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Abstract: This article examines Portugal’s engagement with China’s Digital 
Silk Road (DSR) and Space Silk Road (SSR). It operates on the premise that 
both, the DSR and the SSR, despite their rhetoric of cooperation, function 
within the logic of digital realpolitik–serving Beijing’s national interest and rais-
ing risks of technological dependency and control. Drawing on the theoretical 
framework of the Small State Theory, the study explores how Portugal navi-
gates its involvement with the DSR and SSR while balancing its Euro-Atlantic 
commitments within a dynamic landscape shaped by China’s rise. Through 
a qualitative methodology, the article reveals that, although Portugal has not 
formally joined the DSR or SSR, Chinese digital and space investments have 
increasingly infiltrated the national landscape. Several factors have prompted 
Portugal to adopt a cautious, balanced approach. The conclusions underscore 
the dual nature of this involvement, highlighting the broader implications for 
small States engaged in the global digital competition.
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Introduction

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) was announced by 
Chinese President Xi Jinping in 2013, during his visit 
to Kazakhstan, where he proposed the creation of the 

Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB) between China and Central 
Asian countries, and later in Indonesia, where he proposed 
the establishment of the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road 
(MSR) between China and ASEAN countries.1 In 2015, the 
action plan for the Belt and Road Initiative was launched, 
setting the objective “to promote the connectivity of Asian, 
European and African continents and their adjacent seas”.2 
Subsequently, the initiative was expanded to new geograph-
ical regions, such as Latin America, and included new corri-
dors, notably the Digital Silk Road (DSR) and the Space Silk 
Road (SSR).

The dynamics surrounding the BRI have led to numer-
ous studies, which have mainly focused on the SREB3 and 
on the MSR.4 The study of the DSR and the SSR, on the oth-
er hand, and perhaps because these are more recent proj-
ects, is not yet as developed. Exceptions include the works of  
Assef,5 Shen,6 Cabestan,7 and Chung.8 Regarding Portugal 
specifically, the impact of the SREB and MSR in Portuguese 
territory has attracted the attention of several scholars.9 
However, the implications of the DSR and SSR remain large-
ly unexplored.

1  “Xi Proposes …” 2013. “Xi in Call…” 2013.
2  National Development and Reform Commission, Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, and Ministry of Commerce 2015.
3  Makarov & Sokolova 2016. Tracy, Schvarts, Simonov & Babenko 2017. 
Dave & Kobayashi 2018.
4  Chang 2018. Zhu, Zhang, Li & Zhou 2019.
5  Assef 2018.
6  Shen 2018.
7  Cabestan 2020.
8  Chung 2023.
9  Duarte 2017. Duarte 2020. Silva, Duarte & Pereira 2023.
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Given this gap in the literature, this article aims to exam-
ine Portugal’s engagement with the BRI through the DSR 
and SSR. Specifically, this research seeks to explore how Por-
tugal has balanced its cooperation with China in the digital 
and space domains alongside its Euro-Atlantic commitments. 
Furthermore, we will also explore the opportunities, risks 
and challenges that involvement in DSR and SSR can bring 
to Portugal.

In the context of growing geopolitical competition be-
tween China and the United States, which extends to both 
the digital and outer space domains, understanding how 
a small State like Portugal–an ally of the United States and a 
BRI member since 2018– navigates and balances its commit-
ments and interests is more relevant than ever. Therefore, 
this research will also provide insights into how small States 
can manage their participation in the BRI, balancing oppor-
tunities, challenges, and obstacles while maintaining their 
relationships with China and upholding their Euro-Atlan-
tic commitments. The investigation will be framed around 
the following research question: How does Portugal, as a 
small State, navigate at the same time its economic coopera-
tion with China’s Digital and Space Silk Roads and its Euro- 
Atlantic commitments?

This study operates under the premise that, despite 
their narrative of international cooperation, both the DSR 
and the SSR ultimately serve China’s national interests. Con-
sequently, both initiatives are best understood as manoeu-
vres in statecraft and realpolitik, or more specifically, digital 
realpolitik. In this framework, the logic of the international 
system is one of competition among States to fulfil their na-
tional interests, with digital means, including the Internet, 
used as tools to achieve these goals at any cost.10 Digitalpolitik 
relies on the development of information and communica-
tion technologies, State support for the internationalization 
of domestic tech companies, active promotion of digital in-

10  Atkinson 2021.
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novation, limiting the technological progress of rival States, 
and cooperation with allied States.11 From this perspective, 
the development of digital infrastructure is prioritized, cre-
ating mechanisms that enable surveillance, control, and co-
ercion.

The analysis of Portugal’s engagement with the DSR and 
the SSR will therefore be conducted on the assumption that 
these initiatives serve China’s broader strategic goals. Addi-
tionally, we will employ the theory of small States to examine 
and interpret how Portugal engages with both projects, bal-
ancing its participation in the BRI with its commitments to 
the United States, NATO, and the European Union.

At the methodological level, this research adopts a pre-
dominantly qualitative approach, using an exploratory pro-
cedure that draws on both primary and secondary sources. 
Primary sources include news articles from agencies such as 
Xinhua, China Daily, and Lusa, official documents, and press 
releases from the governments of Portugal and the People’s 
Republic of China. Secondary sources consist of academic 
articles and reference works, as well as reports from insti-
tutions like the Atlantic Centre of the National Defence In-
stitute of Portugal and the Centre for Aerospace & Security 
Studies in Islamabad.

The article is structured as follows: The first section pres-
ents the theoretical framework underpinning our analysis, 
with a focus on the theory of small States. The next section 
describes the positioning of the DSR and the SSR within the 
BRI, along with the dynamics associated with both. The fol-
lowing sections examine Portugal’s participation in these ini-
tiatives. The conclusion synthesizes the main findings from 
the previous sections.

11  Atkinson 2021.
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Some Elements for the Analysis  
of Small States Behaviour

The aim of this section is to establish a theoretical frame-
work for analysing the phenomenon under study, enabling 
the identification of key actions, trends, and patterns. Ac-
cordingly, this subsection seeks to introduce elements from 
various perspectives associated with the Small State Theo-
ry, in order to support the understanding of Portugal’s be-
haviour, as a small State, in relation to the DSR and the SSR.

The behaviour and capabilities of small States in inter-
national politics have long been the subject of academic in-
quiry. These studies are commonly referred to as the “Small 
States Theory”, even though there is no unified theory in the 
strict scientific sense of the term, but rather a range of differ-
ent perspectives. In this study, we draw on the core assump-
tions of the Theory of Shelter. This theoretical perspective 
contends that small States face multiple vulnerabilities and, 
in seeking to mitigate them, they pursue political, economic, 
and social shelter through alliances with larger States, partic-
ipation in international organizations, and support for inter-
national norms.12

Due to their economic vulnerabilities and small pop-
ulations, small States possess limited military capabilities 
and hold reduced international influence.13 To counter-
balance these inconveniences, small States seek political 
shelter through alliances with larger powers,14 which ma-
terializes by forging political ties that imply diplomatic 
and military support, cooperation, and protection mech-
anisms. Through such arrangements, small States are able 
to reduce power asymmetries, avoid coercion by third 
States, and benefit from the capabilities of other States and 

12  Thorhallsson & Steinsson 2018. Thorhallsson, Steinsson & Kristinsson 
2018.
13  Thorhallsson, Steinsson & Kristinsson 2018.
14  Thorhallsson, Steinsson & Kristinsson 2018.
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international organizations to compensate for their own 
limitations.15

In addition, due to the small size of their domestic mar-
kets, small States are more dependent on international trade, 
which makes them particularly vulnerable to global econom-
ic fluctuations and trade restrictions.16 To address these vul-
nerabilities, small States aim to establish trade and financial 
relations with larger powers and seek membership in inter-
national organizations.17

Finally, as a result of their size, small States also face vul-
nerabilities related to culture, education, and scientific and 
technological development.18 Consequently, they need to 
remain connected to their neighbours, particularly to larg-
er States, with whom they seek relationships that help them 
avoid isolation and foster development.19

In sum, small States are not simply “functionally undif-
ferentiated units” facing the same challenges as large States, 
whose foreign policies are driven solely by external struc-
tures and security concerns, as the realist theory suggests.20 
Nor is their behaviour limited to the pursuit of economic 
gains, as liberal perspectives contemplate.21 Moreover, they 
do not merely seek social and cultural relations, as construc-
tivists might argue. Rather, small States strive to develop 
strategies that enable them to survive and thrive. To this end, 
they seek various forms of relationships with great powers, 
through which they obtain shelter in a complex internation-
al system.22

Having now introduced the theoretical framework that 
will underpin our investigation, we may proceed to the analy-

15  Thorhallsson & Steinsson 2018.
16  Thorhallsson, Steinsson & Kristinsson 2018.
17  Thorhallsson, Steinsson & Kristinsson 2018.
18  Thorhallsson & Steinsson 2018.
19  Thorhallsson, Steinsson & Kristinsson 2018.
20  Radoman 2018. Thorhallsson, Steinsson & Kristinsson 2019.
21  Thorhallsson, Steinsson & Kristinsson 2018.
22  Thorhallsson, Steinsson & Kristinsson 2018.
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sis of the dynamics of the DSR and SSR in Portugal. Drawing 
on the elements of Theory of Shelter, we will thus be able to 
interpret how Portugal has engaged with both initiatives and 
how it has navigated its participation in the BRI alongside its 
commitments to the West.

BRI’s new corridors: the Digital and Space Silk Roads

In this section, we will introduce the DSR and SSR within the 
broader context of the BRI. The aim is to understand the 
motivations, objectives, and underlying dynamics of each of 
these corridors, so that we may subsequently examine their 
presence in Portugal.

If the underlying premise of the BRI is connectivity be-
tween peoples, transforming the world into a true “global 
village” through the trade of goods and services, the DSR 
serves a similar purpose. As a digital corridor, the DSR aims 
to ensure global connectivity by developing digital infra-
structures along the economic corridors of the BRI. The 
SSR, in turn, is intrinsically linked to the DSR, as both rely 
on digital technologies. However, it focuses on the develop-
ment of space communication infrastructures and satellite 
navigation systems.

The first reference to a digital corridor within the BRI 
emerged in 2015, when the BRI action plan called for the 
creation of an “Information Silk Road”.23 That same year, in 
July, at the China-EU Digital Cooperation Forum, the term 
“Digital Silk Road” was officially introduced.24 Finally, in 
2017, Xi Jinping advocated for the establishment of a “21st 
Century Digital Silk Road” intended to enhance digital co-
operation along the BRI economic corridors.25 Alongside 

23  National Development and Reform Commission, Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, and Ministry of Commerce 2015.
24  “Digital Silk Road…” 2015.
25  “Full Text of…” 2017.
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the DSR, and closely related to it, the BRI also includes a 
space corridor known as the SSR, or “Belt and Road Space 
Information Corridor”.26 The first mention of the SSR ac-
tually pre-dates the DSR. In 2014, the Chinese organisation 
International Alliance of Satellite Application Service pro-
posed creating a “space-based Silk Road” along the Belt and 
Road to enhance satellite cooperation.27 Later, in 2016, the 
Chinese government released a white paper on the country’s 
space strategy, emphasising its interest in transforming Chi-
na into a space power to boost economic development.28 The 
following year, China declared its aim to become a global 
leader in space technology by 2045, ensuring full space ex-
ploration capabilities by then.29

The DSR focuses on the development of global commu-
nication and connectivity technologies through terrestrial 
and maritime infrastructures.30 In contrast, the SSR cen-
tres on space-based communication and geolocation infra-
structures.31 A major pillar of the SSR are space information 
systems, aiming to create a “Space Information Corridor” 
through Earth observation, communication, navigation and 
geolocation, and satellite development.32 In this context, 
Beijing has been developing the BeiDou satellite navigation 
system with plans to expanding it along the SREB and the 
MSR, thus offering an alternative to the US GPS.33 This sys-
tem, moreover, allows China to enhance its military capabil-
ities and increase its influence over other States and regions 
as the system spreads, enabling the creation of dependency 
networks, particularly in critical areas.34 In addition to being 

26  Assef 2021.
27  Jie 2015.
28  “China’s Space…” 2016.
29  “China Aims…” 2017.
30  Chung 2023.
31  Assef 2018.
32  Assef 2018. Mujtaba & Chohan 2021.
33  “China’s Space…” 2016. Assef 2018.
34  Cheney 2019. Ghiasy & Krishnamurthy 2020.
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a cornerstone of the SSR, BeiDou is also a key component of 
the DSR, being linked to technological development, digital 
connectivity, and information and communication technolo-
gies.35 BeiDou was completed in 2020, through the establish-
ment of a satellite constellation that provides China with new 
capabilities not only in geolocation but also in areas such as 
the Internet of Things,36 remote sensing, financial markets, 
commercial services, and communication, particularly via 
broadband, among others.37

In addition, the DSR also encompasses other elements, 
such as 5G networks, quantum computing, artificial intelli-
gence, big data, cloud computing, nanotechnology, e-com-
merce, financial transactions and digital payments, and 
digital currencies.38 In this context, Beijing’s primary focus 
regarding the DSR has been establishing extensive digital in-
frastructures, such as data centres and fibre optic cables, as 
well as telecommunications infrastructure, and expanding 
e-commerce services, digital payment systems, and surveil-
lance and security systems.39

In the implementation of the DSR, Chinese compa-
nies play a crucial role by actively supporting and advanc-
ing Beijing’s interests both domestically and internationally, 
enabling China to compete with European and American 
technology firms in both hardware and software sectors, as 
well as in exporting its digital revolution and standards.40 
For example, Alibaba has sought to compete with Amazon 
in e-commerce, as well as in other sectors including cloud 

35  Ahmed & Lambert 2022.
36  “Internet of Things” refers to an extension of the internet that enables 
everyday objects–from household items like refrigerators to industrial de-
vices like sensors and robots–to have computing capabilities and operate 
intelligently.
37  Ahmed & Lambert 2022. Vandamme, Struye de Swielande & Kimberly 
Orinx 2023.
38  Chung 2023. Hussain, Hussain, Khan & Imran 2024.
39  Ly 2020. Arsentyeva 2024.
40  Ahmed & Lambert 2022.
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computing, data centres, and digital payment tools.41 Com-
panies such as Dahua and Hikvision, as well as Huawei and 
ZTE, have contributed to the creation of so-called “safe cit-
ies” through the development of surveillance and facial rec-
ognition systems, which are now installed not only in China 
but also in Central Asia and Latin America.42 Regarding digi-
tal currency, the internationalization of the renminbi is a pri-
ority for Beijing, aiming initially to challenge the dominance 
of the dollar through trade and digital payments, and in the 
long term, through investment and reserves.43 In this con-
text, the DSR is essential for facilitating the global circula-
tion of the renminbi. A key aspect of this is the development 
of the Cross-border Interbank Payment System as an alterna-
tive to SWIFT, which promises to enhance transactions con-
ducted using the renminbi.44

Outlined in parallel with the BRI economic corridors, 
the DSR aims to enhance the expansion of Chinese indus-
trial companies by providing them with both physical and 
digital infrastructures that support their international busi-
ness ventures. Through the development and installation 
of communication backbone infrastructures by Huawei and 
ZTE, data storage provided by Huawei and Alibaba through 
their data centres, surveillance systems developed by Dahua 
and Hikvision, and the implementation of alternative digital 
financial systems, Beijing secures access to sensitive informa-
tion, enhances the international influence of its companies, 
and promotes the export of its model and the establishment 
of new global standards.45

The DSR, as well as the SSR, present both benefits and op-
portunities for the countries involved, but also entail signifi-
cant risks. While these initiatives can foster the development 

41  Chung 2023. Hussain, Hussain, Khan & Imran 2024.
42  Chung 2023.
43  Aysan, & Kayani 2022.
44  Shen 2018.
45  Hemmings 2020. Chung 2023. Hussain, Hussain, Khan & Imran 2024.
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of digital infrastructure, boost e-commerce, and enhance in-
novation and competitiveness, investments under the DSR 
and SSR also carry dangers such as the export of China’s au-
thoritarian governance model and its potential access to–and 
even control over–sensitive data from other governments.46 
These concerns are heightened by the fact that Chinese com-
panies, which play a central role in both initiatives, are legally 
obliged to cooperate with the Chinese government on mat-
ters of national security.47 Moreover, projects such as BeiDou 
not only possess the capacity to rival the American GPS, but 
may also serve China’s strategic interests by enabling Beijing 
to monitor other States and access third-party information.48

Portugal in the Belt and Road:  
from the BRI to the DSR

The aim of this section is to understand Portugal’s partici-
pation in the DSR. To achieve this, we will first analyze Por-
tugal’s involvement in the BRI and subsequently describe 
and examine the dynamics and status of the DSR within Por-
tuguese territory. Through this, we aim to gather sufficient 
data to interpret how Portugal navigates the initiative and 
balances its participation with its Western commitments.

The relationship between Portugal and China dates back 
to the 16th century, specifically to 1513, when the Portuguese 
landed in Tammao. From then on, a lasting and fruitful con-
nection was established, consistently grounded in trade and, 
for a long period, centered around Macau. Contemporary 
diplomatic relations, however, date back to the 1970s when 
Portugal formally recognized the People’s Republic of Chi-
na, followed by the establishment of diplomatic relations.49 

46  Hussain, Hussain, Khan & Imran 2024. Shahbaz 2022.
47  Hemmings 2020. Ma 2022. Chung 2023.
48  uscc 2019. Sewall, Vandenberg & Malden 2023.
49  Portal Diplomático s.f.
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Over more than four decades of diplomatic relations, Por-
tugal and China have seen their relationship develop pri-
marily, but not exclusively, in the areas of trade and foreign 
investment.50 Portugal’s need and willingness to engage with 
China, which it views as an important partner, coupled with 
Beijing’s interest in expanding its influence into Europe, 
led to Portugal’s joining the Belt and Road Initiative in 2018 
through signing a Memorandum of Understanding.51

Despite Portugal’s accession to the Belt and Road Initia-
tive on December 5, 2018, the Portuguese government did 
not sign the Memorandum of Understanding related to dig-
ital economy and digital connectivity, and thus Portugal is 
not officially part of the Digital Silk Road. Nonetheless, Chi-
nese investment and Luso-Chinese cooperation in the digital 
field are quite evident. In 2016, when Portugal’s participa-
tion in the Belt and Road Initiative was merely a future as-
piration, the Portuguese and Chinese governments signed 
several cooperation agreements across various domains.52 
Notably, there was an agreement between Huawei and Por-
tugal Telecom for the development of a technological infra-
structure network, and an agreement between Huawei and 
the University of Trás-os-Montes and Alto Douro, the Univer-
sity of Évora, and the Institute of Employment and Vocation-
al Training for scientific research in the technological field.53 
Subsequently, following the signing of the Memorandum of 
Understanding on BRI, new cooperation agreements were 
established, including an agreement between Millennium 
BCP and UnionPay for issuing bank cards with this payment 
technology, and a memorandum of understanding between 
MEO and Huawei on the development of 5G technology.54 
Additionally, a memorandum was signed to establish a  

50  Lourido 2024.
51  República Portuguesa & República Popular da China 2018.
52  Portal do Governo 2016.
53  Portal do Governo 2016.
54  Portal do Governo 2018.
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research laboratory in the fields of ocean and space (STAR-
Lab), a joint initiative between TAKEVER and CEiiA (Centre 
for Engineering and Development) and the Chinese Acad-
emy of Sciences, as well as a memorandum on the imple-
mentation of the Portugal-China 2030 Partnership, aimed 
at scientific and technological cooperation in the areas of 
space, climate, computing, and nanoscience.55

In 2017, Huawei Marine Networks and China Unicom 
announced plans to develop a submarine fiber-optic cable 
connecting Brazil to Portugal via Cape Verde.56 However, the 
project did not proceed with Huawei, and instead, the Irish 
company EllaLink developed it, until the first submarine fi-
ber-optic cable to connect Latin America to Europe was fi-
nalized.57 Portugal also serves as a landing point for the West 
Africa Cable System, which connects South Africa to the 
United Kingdom and was upgraded in 2015 by Huawei Ma-
rine Networks using Huawei’s own technology.58 In 2024, the 
2Africa submarine cable, aiming to connect various States in 
the Indian Ocean, Middle East, Mediterranean, West Afri-
ca, and the United Kingdom, and operated by a consortium 
including Meta and China Mobile International Limited, 
reached Carcavelos, Portugal.59

The year 2019, it should be noted, was marked by in-
creased assertiveness from the United States of America 
and the European Union towards China. In this regard, 
the US, through Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo, even ad-
vised the Portuguese government against cooperating with 
Huawei for the installation of 5G networks.60 The European 
Parliament and the European Commission adopted a simi-
lar stance, warning about the security risks that could arise 

55  Portal do Governo 2018.
56  Malena 2021.
57  “Entenda Como...” 2021.
58  Huawei 2015.
59  “Cabo 2Africa...” 2024.
60  “Pompeo Adverte...” 2019c.
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from Chinese investment in critical infrastructure.61 Portu-
gal’s position must, therefore, be analysed within this con-
text. Although initially the Portuguese government rejected 
a protectionist stance, in 2020 the main Portuguese opera-
tors (MEO, NOS, and VODAFONE) ultimately decided not 
to use Huawei’s 5G network technology.62 Later, in 2023, the 
Portuguese government confirmed this decision, with the 
Superior Council for Cyberspace Security deciding to ex-
clude non-European companies from the installation of 5G 
networks, namely Huawei and other Chinese companies.63

The security concerns regarding Chinese 5G network 
technology did not, however, prevent the continued expan-
sion of Chinese digital products and services in Portugal. In 
2021, Huawei, in collaboration with University of Aveiro and 
the Institute of Telecommunications, established a laboratory 
focused on 5G and Artificial Intelligence (5GAIner), with the 
aim of “supporting the industry in creating reliable solutions 
for different sectors to ensure a successful transition to a digi-
tal society in Portugal”.64 Despite security concerns regarding 
Chinese 5G technology, digital products and services from 
Chinese companies continue to be available and are growing 
in Portugal. AliExpress, the international arm of Alibaba, has 
increasingly established its presence in the Portuguese mar-
ket, even forming partnerships with CTT for the distribution 
of orders placed on Singles’ Day, China’s equivalent of Black 
Friday, which saw a 40% increase in 2019 compared to the 
previous year.65 

Alipay, on the other hand, has been registered with the 
Bank of Portugal as an electronic money institution since 
2019, with its entry into the country announced in 2018 
through a partnership with Millennium BCP.66 By the end of 

61  EC 2019.
62  “Costa Recusa...” 2019b. Freitas Moreira y Malta 2020.
63  Alves & Simões 2023.
64  “UA, Huawei e...” 2021.
65  “CTT Entregam...” 2019.
66  “Alipay Chega...” 2018.
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2019, China reported a 64-fold increase in transactions using 
Alipay in Portugal during the first week of October of that 
year.67 Meanwhile, Hikvision already provides surveillance 
solutions in the Portuguese market but has yet to establish 
any partnerships or projects for implementing public sur-
veillance systems in Portugal. Alibaba Cloud, a subsidiary of 
Alibaba focused on cloud computing, inaugurated a service 
and support center in Porto, Portugal, in 2022, in partner-
ship with Teleperformance, the first of its kind in Europe.68 
Although not strictly an investment by Alibaba in Portugal, 
this represents the Chinese company’s awareness of the po-
tential for future investment in Portuguese territory. Huawei 
Cloud, on the other hand, also does not have any data center 
investments in Portugal. However, it is present in the market, 
having protocols with several cloud service providers such as 
Claranet, which owns a data center, and V-Valley.69

Advances in the relationship between Portugal and Chi-
na, particularly in the digital sector, reflect Portugal’s need 
to develop its digital infrastructure and stimulate economic 
growth. Given the constraints associated with its status as a 
small State–especially in the economic and commercial do-
mains–Portugal views China as a partner capable of helping 
to address its internal vulnerabilities. Nevertheless, as a fa-
voured partner of the United States and reliant on Wash-
ington as its main political, security and economic shelter, 
Portugal must carefully navigate its relationship with both 
major powers. This delicate balancing act is reflected in the 
country’s growing caution towards Chinese investment, even 
as it continues to engage with China to pursue its economic 
objectives.

Simultaneously, concerns from the European Union and 
the United States about the risks tied to cooperation with-
in the DSR have prompted a more cautious stance. This is 

67  “Portugal Multiplica...” 2019.
68  “Porto é Porta...” 2022.
69  “Claranet é o Primeiro...” 2024. “V-Valley e...” 2024.
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evidenced by a noticeable slowdown–though not a complete 
cessation–of Chinese investment in recent months. However, 
joint initiatives between Huawei and Portuguese companies 
and academic institutions, such as 5GAIner and STARLab, 
remain active. These projects illustrate Portugal’s effort to 
manage its strategic alliance with the United States while 
maintaining economically beneficial ties with China.

Portugal, the Space Sector, and the Space Silk Road

The aim of this section is to examine and understand Por-
tugal’s involvement with the SSR. To do so, we will describe 
and analyze the dynamics associated with the SSR observed 
within Portuguese territory, as well as the existing projects 
and their current status. The data gathered will be used to 
interpret how Portugal navigates the SSR and balances its 
participation with its Western commitments.

The first significant steps towards cooperation between 
Portugal and China within the framework of the SSR emerged 
in late 2018. In November of that year, during Xi Jinping’s vis-
it to Portugal, in addition to the agreements and memoran-
da mentioned, a Memorandum of Understanding was signed 
between the Portuguese companies TEKEVER and CEiiA 
(Centre for Engineering and Development) and the Micro-
satellite Institute of the Chinese Academy of Sciences with 
the aim of establishing STARLab, a research laboratory fo-
cused on maritime and space domains.70 Located in Matosin-
hos and Peniche, this project aims to develop technologies 
and engineering systems for the management and explora-
tion of the sea and space.71 In the same year, Portugal issued 
a Request for Interest for the construction of a spaceport in 
Santa Maria, Azores, which generated significant expressions 
of interest from various companies and resulted in the estab-

70  Portal do Governo 2018.
71  Azevedo 2018a.
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lishment of the Azores International Satellite Launch Pro-
gramme (Azores ISLP).72

The strategic position of the Azores and Portugal’s in-
terest in more actively engaging in space exploration led to 
the establishment of the Portuguese Space Agency (Portugal 
Space) in 2019.73 In its 2020-2030 strategy, Portugal Space 
relied on the Azores Space Launch Program (ISLP) as a cor-
nerstone, prioritizing the development of a small satellite 
launch base on Santa Maria Island, along with other related 
space projects such as the creation of a satellite communica-
tion station (teleport), operational since 2020, and the de-
velopment of test facilities for microrocket engines and new 
support facilities for future spacecraft.74

We therefore observe that, given the strategic impor-
tance of the Azores within the Portuguese Space Strategy, 
the construction of a spaceport on Santa Maria Island has 
become one of the country’s key priorities in the space sec-
tor. This initiative aims to capitalise the Azores’ advantages 
to enhance cooperation with other States and entities, there-
by contributing to national development and reinforcing the 
country’s international stature.75 In 2017, through the Res-
olution of the Government Council No. 5/2017 of January 
30, the Azores Space Mission Structure (Space Azores) was 
established with the purpose of “managing, administering, 
and coordinating all aerospace scientific and technical ac-
tivities to be developed in the Autonomous Region of the 
Azores”.76 In 2022, the Regional Government of the Azores 
decided to extend the mandate of Space Azores to develop a 
regional space strategy.77 This strategy, known as the “Azores 
Space Strategy”, was approved that same year and highlights 
the spatial advantages of the archipelago’s strategic position 

72  Portugal Space 2024.
73  “Constituição Da Agência...” 2019a.
74  Portugal Space 2020.
75  Costa 2020.
76  Conselho do Governo 2017.
77  Conselho do Governo 2022b.



xviii	 Flávio Silva	 FI

Foro Internacional (FI)
Published online: November 4, 2025
ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOI: 10.24201/fi.3122

for the space sector, as well as its contribution to regional 
and national development.78

One of the objectives outlined in this strategy is the 
construction of a spaceport on Santa Maria Island for the 
launch and landing of small launch vehicles.79 According to 
data provided by Space Azores, there are currently several 
space-related projects in the archipelago, including the Eu-
ropean Space Agency’s tracking and monitoring station, the 
Galileo Sensor Station connected to the European Galileo 
navigation system, the EUMETSAT EPS-SG ground anten-
na, and the Portuguese Space Agency’s satellite control and 
command antenna, all located at the Santa Maria Teleport.80 
Santa Maria Island also hosts the Atlantic Network of Geo-
detic and Space Stations and the optical space surveillance 
sensor for the European Space Surveillance and Tracking 
Programme.81

The advantages of the Azores’ strategic location in 
space-related terms have not gone unnoticed by major pow-
ers. In 2014, Xi Jinping made a strategic stop in the Azores 
while travelling from Chile to China, which was interpreted 
as a demonstration of interest in the archipelago, particular-
ly in Lajes Air Base.82 In September 2016, the Chinese Pre-
mier made a “technical stop” in the Azores, similar to Xi’s 
visit, at a time when the US was reducing its presence at Lajes 
Air Base.83 In June of the same year, it was announced that 
Portugal and the United States were exploring the creation 
of a spaceport at Lajes International Airport for the launch 
of microsatellites.84 In 2018, Portugal’s Minister of Science, 
Technology, and Higher Education expressed interest in 
forming partnerships with India and China within the scope 

78  Conselho do Governo 2022a.
79  Conselho do Governo 2022a.
80  Space Azores 2024.
81  Conselho do Governo 2022a.
82  Meireles 2014.
83  “Primeiro-Ministro...” 2016.
84  Azevedo 2016.



FI	 Portugal in China’s digital and space silk roads	 xix

Foro Internacional (FI)
Published online: November 4, 2025

ISSN 0185-013X; e-ISSN 2448-6523
DOI: 10.24201/fi.3122

of the Portuguese space programme.85 Later that year, it was 
announced that Portugal and China had reached an agree-
ment to establish a research centre for the manufacturing of 
microsatellites, named STARLab.86

In 2018, the Government of Portugal and the Region-
al Government of the Azores, through the Foundation for 
Science and Technology (FCT) and Space Azores, respec-
tively, launched the Azores ISLP initiative, starting the first 
phase of the international competition. This phase called 
for expressions of interest from national companies and re-
search centres for the planning, installation, and operation 
of a spaceport on Santa Maria Island.87 In 2019, the second 
phase of the competition was launched, requiring candidates 
to submit a proposal demonstrating the financial viability of 
the project and outlining the development of two small mi-
crosatellite launchers.88 A total of 14 consortia showed inter-
est in the first phase, though none were of Chinese origin.89 
The contract signing was planned for 2019, with the first 
launches scheduled for 2021.90 However, in 2021, all can-
didates were excluded from the competition, and in 2022, 
the Regional Government of the Azores announced a sec-
ond competition, only to reverse this decision later, prom-
ising that the project would proceed in 2023, which did not 
happen.91 In February 2024, the President of the Portuguese 
Space Agency stated that the spaceport should begin opera-
tions that same year, though the first launches are expected 
to occur in 2025, with hopes that the spaceport will be select-
ed for the launch of the European Space Agency’s “Space 
Rider”.92

85  “Ministro Da Ciência...” 2018.
86  De la Jara 2018.
87  Azevedo 2018b. FCT & EMA-Space 2018.
88  Azevedo 2019. Governo Regional dos Açores 2019.
89  FCT 2018.
90  “Excluídos Todos Os...” 2021.
91  “Excluídos Todos Os...” 2021. “Empresa Excluída...” 2024.
92  “Santa Maria Poderá...” 2024.
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As with Portugal’s participation in the DSR, the coun-
try’s involvement in the SSR is primarily driven by economic 
and commercial interests. Through this initiative, Portugal 
seeks to secure Chinese funding to develop infrastructure 
with economic and innovation potential. At the same time, 
it aims to leverage these infrastructures to enhance its inter-
national standing. Once again, the relationship with China 
is utilised as a form of shelter, enabling Portugal to mitigate 
the constraints associated with its status as a small State. In 
this sense, participation in the SSR represents an opportuni-
ty to bolster Portugal’s international credibility–not only by 
strengthening its capacity for innovation, but also by posi-
tioning the country as a relevant actor in space exploration 
and the global governance of outer space.

However, as previously noted, Portugal’s engagement 
with the SSR may also entail certain risks, which have not yet 
been clearly defined, likely due to the embryonic nature of 
SSR-related projects in Portugal. Although initiatives such as 
STARLab remain active and Chinese interest in the Azores 
persists, no significant developments have been observed in 
recent months. This apparent stagnation may be attribut-
ed to pressure from Western allies–mirroring concerns sur-
rounding digital investments–, a heightened perception of 
risk on the part of the Portuguese government, or simply a 
combination of factors that have deprioritized the issue on 
the national political agenda, including the short duration 
of successive governments in recent years.

Conclusion

This article explored the dynamics of the DSR and the SSR 
and Portugal’s engagement with these two BRI corridors, 
which are intrinsically linked to the development of digital 
connectivity infrastructure. We began with the premise that 
both the DSR and SSR are key components of China’s state-
craft. By adopting the tenets of digital realpolitik, we demon-
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strated how the DSR and SSR aligned with China’s national 
interests, functioning as tools to enhance Beijing’s interna-
tional standing. Through the creation of new networks of 
technological and digital dependency, China stood to ben-
efit from greater control over critical infrastructure and ac-
cess to sensitive data. At the same time, by promoting new 
technological standards, services, and alternative norms to 
those of the West, China aimed to advance a global gover-
nance model centred around itself.

This framework also allowed us to identify the potential 
risks for Portugal in engaging with the DSR and SSR. Howev-
er, to understand how Portugal positioned itself within both 
initiatives, we applied a theoretical framework based on the 
theory of small States, specifically the Theory of Shelter.

From our analysis, we reached four key findings. First, 
despite Portugal not formally being part of the DSR or SSR 
–due to the absence of any signed Memorandum of Under-
standing specific to either initiative–there are clear dynamics 
indicating the gradual expansion of both projects into the 
country. Second, Portugal’s involvement in the DSR and SSR 
is primarily driven by economic and commercial consider-
ations. In this regard, the partnership with China serves as a 
means of overcoming the limitations imposed by Portugal’s 
status as a small State; simultaneously, participation in both 
initiatives allows Portugal to enhance its international rele-
vance. By leveraging China’s technological expertise and in-
vestments, Portugal is able to stay at the forefront of global 
technological advancements and innovation. This positions 
the country as an active participant in emerging internation-
al political dynamics, with the potential to play a significant 
role in global digital governance, space exploration, and re-
lated areas.

Our third finding pertains to the risks associated with 
the expansion of the DSR and SSR into Portugal. While the 
country has not yet faced significant security threats from 
its involvement in either project, investments from Chinese 
tech companies, particularly Huawei, pose potential risks to 
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Portugal’s security and digital sovereignty. These concerns 
are supported by both the EU and US, as well as by the Por-
tuguese Superior Council for Cyberspace Security. However, 
such risks have not yet materialized, suggesting that China 
currently views Portugal more as a strategic asset in its broad-
er global strategy to counterbalance American hegemony 
–due to Portugal’s status as a US ally–rather than as a direct 
target for exploitation.

The fourth finding is closely related to the potential 
geopolitical and diplomatic tensions that could arise from 
Portugal’s involvement in the DSR and SSR. While Portugal 
aims to strengthen its partnership with China, it must also 
carefully manage its relationship with the United States and 
uphold its Euro-Atlantic commitments. This balancing act is 
essential for avoiding friction with its primary ally, the Unit-
ed States. As demonstrated, Portugal seems to be navigating 
its engagement with China with caution, carefully balancing 
its partnership with Beijing alongside its relationship with 
the US.

Considering these findings, we argue that policymakers 
must remain vigilant, ensuring that robust mechanisms are 
in place to prevent Chinese access to sensitive data and con-
trol over critical infrastructures, as this could provide Bei-
jing with leverage for coercion or manipulation. At the same 
time, it is essential to continue weighing the benefits and 
risks of cooperation with China–not only from an economic 
and commercial standpoint but also from a geopolitical and 
diplomatic perspective.

In conclusion, despite Portugal not formally being part 
of the DSR or SSR, both initiatives are gradually making 
their way into the country. Within this scope, there is both a 
Portuguese interest in deepening cooperation with the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China and a Chinese interest in exploiting 
Portugal’s strategic position to advance the digital and space 
corridors of the BRI. This relationship may present signifi-
cant opportunities for Portugal, particularly in the fields of 
technological development and space exploration. However, 
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it also brings security risks, such as potential threats to crit-
ical infrastructure and sensitive data, alongside geopolitical 
and diplomatic challenges. How Portugal manages these dy-
namics will be pivotal in shaping its future role in global gov-
ernance and the international digital order.
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