
Collection Platforms   •  53

C
ollection

  
Platform

s

the most important ones are fixed—and there-
fore have the disadvantage of having a fixed 
coverage area. Offsetting this disadvantage, 
fixed sites are very stable platforms with pre-
cisely known locations (in order to precisely 
locate something, you have to know precisely 
where you are). Two important examples are 
the Maui Space Surveillance System and the 
Cobra Dane radar.

Maui Space Surveillance System

Figure 3-11 shows the Maui Space Surveillance 
System, an optical site that combines opera-
tional satellite tracking facilities with a research 
and development facility. It is located at the 
10,000-foot summit of Haleakala Mountain on 
the island of Maui, Hawaii. The mountaintop location is well suited for both 
astronomical telescopes and optical facilities used for space surveillance. 
The high elevation means that the site is usually above cloud cover, and it 
also reduces the distortion in viewing caused by the atmosphere.

The telescopes there track man-made objects to GEO altitudes and 
beyond, and they collect optical signatures to use for space object identifi-
cation. The site has several telescopes that accommodate a wide variety of 
sensor systems, including imaging systems, photometers, infrared radio
meters, and low-light level video systems, which are discussed in subse-
quent chapters.24

Cobra Dane

The Cobra Dane radar is a technical collection sensor located on the island 
of Shemya, Alaska. The phased array antenna shown in Figure 3-12 is 29 
meters across. The radar’s primary mission is to track and collect signature 
data on foreign intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) and submarine 
launched ballistic missile (SLBM) test launches to the Kamchatka impact 
area and the broad ocean impact areas in the Pacific Ocean. The signature 
data collected by Cobra Dane support treaty monitoring and technical assess-
ments of foreign ICBM performance.25

Cobra Dane illustrates one way of dealing with the tradeoffs among cover-
age, resolution, and accuracy discussed in chapter 2. In this example, the 

Figure 3-11  Maui Space Surveillance System
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