engineers in
collaboration with the University Space Center (CSU) of the University of Montpellier. It was
launched  from  Vandenberg  Space  Force  Base  aboard  a  Falcon  9  rocket.  The  satellite  is
intended for Earth observation, monitoring Senegal's territory and natural resources, improving
agriculture, managing water resources, providing weather forecasting, and preventing natural
disasters.
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Chapter 3: African astronauts
The first african astronaut on the Space Station

April  27,  2002  -  May  5,  2002: The  first  African  astronaut  is  from South  Africa.  Mark
Shuttleworth, a space tourist on the Russian Soyuz TM-34 mission, spent eight days on the
International Space Station (ISS). The cover bears the Russian space segment postmark with
the  Soyuz  TM-34  launch  and  return  date  from  Baikonur.  The  cover  bears  the  original
autographs of the entire crew: from left, Italian Roberto Vittori, Russian Yuri Gidzenko, and
South  African  Mark  Shuttleworth.  At  the  top  left  of  the  cover  is  the  International  Space
Station's octagonal board seal, confirming that the extremely rare cover flew to the ISS.

Kristina Koch: Ghana's flag in space for the first time

December 20, 2019: American astronaut Kristina Koch (the first woman to orbit the Moon)
first carried an African flag to the ISS in December 2019. The space cover, which traveled on
the ISS, bears Koch's autograph (bottom right). The astronaut studied at the University of
Ghana. Koch has not forgotten Ghana and Africa, and has thus decided to pay homage.
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The first African female astronaut

August 4, 2022: Egyptian Sara Sabry is the first African woman to fly in space and cross the
Kármán line. An engineer and entrepreneur, she is the first African and Arab woman to have
flown in space for  10 minutes and 20 seconds aboard the Blue Origin NS-22.  Sabry also
participated in a simulated space mission to the Moon as the crew's medical officer.

First African astronaut on Virgin Galactic

September 8, 2023: Timothy Nash (South Africa) is Virgin Galactic's first African astronaut.
His flight, aboard the VSS Unity for the "Galactic 03" mission, began with launch from the
Spaceport in New Mexico, USA. The crew reached a maximum altitude of 88.6 kilometers (55
miles). Nash achieved a small record with his flight by transporting, for the first time, two
small fossils dating back approximately 2 million years to pay tribute to the contributions of all
humanity's ancestors. 
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The first African astronaut on Blue Origin

June 29, 2025: Blue Origin NS-33 was a suborbital spaceflight operated by Blue Origin as
part of its New Shepard space tourism program. The flight launched from the launch site in
West  Texas.  The  mission  lasted  approximately  10  minutes,  carrying  six  passengers  to  an
apogee of approximately 105 km (65 mi), crossing the Karman Line. On board was Owolabi
Salis,  a  prominent Nigerian lawyer,  retired politician,  and financial  consultant,  a  renowned
philanthropist, and the founder of the Niger Delta Peoples Development Organization, which
consistently contributes to several important charitable causes.

Chapter 4: Starlink and African space telecommunications
      South African Elon Musk launches "Starlink"

May 23, 2019: South African Elon Musk launches the SpaceX Falcon 9 from Cape Canaveral,
carrying  the  first  satellites  of  the  Starlink  constellation  that  has  finally  brought  internet
connectivity to areas that had previously lacked it.
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