
3.1 The military sector.

Military space is often an overlooked area. While NASA is grabbing the media spotlight 

via public relations, a 1997 Federation of American Scientists report noted "the American 

military space program is continuing an unprecedented and largely unrecognized expansion." Ever 

since the campaigns in Bosnia and Serbia, the U.S. Space Commission said the military no longer 

sees space merely as a support mechanism for surveillance and communication, but instead views 

space as a critical element that deserves greater military authority in its own right.

The military space community is fairly confident that President George W. Bush's 

appointment of Donald Rumsfeld as Secretary of Defense will help boost space to the forefront 

of the new administration. Rumsfeld was chairman of the U.S. Space Commission and the U.S. 

Commission to Assess the Ballistic Missile Threat to the United States, both of which advocated 

a stronger military role in space. The Bush administration's budget proposal seeks to boost 

funding to military research and development, likely benefiting military space programs.

A Federation of American Scientist report noted that published U.S. government 

estimates usually put the American military space budget at approximately $15 billion -- only 

slightly greater than the roughly $14 billion spent by NASA. "However, a closer analysis reveals 

that this government estimate significantly understates the total American national security space 

spending, which is actually in the range of $25 billion," the study stated.

The report cited at least three sources for this understatement. First, the published $15 

billion estimate only includes Defense Department spending, excluding other agencies such as the 

CIA's $2 billion portion of the National Reconnaissance Office budget. Second, the estimate 

focuses on satellite producers and operators, generally excluding satellite users such as the 

Defense Mapping Agency. "There stands an intermediate cadre of users ... using space systems 

in support of other military components ... Thus, while it would be trivial to count the entire 

U.S. military as part of the space program, intermediate users, such as the Defense Mapping 



Agency ... should be properly included," the report states. Third, intelligence-related space 

activities have a high degree of classification, but account for nearly 40 percent of the U.S. 

national security space budget.

Given a generally unrecognized trend of space militarization, a Defense Secretary who 

supports this trend, and a murky budget larger than NASA's that is backing this trend, military 

space would appear to be ripe ground for an enterprising reporter. There's even talk of a fifth 

military service, a Space Force, although that may be a bit pie-in-the-sky. To promote this heady 

expansion, the military is warning that space assets are an "Achilles heel" to U.S. activities and 

may be vulnerable to a "Pearl Harbor in space." Whether or not this is unfounded rhetoric 

remains to be seen.

To help journalists navigate through the military's at-times impenetrable "alphabet soup" 

of acronyms, this primer separates the military into two main areas -- "white space," or publicly 

acknowledged capabilities of most Department of Defense (DoD) operations, and "black space," 

or classified practices that fall under the purview of the Intelligence Community. This is far from 

an artificial distinction -- indeed, the "black-white space integration issue" is a deeply 

troublesome divide for the military, splitting the Intelligence Community (e.g. CIA) from the 

Defense Department (e.g. Army, Navy). To help resolve this issue, the Defense Department 

created the role of Space Architect in 1996, to unify the white space and black space under a 

common organizational "architecture."

When it comes to the predominantly "white space" Defense Department, the Air Force is 

responsible for 85 percent of space-related budget activity, according to the Space Commission 

report. The Air Force launches DoD, National Reconnaissance Office and selected civil satellites, 

and lends support for commercial satellite launches. All space shuttle missions requiring orbits 

circling the poles launch and land at Vandenberg Air Force Base in California. Polar orbits are 

standard for reconnaissance and surveillance, to observe as much of the Earth as possible.  The 



Air Force also provides space-based support for the other military branches and is responsible 

for air and missile defense.

The Air Force may undergo significant restructuring for a stronger space angle, given 

suggestions from the Space Commission. "Many believe the Air Force treats space solely as a 

supporting capability," the commission said. This reorganization could serve as a series of stories 

in itself, given the implications for space policy.

There are a number of "Space Commands" that are responsible for considering how space-

based assets can benefit each military branch. The U.S. Space Command is chief among these. Its 

commander serves as commander of NORAD (North American Aerospace Defense Command) 

and the Air Force Space Command as well. These three agencies are all headquartered on Peterson 

Air Force Base in Colorado Springs, Colo.

The Air Force Space Command has two numbered air forces. The 14th Air Force 

maintains several "space wings" -- the 21st Space Wing, the 30th, the 45th and the 50th -- that 

serve a number of missions, from missile warning to surveillance. The 20th Air Force's missile 

wings and missile groups operate and maintain ICBMs (nuclear warhead-carrying intercontinental 

ballistic missiles). In addition, the Air Force Space Command has the Space Warfare Center, 

which designs, tests and recommends various space applications to improve military operations.

There is also an Army Space Command and a Naval Space Command. Army Space 

Command, which is located in Colorado Springs, is actually part of the Army's Space and Missile 

Defense Command, which is headquartered in Arlington, Va. The Army's Space and Missile 

Defense Command conducts space surveillance operations from Kwajalein Atoll in the Marshall 

Islands and is also responsible for high-energy laser tests and missile defense research. In addition 

to the Naval Space Command, located in Dahlgren, Va., the Navy maintains several other space-

related operations in terms of communications, weather, oceanography and surveillance.

If this all seems very disorganized and decentralized, don't worry -- it is. There are dozens 



of defense agencies in addition to the ones mentioned here involved in space. "Currently, 

responsibility and accountability for space are broadly diffused throughout the government," the 

Space Commission notes. If the commission gets its way -- which may prove likely under 

Rumsfeld -- everything may become far more streamlined.

The National Reconnaissance Office, headquartered in Chantilly, Va., is the single agency 

responsible for meeting the U.S. government's intelligence needs for space-borne reconnaissance. 

While the Air Force launches DoD satellites, the NRO designs, builds and operates U.S. 

reconnaissance satellites. Though officially part of the Department of Defense, the NRO is 

actually a joint venture with the Intelligence Community and is staffed by both DoD and CIA 

employees. The NRO's budget is part of the National Foreign Intelligence Program, which the 

Director of Central Intelligence oversees.

The National Imaging and Mapping Agency, headquartered in Bethesda, Md., is a 

relatively new agency within the Defense Department, having formed in 1996 from three other 

agencies. They provide images and maps and as such are key not only to surveillance but also to 

earth science. In March 2001, they provided a surprising report indicating that they had privately 

worked with NASA to find the missing Mars Polar Lander, expanding their horizons to space 

science. They may have a number of other space initiatives up their sleeves, but they keep tight-

lipped, being members of the Intelligence Community.

The Intelligence Community is headed by the Director of Central Intelligence, who serves 

as the principal adviser to the President for intelligence matters. The Intelligence Community is 

made up of the CIA, the National Security Agency, the Defense Intelligence Agency, the 

intelligence branches of the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, as well as the FBI, the 

Treasury Department and Energy Department, the State Department's Bureau of Intelligence and 

Research, the NRO, NIMA, and so on. These agencies receive a lot of funding through the 

aforementioned National Foreign Intelligence Program. They bear much interest from a space 



angle -- NASA Administrator Dan Goldin came from somewhere within the Intelligence 

Community, for instance. And, as aforementioned, these agencies are probably responsible for a 

large amount of national security space spending.

Sietzen said that attempting to talk with the Pentagon "is a waste. Develop sources at 

U.S. Space Command in Colorado Springs." Coledan suggests, "whenever there is an event the 

DoD doesn't want to publicize, it might be a good idea to get a scanner and find out what 

frequencies are used. For example, for spy satellite launches, the Air Force photographers 

channel was the best sources to find out when the launch might happen."

3.2 The military sector: Websites.

National Security Space Architect: http://www.acq.osd.mil/nssa

U.S. Space Command: http://www.spacecom.af.mil

Air Force Space Command: http://www.spacecom.af.mil/hqafspc/index.htm

Army Space Command: http://www.armyspace.army.mil/index.asp

Naval Space Command: http://www.navspace.navy.mil

Intelligence Community: http://www.cia.gov/ic

National Reconnaissance Office: http://www.nro.mil

National Imaging and Mapping Agency: http://www.nima.mil

Government Reports:

Report of the Space Commission: http://www.space.gov/commission/report.htm

Report of the National Commission on NRO: http://www.nrocommission.com

Report of the National Commission on NIMA: http://www.nimacommission.com

The Federation of American Scientists also keeps a listing of U.S. military space programs at: 

http://www.fas.org/spp/military/agency/index.html


