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Money is, without question, the single biggest issue impacting the Global Positioning System: money to fund modernization, money to start GPS III, money to support interference studies, money to pay for augmentations. 

But it’s not just the money that’s at issue, it’s the way it’s distributed. The current budgetary system undermines true dual-use management of the constellation, which ultimately undermines the performance of the entire GPS resource for all those who use it. 

As the National Security Council works on the White House’s new GPS policy, it must consider many issues. Nothing will really get fixed, however, until the mechanism for funding GPS is fundamentally changed. 

Why It’s a Problem

The Department of Defense (DoD) is currently the only agency with a specific budget of any size for management, maintenance, and modernization of the core GPS infrastructure itself. The agency funds design and manufacture of the satellites, the launches, and system ground control. As a result, DoD indirectly controls civil capabilities by funding or not funding civil requests. The funding imbalance frames the entire relationship between the civil community and the military. 

That relationship has always been a bit rocky, but lately it seems to be wearing particularly thin. On the civil side, some are frustrated because they can’t advocate effectively for their needs without the money to pay for their solutions. Some in the defense community feel the civil side asks a lot, gives little, and can’t get its act together. 

It’s important to remember that there are controversies within the civil and military communities; frustration abounds among their diverse, multiple constituencies. For example, under the recently reorganized budget process, GPS must compete with all the other military space programs for funding. In the face of the huge budgetary overruns in other military programs, GPS funds become an attractive target of opportunity, and money for GPS III appears to be gone for now. As DoD continues its reorganization, the funding situation is only going to get worse, to the consternation of GPS supporters in the military. 

At least one military expert has expressed dismay that enhancing GPS has so little support within the larger community of DoD users. The users are happy with what they have, this person said. They don’t have any problems with GPS, don’t understand what an improved system could do for them, and, therefore, don’t feel compelled to push for money to improve the constellation. 

DoD might be in better shape to wrestle money out of the Bush administration and Congress if other groups exerted some pro-GPS pressure. But civil agencies are afraid to step in with strong support for DoD and GPS. They worry that they will be asked to help pay for improvements, and they just don’t have the money. Members of Congress have acted erratically toward civil GPS and augmentations since GPS became a dual-use system in 1996. They spent several years afflicting the Department of Transportation (DoT) with cuts and contradictory demands, finally forcing the GPS community to consolidate all its requests in the DoD budget just to keep things moving. 

The civil community also has constituencies — especially those outside the aviation sector — who are frustrated with their civil colleagues. High-precision users and non–aviation transportation users are not always well served at the policy table. Of course, other civil users such as telecommunications equipment manufacturers aren’t even at the table. 

All in all, enough nonaviation civil users exist in sectors such as mapping, telecommunications, ground transportation, and power distribution that, if they could just get themselves organized, they would constitute a formidable political force. But that sort of organizational structure takes money to build and maintain — the very resource at the center of these problems. 

Management Makeovers

Several suggestions have been thrown into the debate about how to fix the money/management problems. One idea, suggested in an essay entitled “Space Diplomacy” in the July/August issue of Foreign Affairs, is to split the civil and military functions of GPS, in essence creating two separate systems — a GPS-C and a GPS-M. David Brauschvig, one of the essay’s three co-authors and a managing director at Lazard LLC in New York, argued that once Galileo demonstrates the commercial desirability of a navigation service, creation of a separate GPS civil service with its own funding system would become politically and economically feasible. 

More money could be raised through charges to civil users or a separate government funding line. According to the authors, a GPS-C would be more responsive to commercial clients and, as one commercial service speaking to another, better able to cut a deal with Galileo to improve interoperability. Moreover, the authors argued, separation could give U.S. military allies input into a military-only system, increasing GPS’s political standing. 

When pressed for details, the two co-authors who spoke to GPS World made it clear they were only offering the idea to stir debate and had not fleshed it out — though Brauschvig said they did not visualize a physically separate satellite system. Although the Foreign Affairs discussion makes for an interesting intellectual exercise, splitting the GPS service in this fashion would clearly be financially impractical and competitively foolhardy. Only Europeans would be happy under this scenario: the United States would finally start charging for GPS and sharing secret military receiver technology. 

A lot of technical questions arise about a GPS-C/GPS-M world, but they are not the real issue. GPS is free, and that is its biggest advantage. If the United States decides to begin charging, it would have to upgrade GPS to make it commercially comparable to Galileo. But modernization under this scenario would have to keep pace with Galileo development so that GPS stayed commercially competitive. The money would have to be secured in the next couple of years, so the GPS community would have to pay up front to upgrade the system in order to charge for its services. Ironically, the charges would recover the costs to improve a system that was already the industry leader because it was free. The idea is a nonstarter. 

Separation?

A different approach would separate the funding for GPS and GPS-based services from the agencies that currently support them. The GPS system funds would go to a new, separate agency, or perhaps the Office of Management and Budget would receive and allocate the funds. 

Setting up a new positioning and timing agency is an interesting idea. Turf battles would erupt, to be sure. One can easily envision the crimson faces at the DoD when they hear that a prize program is going elsewhere. Still, GPS is getting its budget shot out from under it at the Pentagon too, and military navigation advocates might welcome a chance to shield their system from financial snipers. 

For its part, DoT has never had it easy at budget time either and might be glad for the chance to offload its funding responsibility for GPS augmentations — all navigation augmentations, in fact — and focus on other issues. 

An independent agency would gather GPS, all the augmentations, and the timing infrastructure under one roof; offer a cohesive, logical case to Congress; and make decisions across programs on behalf of the nation as a whole. The new agency could choose to beef up GPS to support the Wide Area Augmentation System, for example, or move quickly to build the capability needed to overcome possible jamming during a conflict. 

The word around Washington is that the White House does not want to make policy changes that cost money. A unified system-wide approach by a single GPS program office could conceivably save money, making the idea even more attractive. Unfortunately, establishing a new agency is politically difficult. The current turmoil in Washington, budget shortages, and problems setting up the omnivorous Department of Homeland Security aren’t going to make things any easier. 

If creating an entire new agency seems too difficult, then perhaps the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) could receive and allocate funds for positioning and timing under a single line item. OMB can’t legally manage an operational system such as GPS, but a commission or even a single office in an agency could do the job. Why not even locate that office — another “czar” — at the White House? 

How about Commerce?

Other suggestions for GPS reform propose tweaking the present system. One idea is to fund DoT’s support for civil GPS requirement as originally planned but give the program a separate line item. Another approach would give the Interagency GPS Executive Board (IGEB) more power and money through an allocation to the Department of Commerce (DoC). 

Right now, the IGEB is funded through DoD. But giving a funding line for positioning and timing to DoC, turning the agency into a stronger player in satellite navigation, makes sense for a lot of reasons. 

The Bush Administration is a very pro-business administration, and any commerce-oriented idea is likely to play well in the Oval Office. GPS is now so critical to such a wide range of commercial interests — the core of DoC’s portfolio — that such a budget request would likely make sense to Congress. DoC is also home to the National Geodetic Survey, a heavy user of GPS. 

DoC is experienced at walking the line between military and commercial interests. It did a reasonably good job of supporting the nascent satellite remote sensing industry through its Office of Space Commercialization. When the industry first started out, satellite-based imaging faced outright opposition from DoD and strict limits on the technology that private companies could employ. Although from a private-sector point of view the changes that finally came about should have occurred faster, the restrictions have eased substantially. Indeed, today federal agencies are not only allowed to buy new imagery available from commercial providers, but they are required to do so whenever possible. 

A separate GPS line item in DoC’s budget might also provide just the catalyst needed to trigger another change: finding a stronger voice for the largely ignored nonaviation civil users. DoC could be the focal point needed to organize these constituencies. They, in turn, could press the GPS case in their industry organizations and help keep GPS as the international standard. 

Protecting GPS in a wider range of standards forums is becoming increasingly important. For example, at the beginning of the year the European Commission’s Information Society Directorate began a process of setting new standards for electronic communication networks and services in the European Union. As Galileo becomes a reality, the system will almost certainly be proposed as a timing standard for this type of equipment. This could hurt U.S. high-tech manufacturers, especially if Galileo technology is made proprietary or if European governments give their manufacturers a head start. 

International standards are a battleground on which the United States has lost in the past — sometimes for shortsighted reasons. For example, developing nations often cannot afford the expensive volumes of technical specifications by which U.S. standards organizations help support themselves. Does DoD or DoT have a reason to tackle this problem? No — but Commerce does. Part of the latter agency’s mandate is to promote U.S. exports through competitively smart strategies, and protecting U.S. business interests in standards represents one way of doing that. 

Another really good reason to consider a DoC-based positioning and timing budget can be found in the National Telecommunications and Information Administration. That office, which supports government users of the frequency spectrum, is located in DoC. Keeping the spectrum clear of interference is one of the single most important issues to the GPS community, but the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) has run roughshod over the process. FCC is implementing major changes in the way it allocates spectrum and has already moved aggressively to support new technologies such as ultrawideband and away from protecting GPS. With Commerce more focused and empowered to act on GPS, perhaps greater support and priority would be given to spectrum interests. 

Necessary Changes 

To make Commerce a strong third member of the GPS management team would require a few changes besides just getting more money. 

IGEB would be the logical focal point for such GPS policy debates and budget allocations. The board already has a mandate to manage all GPS and its augmentations. However, IGEB rules by consensus. In effect, as one GPS expert notes, that has meant that contentious issues are seldom even presented to the board. The consensus rule would have to change so that real decisions can be made, perhaps by majority vote or some other mechanism. 

DoD and DoT also cochair IGEB’s executive committee, and therefore they have a great deal of latitude about how GPS matters are handled. This, too, should change to give DoC a greater role. 

Finally, DoC is going to need a mechanism to move money around. DoT and DoD already have a Memorandum of Understanding. An MOU among all three of these organizations that would allow them to support each other in GPS affairs makes a lot of sense. 

One for the White House

When only two agencies run things, deadlock is likely. Three agencies with equal power, solid funding, and real decision-making power can break the impasse. One can easily envision how a well-funded DoC might support DoD on one issue and DoT on another, putting its money where the larger community needs it to go. 

However, neither DoT nor DoD is likely to support a strong role for Commerce. Several years ago during the drafting of the IGEB charter, DoD and DoT attempted to craft the language so that they were listed as members in the body of the document and all the other IGEB members were named in an appendix. This bit of legalistic legerdemain would have given Defense and Transportation the power to remove other agencies from the IGEB, but only the president could remove DoD or DoT. During interviews conducted at that time, GPS World learned that this construct was deliberately intended to make DoD and DoT more equal than the others. The move was not successful, however, and the Department of Commerce was listed up front. 

It’s time to give the civil community the money and political access needed to ensure true equity in GPS affairs. If the White House wants to change the conduct of GPS policy, it shouldn’t just fiddle with details — it should make substantial changes. Implement true legal action or an executive order and not a more easily circumvented presidential decision directive. Come up with money and new ways of spending it to make things happen. 

Only a foolish person thinks he can keep doing the same thing and get different results. It’s time to try something new for GPS. 

