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Imagery also suffers from a number of problems. The graphic quality 
that is an advantage can also be a disadvantage. An image can be too 
compelling, leading to hasty or ill-formed decisions or to the exclusion of 
other, more subtle intelligence that is contradictory. Also, the intelligence 
on an image may not be self-evident; it may require interpretation by 
trained photo interpreters who can see things that the untrained person 
cannot. At times, the policy makers must take it on faith that the skilled 
analysts are correct. (See box, “The Need for Photo Interpreters.”)

The Need for Photo Interpreters

Two incidents underscore the difficulty of interpreting even not-
so-subtle images. A convincing sign of planned Soviet missile 
deployments in Cuba in 1962 was an image of a peculiar road 
pattern called “the Star of David” because of its resemblance to 
that religious symbol. To the untrained eye it looked like an odd 
road interchange, but trained U.S. photo interpreters recognized it 
as a pattern they had seen before—in Soviet missile fields. Without 
explaining the image, and perhaps without showing photos of 
Soviet missile fields, interpreters could have faced ridicule from 
policy makers.

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, when Cuba was sending 
expeditionary forces to various parts of the Third World, newly 
constructed baseball fields indicated their arrival. To understand 
the significance of these fields, policy makers needed to know 
that Cuban troops play baseball for recreation. Interpreters would 
have to supply supporting analysis, perhaps a note explaining 
how seriously Cubans take baseball, to avoid being dismissed out 
of hand. New fields, in this case, could have meant large troop 
concentrations.

Another disadvantage of satellite and some airborne imagery is that it is 
only a snapshot, a picture of a particular place at a particular time. This is 
sometimes referred to as the “where and when” phenomenon. This imagery is 
a static piece of intelligence, revealing something about where and when it was 
taken but nothing about what happened before or after or why it happened. 
Analysts perform a negation search, looking at past imagery to determine 
when an activity commenced. This can be done by computers comparing 




