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Remote Sensing: Implications, Actors and Issues

Omar Ismail El-Khatib
Associate Professor, Department of Mass Communications, College of Arts,
King Saud University, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

Abstract. With the tremendous expansion of communication technology, people differ in appraising the
potential benefits of new innovations for man if used according to particular prescriptions. The most
entusiastic supporters see technological advances as harbingers of a new age of increasing and equitable
development of mankind. Others see these advances as the new means by which the rich will become
richer at the expense of the poor if their application is not carefully directed at a change in the status quo.

Nowhere have these possitions been more clearly expressed than in the area of remote sensing. As
defined by the United Nations Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (UNCOPUOS), remote
sensing is “a system of methods for identifying the nature and/or determining the conditions of objects on
the Earth’s surface, and of phenomena on, below or above it, by means of observations from airborne or
space-borne platforms.” Thus, the term “remote sensing” refers not only to sophisticated satellite sensing
activities such as Landsat and Spot, but also to conventional aerial photography operations. Although this
definition includes other satellite systems (i.e. meteorological satellites and Seasates), the most controver-
sial system remains the United States Landset System. The ability of these satellites to sense and “photo-
graph” countries without the knowledge or permission of the countries being sensed, combined with the
enormous amount of information produced on natural resources, fueled the ongoing debate over remote
sensing. This paper sets out to discuss this subject from three main angles:

1. Implications: This part investigates the problem of remote sensing in terms of its applications and
the effects - negative as well as positive - resulting thereof.

2.  Actors: Both international and national actors related to the subject of remote sensing are dis-
cussed. These include the private corporations (Geosat Committee), the American government
represented by its different department manuacturers of electronic communications hardware, data
processors, other industrialized nations (such as the Soviet Union, France and Japan), and countries
using remote sensing data.

3.  Issues: This section deals with such sensitive topics as national security and national sovereignty of
the countries being sensed, and their right to supervise information concerning their natural
resources.
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