China To Join EU's Galileo Navigation Satellite Plan

By Tobias Buck and Judy Dempsey
Europe's ambitions to compete with the US in navigation satellite technology were boosted yesterday when China pledged to invest in Galileo, the EU's rival to the Pentagon-controlled Global Positioning System.
The deal could lead to closer defence co-operation between Beijing and Brussels - a prospect likely to alarm the US defence community.
The Pentagon does not want the EU to develop its own independent satellite system, insisting GPS provides an adequate satellite umbrella and warning that Galileo would lead to duplication.
At present GPS is unchallenged as a common navigation tool for sailors, drivers and emergency services, as well as being an unrivalled military asset for the US.
Yesterday Loyola de Palacio, the EU transport commissioner in charge of the Euros 3.25bn (Dollars 3.65bn, Pounds 2.26bn) Galileo project, said: "China will help Galileo to become the major world infrastructure for the growing market for location services."
The Chinese investment, which Commission officials say could amount to over Euros 230m, will bring Beijing a more sophisticated satellite system, allowing it to upgrade its communications systems and provide greater accuracy for a broad range of civilian activities.
In the long run China could decide to base some of its military hardware on Galileo's technology, which could lead to lucrative defence contracts for European companies and hit US manufacturers.
An EU diplomat who has been involved in the development of Galileo said if a country opted for Galileo it would opt too for defence systems that were compatible with Galileo - a move that could be of great concern to US defence manufacturers."
Brussels was at first reluctant to negotiate with China, concerned it would complicate talks with the Pentagon. But the Commission decided to press on, arguing it would show Washington that Beijing was as committed to Galileo as the EU's 15 member states.
Commission officials said China was mainly interested in investing in the top end of Galileo, the Public Regulated Service, which will be used by police and security services and is expected to eventually play a crucial role in the EU's security and defence structures.
The Commission said China would not have access to the highly-encrypted code for PRS - expected to become fully operational by 2008. Instead, said a Commission official, the EU would see how the first investment "takes shape".
Commission officials said the deal with China could be followed by similar agreements. "Russia is interested, and Israel is interested," said one.
 

