














How Images Are
Classified

Images taken from above the Earth are usually
categorized according to the altitude of the
aircraft or spacecraft, the type of image medium,
and the type and characteristics of the sensor.

ARtitude

Manned or unmanned spacecraft usually collect
images from altitudes greater than 150 miles.
Aircraft commonly operate at altitudes from 5,000
to 60,000 feet. The height from which a
photograph or image is taken and the physical
characteristics of the sensor, including the focal
length, largely determine the area covered and the
amount of detail shown in a remotely sensed
image. In general, the level of detail is the
greatest in low-altitude photographs that cover
relatively small areas. Satellite images cover
larger areas but show less detail.









Image media

Aerial photographs are produced by exposing
film, an image medium, directly to solar energy
reflected from the Earth. Photographic film has
been used for aerial reconnaissance, for both
military and civilian purposes, since the middle
of the 1860's. Black-and-white film was used at

first; color film became widely used in the 1950's.

Color-infrared film, which records energy

from portions of the electromagnetic spectrum
invisible to the human eye, was developed to
detect camouflaged military installations in the
1940's. In a color-infrared (also known as a
false-color) photograph, near-infrared light
reflected from the scene will show as red, red will
show as green, green as blue, and blue as black.
Color-infrared film is useful for distinguishing
between healthy and diseased vegetation, for
delineating bodies of water, and for penetrating
atmospheric haze.

Black-and-white and color-infrared films are
used today in both high- and low-altitude aerial
photography. Natural-color film is used

more rarely.

How Images Are Classified

Sensors

Cameras of various types are used to take aerial
photographs. Cameras can be carried on aircraft or
on such spacecraft as the space shuttle. Satellites
commonly use electronic scanners to record
ground scenes in digital, or computer-readable,
form. Aircraft can also carry electronic scanners.
Sensors can be passive; that is, recording radiation
reflected from the Earth, or active, generating
their own energy. A camera is passive; so are

the sensors used aboard the Landsat satellites.
These sensors record reflected energy in the
visible, infrared, and thermal portions of the
spectrum. Satellite data are displayed as images
whose colors resemble color-infrared aerial
photographs, but the colors of a given image can
be manipulated by computer to enhance

landscape features.

Side-looking airborne radar (SLAR) instruments
on aircraft or satellites generate their own energy
and record the amount of energy reflected back to
them from the ground.
















































