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Commercial Remote Sensing
 Commercial remote sensing has been my entire career.
 Started with founding and growing a value added company with my 

husband in 1988.
 We grew the company to 75 employees in 7 offices across the United 

States.
 In 2000 we sold it to Space Imaging – a partnership between Lockheed 

and Raytheon that designed, launched, and operated the  first 
commercial high-resolution satellites in the world.  During our time there, 
Space Imaging also owned EOSAT – the commercial company that had 
been the “commercalizer” of Landsat data prior to the launch of Landsat 
7.

 Been actively and passionately involved with remote sensing policy from 
the early 1990s to today.

 This morning, I want to review Landsat’s institutional history and its 
relationship with the commercial sector and take a look of what the future 
may be.



Institutional History of Landsat
 1972 – launches ERTS, the first Landsat 
 Landsat 2 launched in  1975 and 3 in 1978 
 Landsat operations moved to NOAA in 1979
 1982 Landsat 4 and in 1984 Landsat 5 launched
 1984 - Congress passes the Land Remote Sensing Commercialization Act that 

directs NOAA to migrate Landsat imagery data distribution from the Federal 
Government to the private sector. 

 EOSAT  wins the contract to commercialize Landsat data.– the price of imagery 
rises from $2800 per scene under NOAA to over $5000 per scene for terrain 
corrected, georeferenced imagery and its use becomes restricted by licensing. 
Demand for Landsat imagery plummets.

 1992 - Congress passed the Land Remote Sensing Policy Act which  repealed the 
1984 law and ended Landsat commercialization. The USGS was directed to take 
over distribution of Landsat 7 imagery when it was launched. The 1992 Act stated 
that Imagery had to be distributed with no use restrictions and priced at no more 
than the cost of fulfilling user requests. 

 1993 - Landsat 6 – the first and  last commercial Landsat satellite fails to reach 
orbit. 



Institutional History of Landsat, cont.

 Landsat 7 successfully launches in April of 1999. The USGS set the per scene price at 
US$600 and drastically lowered the cost for foreign ground stations to download 
imagery. In response to the lower price, EOSAT was forced to reduce its price for 
Landsat 4 and 5 imagery.  We all thought we were done with commercialization.

 But in 2002, the Land Data Commercialization Mission  called for NASA to purchase 
data meeting LDCM specifications from a commercially owned and operated 
satellite system.

 After an evaluation of proposals received from industry, NASA cancelled the 
Request for Proposals in September 2003. In August 2004, a memorandum from the 
White House Office of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP) directed Federal 
agencies to place Landsat-type sensors on the National Polar-orbiting Operational 
Environmental Satellite System (NPOESS) platform.

 Following an evaluation of the technical complexity of this task, the strategy was 
adjusted and on December 23, 2005, a memorandum from the OSTP directed 
planning to begin for a free-flyer government-only mission, carrying the 
Operational Land Imager (OLI). In December 2009 a decision was made to add a 
thermal infrared sensor (TIRS) to the mission payload.





 In 2008 USGS made new collections of Landsat data free and accessible 
for download from the web. By 2009, the archive was also available on 
the web.  Thank you Barb Ryan !!!!!!

 2013 Landsat 8 launches
 In 2015, 2016, and 2017 Congress passed the Administration’s budgets 

that established and funded the joint NASA and USGS Sustainable Land 
Imaging Program for investments in technology and innovation to ensure 
a world class land imaging program for the next 25 years. The budgets 
included funding for NASA to build and launch, and USGS to manage  
the next Landsats .  Again, we thought commercialization of Landsat 
imagery was once again put to bed.

 Landsat 9 launches in 2021.
 What’s holding up Landsat NEXT? Landsat 8 is almost 10 years old. With 

the continued successes of the high resolution commercial satellites, do 
we need to reconsider Landsat commercialization?

Institutional History of Landsat, cont’d



Landsat is Already Highly Commercial
Task Who Does it?

Requirements definition NASA and USGS

Design NASA and USGS

Build and Launch Managed by NASA, Implemented by Commercial Sector

Process Raw Imagery Managed by USGS, Implemented by Commercial Contractor

Satellite Operations Managed by USGS, Implemented by Commercial Contractor

Archive Imagery Managed by USGS. Implemented by Commercial Contractor

Distribute imagery Managed by USGS. Implemented by Commercial Contractors 
and Google Earth

Value Added Some done by USGS, but primarily implemented by the 
Commercial Sector



What’s Left to Commercialize?

 Requirements?
 Design?
 Operations?
 Distribution?



Could the Commercial  Sector Take 
on All of These Tasks?

 Of course they could
 They already do for their own satellites



Should the Commercial Sector 
Take on all of These Tasks?

 No
 Written numerous papers on this subject and it 

amazes me that every 5 years or so the question 
gets asked again.



Why Not?
 There is no viable commercial Landsat business model  without 

charging for the data and restricting sharing.  This is not a viable 
business model, and it is not good policy. 

 Archive is already in the public domain – no way to try to charge 
for it

 Landsat users are highly sensitive to price  and they will substitute 
Sentinel  and other data for Landsat.

 Commercial users of Landsat data use a fraction of the amount of 
data US Governments users. Charging government users for 
Landsat will not generate any new revenue, but will simply shift 
government funds from one agency to another. 

 Charging for and restricting Landsat use would enhance  the 
commercial satellite industry, to the detriment of the burgeoning 
commercial value added industry



 Commercialization would stifle educational programs and 
academic research and innovations that rely upon free and 
open access to Landsat imagery. 

 Commercialization of Landsat would once again create a 
commercial monopoly (something democratic governments 
tend to discourage) resulting in a suboptimal allocation of 
national resources.

 Maintaining U.S. homeland, food, and environmental security 
are all dependent upon free and open Landsat data.

Why Not?, cont’d



Commercialization of Landsat Data

 We tried it twice
 Its failed twice, not for technical reasons, but for 

economic and political reasons.
 While technology has changed dramatically, the 

economics and the politics of Landsat have not.
 Let’s get over Landsat commercialization once an for all

And those are my thoughts on 50 years of Landsat
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