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Nobody has figured out a way to make service calls to middle earth orbit. 

We might consider that fact amid the recent failures of critical U.S. infrastructures: the Midwest/mid-Atlantic power grid, the consequent overloading of many wireless telecommunications in the affected area, and, a few days later, wide area IT networks around the world afflicted by the latest of computer viruses. 

Disruptive as those events were, the physical location of the problems permitted ready access for repairs. Not so for the GPS satellites orbiting 12,000 miles above our heads. Only decisions, plans, and preparations made on the ground years — even decades — in advance can prevent similar failures to the spaceborne GPS infrastructure. 

That doesn’t seem to be happening, however. One suspects that behind the reviews at the National Security Council and Department of Defense lies a search for a rationale that will justify yet one more delay in having to fix this strategic program. 

In this month’s “Washington View” column, Dee Ann Divis covers some of the ideas in circulation to improve the situation. Some progress on addressing civil needs may come with initiatives launched by the Interagency GPS Executive Board. And the operations folks at the GPS Joint Program Office and Master Control Station are soldiering on stalwartly. 

But without solutions to overarching funding and governance problems, which can only come from Washington, D.C., such efforts will fall short. And behind the need for processes, channels, and institutions that produce good policy and the ability to act, behind the need for money, a unified command, balanced equities, and common vision is the absence of leadership. Infrastructure maintenance and modernization require steady long-term stewardship and careful guidance. 

The situation is made worse by the fact that problems caused this year, or last year or next year, usually won’t affect the fortunes of anybody in positions of authority today. So, they can afford to attend to those issues that might affect them. 

A catastrophic GPS failure probably won’t show up during the watch of anybody now in office. Nor in the next administration or even the one after that. Nobody will be recalled to service to be court-martialed or pulled out of retirement to be thrown out of office for having underinvested in GPS. And should a catastrophe occur, those in power at that seemingly distant time will be able say that they couldn’t have done anything to prevent it, that the blame belongs to persons long gone from the scene. 

This is a bipartisan practice that reaches beyond the federal government. Telecom companies don’t build to peak demand; they build for average load. Corporate IT departments invest for optimal, not adverse conditions. Benign neglect rules today, while others will live to rue the day that electoral cycles or quarterly statements replaced farsightedness in economic affairs. 

As with the former budget surplus or the Social Security fund 60 years in the making, the current administration has profited from — exploited, really — the prudence of those who came before them in matters of GPS. Say what you will about the previous Democratic administration and formerly Democratic Congress, they did pay attention to the Global Positioning System. 

The 1996 Presidential Decision Directive on GPS is just the most obvious accomplishment. In between the fooling around, the Clinton administration furthered myriad activities on behalf of GPS: The contracts for the Block IIR and Block IIF satellites. Upgrades in the operational control segment. Mandated equipage of military platforms. The nationwide differential GPS network and even the Federal Aviation Administration’s frequently maligned wide area and local area augmentation systems. 

GPS had high-level advocates under President Clinton, including transportation secretary Federico Peña and Vice-President Gore. In Congress, senators such as Frank Lautenberg or Jim Exon promoted the system with an eye on its civil benefits. 

The solution to this long-standing dilemma may emerge not from the top but, rather, from the base of the GPS community — from the disparate user communities, civil and military, that must find a way to come together in support of the Global Positioning System. 

A popular way of acknowledging our debt to the past for the accomplishments of the present is to say, “We were standing on the shoulders of giants.” That certainly was the case of Clinton’s inheritance of two decades of GPS stewardship from mostly Republican predecessors. Looking forward, however, we don’t want to make some future GPS steward have to say, “We were standing on the shoulders of midgets.” 

