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THE UNITED STATES SPACE OBSERVATION POLICY 

La p o l i t i q u e  d 'observat ion s p a t i a l e  des Etats-Unis 

Michele Chevrsl  
S c i e n t i f i c  a t t a c h e e  f o r  space ~ t ' fa i rs ,  

French Embassy, Washington 

Since 1972, when t h e  first Landsat s a t e l l i t e  was placed /22* 
i n  o r b i t ,  t h e  d a t a  t ransmi t ted  by t h e s e  satellites have been 
used widely by s c i e n t i s t s ,  l o c a l  dec i s ion  makers, and indus- 
trialists i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  and i n  more than.100 o the r  
coun t r i e s  f o r  a range of a p p l i c a t i o n s  extending f r o n  crop inven- 
t o r i e s  t o  es t imat ion  of f lood  damage, inc lud ing  mineral  and 
petroleum explorat ion.  S t a t i o n s  i n  seven coun t r i e s  rece ive  
information from these  s a t e l l i t e s  d i r e c t l y  (Canada, Braz i l ,  
I t a l y ,  Sweden, Japan, Ind ia ,  Aus t r a l i a ) .  Argentina w i l l  be 
connected i n  1980, and o the r  c o u n t r i e s  such a s  China a r e  ne- 

g o t i a t i n g p ~ r c h a s e  of a r ece iv ing  s t a t i o n .  

An experimental  sys t em 

These numbers show t h e  value given t o  t h e  d a t a  acquired by 
remote sensing from space. But t h e  ope ra t iona l  u t i l i z a t i o n  of 
these  d a t a  i s  held back by absence of a guarantee t h a t  they 
w i l l  continue t o  be provided. The Landsat system i s  an exper- 
imental  system developed and run by a research  and development 
organizat ion:  NASA; i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h i s  means t h a t  every new 
s a t e l l i t e  must be approved by t h e  White House and then by 
Congress. A s  a r e s u l t ,  a t  t h e  presen t  t ime,  o r  r a t h e r  up u n t i l  /23 

* 
Numbers i n  t he  margin i n d i c a t e  pagination i n  t h e  fore ign  t e x t .  



a few months ago, "a f t e r  Landsat D and D P n  (scheduled f o r  
operation from September 1981 t o  1985) was completely unknown. 
The n f i n a l  usersn and the  serv ice  companies a r e  therefore  
refus ing  investment f o r  use of da ta  whose source could d r y  up 
from one day t o  t h e  next. 

m e n  too, another drawback of an experimental system i s  
t h a t  s ince NASA has no operations or ienta t ion ,  t h e  present 
system of d i s t r i b u t i n g  the  Landsat da ta  i s  judged t o  be t o t a l l y  
unsuitable.  Delays i n  data, d i s t r i b u t i o n  of ten run t o  severa l  
months, which is prohib i t ive  'for many appl icat ions.  

A s  a r e s u l t ,  discussions on the  establishment of an opera- 
t i o n a l  system -- tha t  is, a system f o r  which cont inui ty of 
serv ice  i s  guaranteed -- have been going on f o r  severa l  years, 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  Congress, s t rongly influenced by the  i n d u s t r i a l  
sec tor .  

Up t o  now, the  White House has shown i t s e l f  t o  be very 
re luc tan t  t o  take t h e  plunge, because the number of i n s t i t u -  
t i o n a l  problems t o  be solved i n  e s t ab l i sh ing  such a system i s  
much g rea te r  than f o r  developing it i n  a reas  where such ser- 
vices  e x i s t  already: 

- meteorology from space, a public serv ice  wi th  c lear ly-  
defined users.  

- space telecommunications, a commercial service whose 
c l i e n t e l e  Is grasped equally well. 

Too many choices 

The road toward an operational remote-sensing space system 
i s  paved with d i f f i c u l t i e s :  



- 

, 

- While some uses  of a system relate t o  publ ic  s e r v i c e  
(environmental s t u d i e s ,  fo recae t lng  and eva lua t ion  of aa tas -  
t rophes) ,  o t h e r s  have l a r g e  p o t e n t i a l  commercial value (crop 
forecasts, mineral  and petroleum explora t ion) .  This is why 
se rv i ce  and data-processing companiea want t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  
t h e  system, and l ikewise  why t h e  government doesn ' t  want t o  
c a r r y  t h e  whole f i n a n c i a l  load. , 

- Furthermore, t h e  s ens i t i venes s  of t h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
community and of t h e  American Department of Defense t o  . ce r t a in  
d a t a  acquired by remote senslng from space a l s o  complicates 
t h e  t a s k  of t h e  decision-makers. 

- The p o t e n t i a l  p r i v a t e  and governmental c l i e n t s  are q u i t e  
d ive r se  and sca t t e r ed :  Agricul ture  Department b d  agr ibus i -  
nesses ,  mining and petroleum explora t ion  companies, environ- 
mental agencies,  t h e  Corps of Engineers, responsible  f o r  c i v i l  
engineer ing f o r  t h e  Department of Defense; no group i s  now 
s u f f i c i e n t  by i tself  t o  j u s t i f y  t h e  s i z e  of t h e  expenses needed 
t o  i n s t a l l  such a system: t h e  whole combined market 1s there-  
fo re  necessary.  

I n  s p i t e  of t he se  d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  o r  r a t h e r  t o  l e t  them be 

i roned out  gradual ly ,  Pres ident  Car te r  has made seve ra l  s t e p s  
s ince  2978 toward eetabllshment of an ape ra t iona l  c i v i l  space z 4 s 4 
remote-sensing system. 1 :  

4 
1 

3 

In June 1978, wi th  a group of p r i n c i p a l  adv isors  on space i 2 
i 4 

pol icy ,  t h e  Pres ident :  % I  ! :  
f 

- promised f u t u r e  development of a n a t i o n a l  g loba l  space 
remote-sensing system. 

- encouraged involvement of t h e  p r i v a t e  s e c t o r  i n  c i v i l i a n  
remote-sensing systems, al though under governmental con t ro l .  



- promised a decrease i n  t h e  r e s t r l c t i o n a  on aaquis i t ion  
of da ta  by spaoe remote-sensing ( s p a t i a l  reaolut ion,  radar  
data ,  e to . ) ,  but a tep by s t e p  and under government cont ro l ,  /24 - asked fo r  b e t t e r  ciroUlation of da ta  and f o r  more 
coordination between the  u i v i l i a n  and mi l i t a ry  sectors .  - uonflrmed the  pr inc ip le  of wwidest possible  diasemina- 
t ion"  of  data acquired by t h e  c i v i l i a n  space uyutema. 

Toward an operational aystem 

After he s e t  up these guidel ines ,  Presidont Carter asked 
the space committee*, which i s  presided over by Frank, Press, 
s c i e n t i f i c  advisor t o  the  President,  t o  evaluate  t h e  need8 of a 
na t iona l  c i v i l i a n  space program, This study provided the basis 
f o r  a memorandum c i v i l i a n  space policy f o r  the  years  1980-1990 
announced by the President three  months l a t e r .  According t o  
t h i s  memorandum, the  President would not a t111 decide cn 
s t a r t i n g  work on an operat ional  system because he f e l t  t h s t  I 

I 
addi t ional  s tudies  were necessary t o  def ine t h e  configuration i 1 
of such a system, but he d id  make a s t e p  forward by promising 1 

t h a t  Landsat da ta  would continue t o  be provided between 1980 1 
and 1990. In addi t ion,  he oreated working groups t o  study: 

- in tegra t ion  of present and po ten t i a l  space systems f o r  
acquis i t ion  of atmospheric, oceanic, and t e r r e s t r i a l  data  i n t o  
a na t ional  global system; 

- involvement of the  pr iva te  sec tor  i n  t h e  finsncing and 
respons ib i l i ty  f o r  such a system; 

- and f i n a l l y ,  t h e  degree of coordination possible  between 
the c i v i l i a n  and mi l i ta ry  programs. 

After studying the recommendations submitted by these 
working groups i n  ea r ly  Summer, 1979, President Carter announced 
h i s  decision t o  assign management of a l l  operat ional  c i v i l i a n  

* In te rmin i s t e r i a l  Policy Committee, Space Sect ion 



space remote-sensing a c t i v i t i e s  t o  t h e  National  Oceanographio 
and Atmospheric Agency (NOAA).  Thia amounted i n  f a c t  t o  add- 
i n g  management of  ope ra t iona l  c i v i l i a n  earth-resources remote- 
sensing systems t o  t h a t  agency's p resen t  r e a p o n s i b i l i t i e a  f o r  
managing oceanographic and atmospheric a c t i v i t i e s .  

This assignment was p a r t  of a group of dec i s ions  made pub- 
l i c  on 20 November 1979, which i n  p a r t i c u l a r  def lne  t h e  
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between t h e  c i v i l i a n  and m i l i t a r y  sec tors :  

NOAA's  r o l e  

- I n  t h e  a r ea  of Space Meteorology, t h e  c i v i l i a n  and m i l i -  

t a r y  systems remain sepa ra t e ,  but t h e  con t r ac t  f o r  supplying 
space platforms w i l l  have t o  be a combined one. The very open 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  cooperation which has  e x i s t e d  i n  t h i s  a r ea  f o r  
a long time, both f o r  establishment of t h e  space segment and 
f o r  dissemination of t h e  data, w i l l  t hus  not  have t o  be res- 
t r i c t e d .  

- I n  t h e  a r ea  of Space Oceanography, i f  t h e  government 
makes t h e  dec i s ion  t o  develop an opera t iona l  system t o  follow 
Seasat ,  t he  Department of Defense, NOAA, and NASA w i l l  manage 
i t  toge ther .  This dec i s ion  i s  not a good omen f o r  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
access  t o  t he  d a t a  which w i l l  be acquired by t h i s  system. 

- I n  t he  a r ea  of Earth Resources Remote Sensing, t h e  
c i v i l i a n  and m i l i t a r y  programs remain separa te .  A s  we have 
seen,  NOAA i s  designated t o  be responsible  f o r  t h e  opera t iona l  
c i v i l i a n  system, while NASA handles t h e  research  and develop- 
ment aspec ts .  This dec i s ion  i s  a l a rge  s t e p  forward because 
o the r  agencies were candidates ,  such a s  t h e  Department of 
Agricul ture ,  and e s p e c i a l l y  the  Geological Survey (whose EROS 
d a t a  Center c u r r e n t l y  d i s t r i b u t e s  t h e  remote-sensing d a t a ) .  
And i n  t h e  abeence of a designated " leaderw agency, t he  d e f i -  
n i t i o n  of an opera t iona l  system was marking time. 



However, there are s t i l l  a large number o f  q u e s t i o n s :  

- While NOAA i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  a t  eome time i n  t h e  not-too- 
d i s t a n t  f u t u r e  for  t h e  whole system -- space segment, ground 
s t a t i o n ,  r e l a t i o n s  with u s e r a  -- the e f f e c t i v e  date h a s  n o t  
been f ixed :  Beginning w i t h  Landsat D? After Landsat D? 

- What w i l l  i t s  i n t e r f a c e s  be w i t h  t h e  o t h e r  government 
agenc ies  -- NASA,  USQS, t h e  u s i n g  agenc ies?  A s  f o r  NASA, t h e  
p rocess  p r e s e n t l y  be ing used f o r  me teoro log ica l  s a t e l l i t e s  
w i l l  probably be a p p l i c a b l e : .  

- d e f i n i t i o n  of  needs: NOAA: 

- r e s e a r c h ,  development, and demonst ra t ion  satel l i te:  NASA; 
- follow-on sa te l l i tes  and o p e r a t i o n a l  management: NOAA. 

- For t h e  USOS, which p r e s e n t l y  d i s t r i b u t e s  t h e  Landsat 125 
d a t a  and has  shown i t se l f  t o  be r e s o l u t e l y  h o s t i l e  t o  t h e  
P r e s i d e n t ' s  d e c i s i o n ,  t h e  problem is much more complex: w i l l  

t h e  s e r v i c e  of t h e  EROS Center  b e  i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  NOAA? W i l l  

NOAA t a k e  d a t a  d i s t r i b u t i o n  away from USGS? 

- What w i l l  t h i s  mean f o r  t h e  p r i v a t e  s e c t o r ?  The Presi- 
den t  i s  i n s i s t i n g  anew on t h e  importance of invo lv ing  t h e  
p r i v a t e  s e c t o r  ( j o i n t  ven tu re ,  quasi-governmental  c o r p o r a t i o n ,  
l o c a t i o n  of system, e t c . ) ,  and even g i v e s  t h e  u l t i m a t e  objec-  
t i v e  t o  be t o t a l  take-over of t h e s e  a c t i v i t i e s  by t h e  p r i v a t e  
s e c t o r  (under  government c o n t r o l ) ;  bu t  t h i s  does no t  seem t o  
be something t o  happen tomorrow -- excep t  perhaps  f o r  t h e  
S t e r e o s a t  s a t e l l i t e  (Note l ) ,  s t r o n g l y  suppor ted  by t h e  Geosat 
committee, which r e p r e s e n t s  about  a hundred American mining 
and petroleum e x p l o r a t i o n  companies and twenty f o r e i g n  
ones, and f o r  which Comsat General  Company has  shown g r e a t  
i n t e r e s t .  It does ask  t h a t  t h e  government engage t o  buy d a t a  



covering 50% of i ts  inveatmenta, however, 

What w i l l  t h e  p lace  of t h i s  n a t i o n a l  system be i n  t h e  
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  con tex t?  The Pres ident  has promised t h a t  
Landsat d a t a  w i l l  continue t o  be suppl ied,  but without spec- 
i f y i n g  t h e  c o s t  -- it i s  known only t h a t  t he  p r i c e  w i l l  i nc rease  
substantially -- o r  how it w i l l  be done -- d i r e c t  r ecep t ion  
o r  cen t r a l i eed  recep t ion  with  re t ransmiss ion by t h e  TDRSS 

s a t e l l i t e  system (Note 2 )  and by Telecommunication s a t e l l i t e s ,  
In addi t ion ,  he i s  encouraging the  coordination of n a t i o n a l  
systems. This corresponds t b  t h e  d e s i r e s  of t h e  u se r s ,  i n  
America and elsewhere, who a l s o  want . to  use d a t a  from f u t u r e  
fore ign  s a t e l l i t e s .  This i s  i n  f a c t  an extension t o  o the r  
count r ies  of t he  type of coordinat ion now being s tud ied  f o r  
t h e  Spot and Landsat D s a t e l l i t e s .  More d e f i r d t e  proposals  
w i l l  have t o  come from NOAA (NASA remains i n  charge of i n t e r -  
n a t i o n a l  r e l a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  research  aspect  ). 

An open s i t u a t i o n  

It was t o  t r y  t o  ge t  answers t o  these  fundamental ques- 
t i o n s  t h a t  NOAA was assigned t o  c h a i r  an interagency group 
( i n  which r ep re sen ta t ives  of p o t e n t i a l  p r i v a t e  c l i e n t s  of t h e  
system w i l l  probably p a r t i c i p a t e )  t o  give a d e f i n i t i o n  s i x  
months from now of a  plan f o r  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  from t h e  presen t  
s i t u a t i o n  t o  an opera t iona l  system. 

These d i r e c t i v e s  thus  leave more quest ions  open than they 
answer, However, t h e  dec i s ions  on c ivj . l ian/rni l i tary  r e l a -  
t i o n s  and t h e  designat ion of one agency t o  be respons ib le  f o r  
opera t iona l  remote-sensing systems a r e  very p o s i t i v e ,  and 
f r e e  up p a r t  of t he  s i t u a t i o n .  

I n  any case ,  t h i s  i s  t h e  f e e l i n g  of t h e  Geosat committee, 
which i s  del ighted t o  have someone t o  t a l k  t o  now. NASA would 



n o t  cons ide r  S t e r e o s a t  t o  be a n  e n g i n e e r i n g  r e s e a r c h  and 
development sa te l l i te ,  and t h u s  would n o t  cons ide r  it t o  have 
any p r i o r i t y  i n  Its program. 

Some members of t h i s  committee are even s t a r t i n g  t o  men- 
t i o n  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a l t j o i n t  venture"  of t h e  government 
and Comsat, a n  o p t i o n  t o  which they  had been h o s t i l e  up t o  now, 
a rgu ing  from t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  charges  which were imposed on 
them would be suppor t  enough. 

Cangress, however, appears  more rese rved .  Senator  Steven- 
son, who had in t roduced  a b i l l  t o  g i v e  NASA r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  
t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  phase,  i s  w a i t i n g  f o r  t h e  conc lus ions  of  t h e  
NOAA s tudy.  Sena to r  Schmit t ,  who had in t roduced  a b i l l  t o  
c r e a t e  a p r i v a t e  c o r p o r a t i o n  under government c o n t r o l ,  s a i d  he 
was d i sappo in ted  by t h e  absence of  a d e c i s i o n  about invo lv ing  
t h e  p r i v a t e  s e c t o r ,  and announced h e a r i n g s  f o r  t h e  beginning 
of 1989. 

NOTES 

Note 1 -- S t e r e o s a t  i s  t o  a c q u i r e  world-wide s t e r e o s c o p i c  pan- 
chromatic coverage w i t h  a  s p a t i a l  r e s o l u t i o n  of 15 
m. It i s  a l s o  r e q u i r e d  t h a t  t h e s e  d a t a  be  capable  
of combination w i t h  t h e  Landsat D d a t a .  

Note 2 -- Tracking Data Relay S a t e l l i t e s  System. 

ACRONYMS 

EROS Ear th  Resources Observat ion  S a t e l l i t e  
NASA Nat ional  Aerorlautics and Space A d n i n i s t r a t i o n  
NOAA Nat ional  Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminis t ra t ion  
USGS United S t a t e s  Geologica l  Survey 
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