
The New Political Economy of Geographical
Intelligence

Jeremy W. Crampton, Susan M. Roberts, and Ate Poorthuis

Department of Geography, University of Kentucky

A troubling new political economy of geographical intelligence has emerged in the United States over the last
two decades. The contours of this new political economy are difficult to identify due to official policies keeping
much relevant information secret. The U.S. intelligence community increasingly relies on private corporations,
working as contractors, to undertake intelligence work, including geographical intelligence (formally known
as GEOINT). In this article we first describe the geography intelligence “contracting nexus” consisting of tens
of thousands of companies (including those in the geographical information systems and mapping sector),
universities and nonprofits receiving Department of Defense and intelligence agency funding. Second, we discuss
the “knowledge nexus” to conceptualize the way geographical knowledge figures in current U.S. intelligence
efforts, themselves part of the U.S. war on terror and counterinsurgency (COIN). To analyze the contracting
nexus we compiled and examined extensive data on military and intelligence contracts, especially those contracts
awarded by the country’s premier geographical intelligence agency, the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency
(NGA) for satellite data. To analyze the knowledge nexus we examined recent changes in the type of geographical
knowledges enrolled in and produced by the U.S. intelligence community. We note a shift from an emphasis on
areal and cultural expertise to a focus on calculative predictive spatial analysis in geographical intelligence. Due
to a lack of public oversight and accountability, the new political economy of geographical intelligence is not
easy to research, yet there are reasons to be troubled by it and the violent surveillant state it supports. Key Words:
geographical intelligence, geographical knowledge, GEOINT, government contracting, National Geospatial-Intelligence
Agency.
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Two events in 2012 provide entry points into the
emerging political economy of geographical in-
telligence in the United States. First, in May25

two companies, little known to the public but then
worth a combined $1.23 billion in market capitaliza-
tion, tendered hostile bids to buy each other. After the
bids were initially rejected, in July the companies agreed
to merge, which they did 30 January 2013. The compa-30
nies, GeoEye and DigitalGlobe, have been the two key
commercial providers of satellite imagery to the United
States intelligence community (IC) and will now op-
erate as a monopoly contractor to the IC, known as
DigitalGlobe (trading as DGI with a $2.2 billion mar-35
ket capitalization). Second, it was revealed that the
Bush administration began—and the Obama adminis-
tration expanded—the use of unmanned aerial vehicles
(UAVs or drones) to attack targets based on “pattern
of life” or “signature strike” analysis using surveillance40
and geographical intelligence to kill or capture targets.1

The new “kill/capture” policy supersedes previous poli-
cies, under which only positively identified targets who
appeared on secret Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
and Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) lists45
could be attacked (Frontline 2011; Entous, Gorman, and
Barnes 2012).

These two developments are part of a huge politi-
cal economy of geographical intelligence contracting
that has barely been examined by scholars. The United 50
States government spends nearly $80 billion a year on
intelligence alone, employs hundreds of thousands of
personnel and contractors, and has issued over 1 mil-
lion Top Secret security clearances to contractors. The
Department of Defense (DOD), which has a FY2013 55
budget of $633 billion, has made contracts with more
than 50,000 companies since 2000. Private corpora-
tions are embedded in the IC so much that stock prices
of companies producing remote sensing and geospa-
tial data are monitored by Congress. Indeed, three 60
quarters of the imagery utilized by the National
Geospatial-Intelligence Agency (NGA) derives from
nongovernment or commercial sources. Geographical
knowledges are also deeply embedded in the IC, play-
ing a key role in the intelligence that enables kill and 65
capture. This article casts light on the often shadowy
world of intelligence contracting and details the role
geography plays in its enablement.

Obstacles to scholarship on intelligence include the
lack of public oversight in the world of intelligence and 70
pronounced governmental efforts to prosecute unautho-
rized disclosures (“leaks”). Nonetheless, geographers are
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