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electromagnetic spectrum. Therefore, most optical sensors function in some 
part of the region from the ultraviolet through the long wavelength infrared 
(LWIR). Note that the visible part of the spectrum, extending from about  
0.4 µm to about 0.75 µm where the eye and most sensors function, occupies 
only a small fraction of the overall optical spectrum.

As Figure 1-5 indicates, the optical spectrum also is divided into two 
regions based on the nature of the signature obtained. Within these two 
regions are specific bands that have distinct signature characteristics.

The •	 reflective band comprises the UV, visible, near-infrared (NIR), and 
short wavelength infrared (SWIR) bands. These bands are called “reflective” 
because sensors operating in them normally work in daytime only, sensing 
energy reflected by the sun. The NIR and SWIR bands are therefore known 
as the reflected infrared bands because they rely on the infrared part of the 
solar radiation reflected from the earth’s surface. Some night vision goggles 
operate in the NIR band using an IR illuminator. Though the NIR band is 
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Figure 1-5 The Optical Spectrum
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