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ABSTRACT 

 This essay sets out to establish lessons learnt from Imagery Intelligence (IMINT) during the Cuban Missile 

Crisis. One is the significant impact of IMINT on the strategic decisions behind the blockade on Cuba as well as the 

planning of eventual air strikes. The author also highlights that this impact was a huge risk once the over-reliance 

on IMINT and the deficiency of Human Intelligence (HUMINT) were understood. From the analysis of a ‘secret low-

level photographic operation’ codenamed Operation Blue Moon, the author states that the successful collection of 

low-level aerial photography over Cuba was far from well-planned. But, he felt that the most crucial lesson comes 

from observing the behaviour and interactions between the actors responsible for the planning, authorisation, 

collection, analysis and consumption of intelligence. Even after fifty years, the crisis represents not only an 

important moment of the Cold War, but also a guide on the management of intelligence in general. 

Keywords: Asset; Shortcomings; Reconnaissance; Information; Execute 

INTRODUCTION 

In the annals of Cold War history, no incident 

brought the world closer to the brink of nuclear war 

than the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962. Countless scholars 

and statesmen have since tried to take lessons of 

decision-making, governmental politics and 

international relations from studying its procession. Yet 

more than five decades later, the crisis still has much to 

reveal. Despite the vast research on the subject, public 

understanding on the use of IMINT during the crisis 

remains largely limited to the discovery of Soviet 

offensive missiles in Cuba based on the photos taken by 

the U-2 overflights of Cuba from 29th August through 

14th October, 1962. In contrast, very little was attributed 

to the use of aerial photography obtained by the ‘secret 

low-level photographic operation codenamed Blue 

Moon’, mostly because it remained classified 

throughout the Cold War.1 However, with the release of 

more declassified documents since then, several 

scholars were able to gain new insights into the role of 

low-level aerial reconnaissance in order to construct a 

better understanding of the crisis—a myriad of 

weaknesses obscured by the successful aversion from 

catastrophe.  

This essay recovers the findings made by recent 

literature on this feature of the crisis in an attempt to 

produce both new analysis and lessons. How did low-

level aerial reconnaissance function during the crisis? 

Was the United States (US) prepared for operational 

success? To what extent did it drive the US to place a 

blockade on Cuba among other strategic options? Was 

American intelligence too dependent on its aerial 

component? What lessons can we learn from the crisis 

in the domain of IMINT? By looking at the crisis through 

low-level aerial reconnaissance, this study aims to 

present the impact of American IMINT during the crisis 

in a different light and to provide a better 

understanding of intelligence in general. 

To answer the questions above, we adopt a 

Chrono-thematic approach. First, we examine the 

technological and doctrinal context of American air 

intelligence prior to the crisis. Then, we weigh the use of 

aerial reconnaissance and aerial photography in the 

strategic decisions made by American leaders 
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throughout the crisis (16th – 28th October): (1) the choice 

of adopting a blockade, (2) the planning of air strikes, 

and (3) the presentation to the United Nations (UN). At 

the end, we take a step back and evaluate what these 

lessons mean to IMINT today and tomorrow. 

1956 – 1962: A NEW PARADIGM IN 
AERIAL RECONNAISSANCE 

The Cold War is often characterised as a war of 

intelligence; the Iron Curtain made the acquisition of 

HUMINT from the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 

(USSR) extremely difficult. When Dwight D. Eisenhower 

became president in 1953, he quickly became aware of 

gaps in American intelligence and worked to address 

them, including the improvement of technical means.2 

However, reconnaissance aircraft of that time were 

principally bombers converted for reconnaissance 

missions, and were therefore highly vulnerable to anti-

air artillery, missiles, and interceptors. One solution 

was to develop a platform which would permit aerial 

photography at an altitude beyond the operating 

ceiling of Soviet fighter jets—the CL-282 by Clarence 

Date Event 

Jun 1962 

End Jul 

1 – 5 Aug 

5 Aug 

The Soviet plan to install ballistic missiles on Cuba began with Operation ANADYR. 

Soviet weaponry began to arrive at ports in Western Cuba. 

The construction of surface-to-air missiles (SAM) sites began at Matanzas, Havana, Mariel, Bahia 
Honda, Santa Lucia, San Julian, and La Coloma. 

First U-2 overflight above Cuba for the month of August. Too early for any useful collection. 

29 Aug Second U-2 overflight for the month of August. The National Photographic Interpretation Centre 
(NPIC) identified at least 8 SAM sites. The administration still believed that Soviet military aid was 
purely defensive. 

The Special Activities Division (SAD) of the CIA reduced U-2 coverage over Western Cuba for 
subsequent flights to reduce vulnerability against the SAM sites. 

30 Aug A U-2 violated Soviet airspace accidentally, prompting public protests from Moscow 

1 – 5 Sep The construction of Intermediate Range Ballistic Missile (IRBM) sites began in Guanajay. 

5 Sep First U-2 overflight for the month of September. The NPIC identified many more SAM sites but it 
was still too early to notice the construction of offensive missiles. The ‘photo gap’ begins. 

8 Sep A U-2 flown by a Taiwanese pilot was lost over continental China. 

10 Sep Following the U-2’s scandals on 30 Aug and 8 Sep, the National Security Advisor, McGeorge Bundy, 
called for a meeting with the Committee on Overhead Reconnaissance (COMOR) and the CIA on the 
future of overflights above Cuba. 

Future U-2 flight profiles over Cuba were degraded significantly to avoid known SAM sites. 

15 – 20 Sep The construction of MRBM sites began in Western Cuba (San Cristobal and Remedios). 

26 – 29 Sep Two ‘degraded’ U-2 overflights took place but they did not cross Western Cuba and so found 
nothing suspect. 

25– 30 Sep The construction of MRBM sites began in Central Cuba (Sagua la Grande). 

4 Oct Director of Central Intelligence (DCI), Jone McCone, questioned the lack of coverage over Western 
Cuba during a Special Group Augmented (SGA) meeting, but the decision to resume coverage was 
postponed to the next meeting. 

7 Oct Another two ‘degraded’ U-2 overflights took place but they did not cross Western Cuba and so 
found no evidence of offensive missiles. 

9 Oct The SGA sanctioned one overflight above Western Cuba to be flown by the USAF instead of the CIA. 

Time was taken to train a USAF pilot to fly the U-2. 

14 Oct A U-2 overflight was made over Western Cuba, the first in over five weeks (since 5th Sep). 

15 Oct The NPIC detected MRBMs at San Cristobal. End of the ‘photo gap’. 

16 Oct The Cuban Missile Crisis begins. 

Table 1: Summary of events leading up to the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962, with focus on 
the five-week ‘photo gap’ 
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Johnson from Lockheed Martin. The concept was 

rejected by the US Air Force (USAF) but attracted the 

attention of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and 

on 1st August, 1955, the U-2 carried out its first test 

flight.3 

With the introduction of the U-2 in 1956, aerial 

photography became the principal source of 

information on Soviet missile, military and industrial 

facilities for the CIA. IMINT from very high altitudes 

became a rapid success, most prominently in confirming 

the ‘bomber gap’ then the ‘missile gap’ between the US 

and the USSR in the late 1950s.4 While the U-2’s initial 

exploits profited from the Soviet’s temporary incapacity 

to engage it, this was no longer the case after the 

shooting down of the U-2 piloted by Gary Powers on 1st 

May, 1960.5 More importantly, the doctrine of imagery 

operations had to be reviewed. The CORONA 

programme to operationalise strategic reconnaissance 

satellites was accelerated after the incident, with the 

first photos arriving in the summer of 1961. Knowing 

that the U-2 had to be limited to operating outside 

Soviet airspace after the Gary Powers incident, the US 

began compensating aerial reconnaissance with spatial 

reconnaissance in the 1960s. 

The U-2, however, is not the subject of discussion 

in this study. Several studies have already emerged to 

address how the US suffered from a ‘photo gap’ over 

Cuba for five crucial weeks, most notably Holland and 

Barrett’s Blind over Cuba. In summary, a combination of 

U-2 accidents, election climate amidst the Cold War, 

inter-agency bureaucracy, and political intrigue in the 

planning of U-2 overflights delayed the discovery of the 

Soviet’s deployment of Medium Range Ballistic Missiles 

(MRBM) a month later than when they were first 

delivered (see Table 1). But when the U-2 overflights 

resumed, the discovery of MRBM sites in San Cristobal 

on 15th October, 1962 changed everything: there would 

be no fait accompli for Nikita Khrushchev. 

THE INFLUENCE OF IMINT ON 
EXCOMM’S DECISION TO IMPLEMENT A 
BLOCKADE 

Just before noon of 16th October, President 

Kennedy convened an emergency meeting which would 

Figure 1: The Sharing of Intelligence within ExComm 
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soon be called the Executive Committee of the National 

Security Council (ExComm) (see Figure 1). Its objective 

was to formulate strategies against the dire threat from 

Cuba.6 

From August 1962, the President had drawn a 

clear line that he would not tolerate offensive weapons 

in Cuba, from which the international credibility and 

strategy of the US depended on.7 Now that the Soviets 

had crossed the line, a strong response was necessary. 

But the fundamental question was: ‘What was the least 

dangerous strategy likely to be successful?’8 The 

members were initially divided over several proposals 

but arrived at two options towards 19th October: a 

blockade or an air strike.9 At the start of the crisis, there 

existed three Operational Plans (OPLANS) for Cuba, all 

of which included the option of an airstrike.10 

The consensus to implement a blockade instead 

of an airstrike was linked to the ExComm members’ 

moral and political preoccupations, but not without 

estimates from planners, largely based on IMINT. By 

16th October, the second day of the crisis, photos from 

the U-2 mission of 14th and 15th October revealed about 

2,000 military targets, and planners calculated that 

there was only a 90% probability of destroying all 

targets.11 There would be no guarantee of success from 

one single strike. Over the next few days, constant 

revisions to the plan based on new IMINT became 

frustrating for ExComm and the lack of certainty 

gradually diminished the attractiveness of an airstrike 

during the first five days of deliberations (16th – 20th 

October). Here, the IMINT from U-2 photos played a 

significant role in supporting the ExComm’s decision to 

implement a ‘quarantine’ on Cuba on 21st October, 

which was in fact a blockade. 

The consensus to implement a 

blockade instead of an airstrike 

was linked to the ExComm 

members’ moral and political 

preoccupations, but not without 

estimates from planners, largely 

based on IMINT.  

The reason low altitude aerial reconnaissance was 

not applied immediately on 16th October was to 

conserve the element of secrecy. Within ExComm, 

military representatives pressured for the collection of 

low-level aerial photography, but the missions were 

delayed for several days so that the Soviets would not 

be alerted by the US’ degree of knowledge of the Cuban 

missile—while strategies and options were being 

debated and developed—which otherwise would likely 

accelerate the construction and installation of nuclear 

warheads on the missiles.12 After the decision on 21st 

October, President Kennedy delivered a televised 

speech on 22nd October to reveal the presence of Soviet 

missiles on Cuba to the world, and announced that the 

US would impose a ‘strict quarantine’ of Cuba on 24th 

October from 1000HRS to block further deliveries of 

military equipment. In addition, the blockade would be 

followed by the threat of escalated violence if the 

Soviets did not co-operate. The option of an airstrike 

remained on the table, and a more effective tool was 

necessary to verify and refine the positions and number 

of targets. Now that secrecy was no longer required, all 

parameters were reassessed, and IMINT faced new 

demands necessitating a different type of aerial 

photography—that of low altitudes. 

WHY LOW-LEVEL AERIAL 
RECONNAISSANCE? 

Low-level aerial reconnaissance during the crisis 

was necessary for two reasons. The first was resolution. 

The U-2 offered a more discrete and adapted form of 

collection in order to not alert the Soviets, but cloud 

cover and small-scale imagery presented serious 

challenges for interpretation and planning. For instance, 

during the early stages of the crisis, the photo 

interpreters at the National Photographic Interpretation 

Centre (NPIC) had difficulty distinguishing between SS-3 

and SS-4 missile launchers because both were similar 

platforms and the physical measurements taken from U-

2 photographs did not have the necessary resolution to 

support conclusive differentiation. The analysts had to 

make the hypothesis that SS-4s were deployed based on 

the latest Soviet live firing records and considering that 

the range of the SS-4 was more adapted to threaten the 

US.13 The poor resolution also made estimates for the 

airstrike option more tentative than ExComm was 

comfortable with during the first few days of the crisis. 
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Figure 2 shows the resolution difference between 

photos taken by the U-2 and photos taken from low-

level aerial reconnaissance to illustrate how difficult it 

was for the NPIC and airstrike planners to make 

accurate estimates. 

The second reason was accessibility. Although 

President Kennedy had given blanket clearance on 16th 

October for U-2s to overfly Cuba as often as required, 

the profiles remained limited from interior zones in 

order to avoid operational SAM sites. In contrast, two 

aerial reconnaissance aircraft capable of flying at 

1100km/h at 500 feet offered a means to elude Soviet 

anti-air defences: the RF-8A of the US Navy and the RF-

101 of the USAF.15 Permitting a more precise collection 

and more sure than the U-2 in navigating interior zones, 

low-level aerial reconnaissance was an attractive option. 

However, just as strategic reconnaissance faced a 

dangerous ‘photo gap’ of five weeks, aerial 

reconnaissance also faced a myriad of technical and 

organisational difficulties which could have complicated 

the low altitude missions, or even render them 

impossible.  

OPERATION BLUE MOON: A COMPLICATED 
SUCCESS 

Photography at very low altitudes and very high 

speeds required specialised cameras. The RF-101 from 

the USAF 363rd Tactical Reconnaissance Wing (363-TRW) 

were ready to execute the mission on 22nd October, but 

none had ever conducted photography tests similar to 

those required. After the first sorties were flown on 23rd 

October, the USAF realised that the photographs taken 

by their KA-53 cameras were not exploitable.16 As 

documents related to this event are likely still classified, 

the reasons for which the USAF was not adequately 

prepared for a mission of such importance on 23rd 

October remains obscure. We can, however, present a 

hypothesis based on available information: well before 

the crisis, on 30th August, a review of low-level aerial 

reconnaissance over Cuba was presented to the United 

States Intelligence Board (USIB) and concluded that the 

use of the RF-101 and the RF-8A ‘would be feasible from 

a military point of view’.17 Actions to prepare the RF-101 

to be employed for aerial reconnaissance were 

recommended by the Deputy Director of Central 

Intelligence (DD/CIA), General Marshall Carter, on 7th, 

10th, and 13th September to the Secretary of Defence, 

Robert McNamara, in order to verify certain SAM sites 

on Cuba which, according to the CIA’s hypothesis, were 

hiding something.18 However, McNamara did not want 

to consider the operation before new results were 

obtained from U-2 reconnaissance. Unfortunately, this 

decision corresponded to (1) the loss of two U-2 aircraft 

during the period which diminished the political 

appetite for aerial reconnaissance significantly, (2) the 

decision on 10th September to degrade the U-2 

surveillance regime over Cuba, (3) the Special National 

Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) of 19th September which 

minimised the possibility of an offensive Soviet 

deployment, and (4) the fact that airspace intrusion by 

aerial reconnaissance aircraft could be considered an 

act of war. These factors would have diminished the will 

of McNamara to authorise tactical reconnaissance over 

Cuba. In the absence of his authorisation, one can 

suggest that little was done to prepare the RF-101 until 

the missiles’ discovery on 16th October.  

Figure 2: Difference in resolution between photos taken by the U-2 (left) and those from the RF-8A (right) over 
Cuban MRBM sites.14 
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Nevertheless, the USAF was aware of the USIB 

review on 30th August and had at least a month to 

schedule the test flights necessary to conclude if the 

reconnaissance capability (or incapability in this case) of 

the RF-101 and its KA-53 camera were effective in 

conditions similar to that in the Cuban theatre. Yet the 

mission failure on 23rd October suggested otherwise. In 

this manner, one can postulate two explanations. First is 

the blind confidence on the part of mission planners 

which did not make the effort to verify the ‘feasibility’ of 

the RF-101 for low-level aerial reconnaissance over 

Cuba highlighted in the USIB review. Second is the 

political choice not to employ low-level aerial 

reconnaissance until the discovery of 16th October, 

which likely stymied any verification attempts by the 

USAF on the RF-101’s capabilities. In any case, the USAF 

was ill-prepared to carry out its mission on 23rd October. 

In contrast, the RF-8As from the Photographic 

Reconnaissance Squadron 62 (VFP-62) of the US Navy, 

equipped with modified forward firing KA-45 and KA-46 

cameras, succeeded in obtaining high quality photos on 

their first Blue Moon mission on 23rd October. In 

response, the 363-TRW had to refit new cameras on its 

RF-101 and only resumed operations on 26th October, or 

day 11 of the crisis.19 Considering the urgency of the 

situation, had the VFP-62 not achieve mission success 

on 23rd October, the consequences would have been far

-reaching. What is surprising, however, is that the RF-8A 

did not succeed because it followed through with the 

USIB report on 30th August; their modified KA-45 

cameras were a result of tests in the carrier 

environment while flying at high speeds and at altitudes 

between 1000 to 1500 feet, a few months before the 

crisis began.20 

That is not all. The VFP-62 had no access to the U-

2 photos—which were classified Top Secret Talent, 

Talent being the codename for distribution control—for 

their early missions, and were told to ‘look for 

suspicious activity, such as construction sites, military 

vehicles, or other unusual goings on.’21 Paradoxically, 

the 363rd TFW obtained these classified photographs 

although their cameras were ineffective. According to 

William T. Hocutt, an officer in the Atlantic Intelligence 

Command (AIC) during the crisis, bureaucratic 

miscommunication of Talent clearance within the AIC 

appeared to have caused the delay for the US Navy.22 

Seen from this angle, the immediate success of 

American low-level aerial reconnaissance during the 

crisis appears more fortunate than we thought. 

THE INFLUENCE OF LOW-LEVEL AERIAL 
RECONNAISSANCE 

Despite the problems faced by the low-level aerial 

reconnaissance which began on 23rd October, ExComm 

obtained elaborate analysis of the first photos taken at 

low altitudes on 24th October. These photos contributed 

to a better understanding of the nature of the Soviet 

deployment which the U-2 photos were incapable of 

providing.23 The low altitude overflights also made clear 

how vulnerable the missiles were while challenging 

previous assumptions by imagery experts based on U-2 

photos, allowing for a better planning of eventual 

airstrikes.24 In fact, by 25th October it seemed that low-

level aerial reconnaissance over Cuba had improved 

American intelligence to the point that a surgical strike 

was possible.25 Here, the success of low-level aerial 

reconnaissance raises an interesting point: while 

estimates of a large number of airstrike targets before 

24th October had supported the blockade option, they 

were false. We can postulate that if the estimates were 

reduced in the first few days of the crisis, perhaps by 

the integration of significant HUMINT, an airstrike might 

have been more attractive and it would have taken 

ExComm a longer time to arrive at a consensus for the 

blockade. 

Low-level aerial reconnaissance also influenced 

the crisis in a bellicose manner. Compared to the less 

visible U-2, the RF-8A and RF-101 overflights provoked 

Soviet and Cuban soldiers on the ground and serve as 

‘psychological reminders, (…) [a ‘hooliganism’ which] 

became an effective pressure tactic and negotiating tool 

for the removal of all offensive weapons, and a guard 

against their reintroduction.’26 

Taking into account the nature of the crisis and its 

implications on the Cold War, the US had to convince 

the world with irrefutable evidence that the Soviets had 

deployed unacceptable weapons on Cuban soil. 

However, even though the U-2 photos could be 

analysed by photo interpreters, their poor resolution 

was not ideal for direct consumption.27 The cogency of 

American photographic evidence was therefore 

especially important at the presentation to the UN on 

25th October. Although low-level aerial reconnaissance 

only began on 23rd October for strategic reasons 

explained earlier, details of the presentation to the UN 

Security Council suggest that the American ambassador 

to the UN, Adlai Stevenson must have used photos 

taken by low-level aerial reconnaissance carried out by 

VFP-62 to convince the council. Ecker and Jack 

highlighted phrases such as ‘even an eye untrained in 
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photographic interpretation can clearly see,’ ‘these 

photographs are on a larger scale than the others,’ 

‘these enlarged photographs clearly show,’ and ‘the 

next photo shows a closer view’, to demonstrate that 

low-level photography were used in his presentation.28 

As James M. Lindsay described the impact of aerial 

photography on the Security Council:  

Taking into account the nature of 

the crisis and its implications on 

the Cold War, the US had to 

convince the world with 

irrefutable evidence that the 

Soviets had deployed 

unacceptable weapons on Cuban 

soil.  
With the help of low-level aerial photography, the 

objective to mobilise the international community to 

pressure the Soviets into a retreat was achieved. But 

the Soviet missiles were still in Cuba—a diplomatic 

solution between the two superpowers was still 

necessary. 

On 26th October, ‘a 48-hour moment for decision 

was approaching’ for the president. This evaluation was 

based on (1) the president’s daily consultation with 

IMINT over the operational state of the missiles, (2) the 

observation that no Soviet ship had challenged the 

quarantine since 24th October, and (3) the pressure 

from his advisors to act with an airstrike no later than 

29th October.30 However, a more profound examination 

of the 27th October intelligence report to ExComm 

revealed an analysis almost entirely supported by the 

analysis of aerial photography.31 More importantly, the 

report was based on analysis from photos taken on 25th 

October, or information from two days ago! All these 

point towards the phenomenon of analysis delay: due 

to a significant delay from the collection of raw 

information to the time necessary for analysis and 

Figure 3: Map showing the location of SAM, SSM, and Aerodrome sites during the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 

Stevenson [asked Valerian Zorin, the 

Soviet ambassador]: “All right, sir, let 

me ask you one simple question: Do 

you, Ambassador Zorin, deny that the 

U.S.S.R. has placed and is placing 

medium- and intermediate-range 

missiles and sites in Cuba? Yes or no—

don’t wait for the translation—yes or 

no?” When Zorin refused to answer, 

Stevenson snapped: “You can answer 

yes or no. You have denied they exist. I 

want to know if I understood you 

correctly. I am prepared to wait for my 

answer until hell freezes over, if that’s 

your decision. And I am also prepared 

to present the evidence in this room” 

With Zorin still continuing to refuse to 

answer, Stevenson’s aides proceeded to 

produce large photos of the Soviet 

missiles in Cuba. The delegates in the 

room, and everyone watching on 

television, saw the Soviets unmasked as 

liars. Zorin could only simmer. The mild-

mannered Stevenson had scored an 

enormous political and diplomatic 

victory for the United States.29 
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finally the presentation of intelligence, the intelligence 

itself, once presented to ExComm, could often be 

incomplete, misinterpreted, or simply wrong. 

The window of decision between 26th to 28th 

October was therefore much influenced by what IMINT 

could reliably provide, and such over-reliance could 

have proven costly: during the crisis, the photo 

interpreters never managed to find firm evidence of the 

nuclear warhead storage sites. The photos of the actual 

sites, Bejucal and Managua, were taken but as Ecker and 

Jack wrote, ‘security around the actual nuclear storage 

sites was so primitive, they were ignored.’32 Moreover, 

the CIA ‘grossly [underestimated] the number of Soviet 

troops in Cuba (10,000 versus an actual 43,000). 

Gathering this kind of intelligence show have been 

accomplished by HUMINT, not aerial reconnaissance.’ 

Although these weaknesses were identified during the 

crisis, nothing was done to resolve the excessive 

dependence towards IMINT compared to HUMINT. 

When members of ExComm read the report of 27th 

October, they would not have been cognisant of the 

origin and reliability of the analysis made. The Cuban 

missile crisis was resolved in a diplomatic manner, but 

had the US decided to intervene militarily, these 

estimates could have proven disastrous. 

Fortunately for the world, Kennedy’s reserve 

eventually bore its fruits. On 28th October, Khrushchev 

announced on Radio Moscow that the ‘offensive’ Soviet 

weapons in Cuba would be dismantled and returned to 

the USSR. In actual fact, the crisis was defused by a 

secret agreement between the US and the USSR to 

remove all American nuclear missiles in Southern Italy 

and Turkey in exchange for the removal of all Soviet 

nuclear missiles in Cuba.33 But the end of the crisis did 

not signal the end of low-level aerial reconnaissance. 

The missions continued until mid-1963 for the purpose 

of verification. 

LOW-LEVEL IMINT: MORE THAN MEETS 
THE EYE 

While low-level aerial reconnaissance as a 

tactical concept may no longer be as applicable today, 

its involvement in the Cuban Missile Crisis highlighted: 

Figure 4: Principal actors in the cycle of American Imagery Intelligence 

“Over the long run, the prospect of 

preserving intelligence and policy in 

their most constructive orthodox roles 

will depend on the real-life resistance 

which intelligence officers apply to 

these pressures, as well as to the self-

imposed restraints which impede the 

policymakers from originally exerting 

them.” 

–Thomas Hughes, during his farewell 

address at the US State Department’s 

Bureau of Intelligence and Research in 

1969.34 
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(1) how the reality faced by ExComm was a far cry from 

public belief of a masterful handling of the crisis, (2) the 

dangers of over-reliance on IMINT, and (3) the 

intricacies of intelligence operations that policy makers 

are not always aware of. As the analysis of low-level 

IMINT during the crisis has shown, details such as 

security classifications, inter-service competition, 

bureaucratic handles, distribution lapses, and technical 

difficulties all combine to affect the quality and 

timeliness of intelligence (see Figure 4). As such, it is 

important that intelligence processes are constantly 

reviewed and improved upon to prevent lapses similar 

in nature to those that occurred during the Cuban 

Missile Crisis. With the continual expansion of the 

Command, Control, Communications, Computer, 

Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance (C4ISR) 

domain, advancements in IMINT and Signals Intelligence 

(SIGINT) present not only introduce technical challenges 

but also cultural challenges in the form of attitudes and 

reputations.  

As such, it is important that 

intelligence processes are 

constantly reviewed and improved 

upon to prevent lapses similar in 

nature to those that occurred 

during the Cuban Missile Crisis. 
From the planning of airstrikes to the 

presentation at the UN Security Council, we also 

observe the general trend of analysts giving more credit 

to scientific forms of intelligence compared to HUMINT. 

However, the reader should not be led to think that it 

was a lack of HUMINT which had to be compensated by 

other intelligence means. The problem comes from the 

difficulty of appreciating the credibility of HUMINT from 

Cuba over short timeframes. In other terms, electronic 

and photographic collection is relatively simple to 

validate and analyse because the sources of 

misinformation and deformation can be readily 

identified and understood, whereas the process is much 

more problematic for HUMINT. From the initial impact 

of U-2 photos on the discovery of Soviet missiles, 

ExComm favoured the use of IMINT in the formulation 

of strategies. The accessibility of IMINT compared to 

HUMINT had increased not only its probability of being 

employed by decision makers, but also the willingness 

of the intelligence apparatuses concerned (such as the 

CIA and the USAF) to adapt their reports and estimates 

accordingly. The impact of IMINT during the Cuban 

Missile Crisis was arguably amplified by the favours it 

received, thereby creating a disequilibrium between its 

impact and its actual merits. As the misestimates over 

nuclear warhead storage sites and troop numbers have 

shown, this disequilibrium produced analysis errors 

which could have had proven disastrous. In this age of 

analytics and big data, the Cuban Missile Crisis teaches 

us that it is important for policy makers and intelligence 

organisations to continue practising a balanced 

approach towards the newer forms of collection and 

analysis methods. 

CONCLUSION 

Today, the pace of deliberation by ExComm over 

two weeks seems almost glacial compared to the 

modern intelligence cycle. In collection, we have 

progressed from black-and-white photography to 

persistent satellite imagery. In decision, we have 

progressed from the challenge of information delay to 

the challenge of information saturation. Yet some things 

remain unchanged. This essay sets out to establish 

lessons learnt from IMINT during the Cuban Missile 

Crisis. One is the significant impact of IMINT on the 

strategic decisions behind the blockade as well as the 

planning of eventual air strikes. We also learnt that this 

impact was a huge risk once the over-reliance on IMINT 

and the deficiency of HUMINT were understood. From 

the analysis of Operation Blue Moon, we also learnt that 

the successful collection of low-level aerial photography 

over Cuba was far from well-planned. But the most 

important lesson comes from observing the behaviour 

and interactions between the actors responsible for the 

planning, authorisation, collection, analysis and 

consumption of intelligence. Over fifty years later, the 

crisis still represents not only an important moment of 

the Cold War, but also a guide on the management of 

intelligence in general. 
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