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 What GAO Found 
The U.S. intelligence community (IC) and the Department of Defense (DOD) 
have not clarified roles and responsibilities for the acquisition of commercial 
satellite imagery. The National Reconnaissance Office (NRO) is the central 
acquirer of commercial satellite imagery for IC and DOD components; however, 
multiple DOD organizations have acquired commercial imagery over recent 
years. There is no guidance that addresses organizational roles and 
responsibilities across the IC and DOD for these acquisitions. Further, two key 
changes—the expansion of the commercial sector and the increased reliance on 
space—could significantly increase demand for commercial satellite imagery 
(see figure for recent commercial image of the Russian war in Ukraine). Without 
clarifying roles and responsibilities, the potential for unnecessary overlap will only 
increase as interest in commercial imagery grows across the IC and DOD.  

Commercial Satellite Image of Russian Military Convoy Outside Kyiv, 2022 

 
The IC and DOD have established requirements for future commercial 
acquisitions focused primarily on foundational intelligence but have limited ability 
to incorporate emerging commercial satellite capabilities in a timely manner. 
Although they have explored utilizing emerging capabilities, the IC and DOD 
have not developed an effective approach to bring these capabilities into 
geospatial-intelligence (GEOINT) operations. Without doing so, the U.S. may 
lose ground in space to competitors such as China, and the U.S. commercial 
industry may be limited in their ability to compete with foreign competitors. 

U.S. government policy is to maximize the use of commercial space capabilities, 
but the IC and DOD have not developed performance goals and measures to 
assess progress toward that strategic goal. Until IC and DOD stakeholders 
identify specific performance goals and measures, the IC and DOD risk missing 
commercial opportunities they need to maintain their advantage over competitors 
such as China and cannot ensure that the intent to maximize commercial satellite 
imagery is met. 

This is a public version of a classified report that GAO issued in July 2022. 
Information that DOD deemed classified has been omitted.   
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Why GAO Did This Study 
Commercial remote sensing 
satellites have transformed the way 
the U.S. approaches critical national 
security issues. With the commercial 
space industry expected to grow 
significantly in the coming years, the 
IC and DOD have emphasized that 
they must team with commercial 
GEOINT providers. 

The House committee report 
accompanying a bill for the 
Intelligence Authorization Act for 
Fiscal Year 2021 and the Senate 
Select Committee on Intelligence 
requested GAO to assess IC and 
DOD plans for commercial satellite 
imagery capabilities. This report 
assesses, among other things, the 
extent to which the IC and DOD 
have (1) established roles and 
responsibilities for the acquisition of 
commercial satellite imagery, (2) 
incorporated emerging satellite 
capabilities, and (3) developed 
performance goals and measures to 
enhance the use of commercial 
satellite imagery.  

GAO reviewed and assessed IC and 
DOD plans and interviewed officials 
from NRO and NGA, services, 
combatant commands, and select 
commercial vendors.  

What GAO Recommends 
GAO is making four 
recommendations for DOD and 
ODNI, including clarifying roles for 
commercial satellite imagery, 
assessing approaches to emerging 
capabilities, and developing 
performance goals and measures. 
DOD concurred with the 
recommendations. ODNI did not 
state whether it concurred with the 
recommendations addressed to it. 
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