Commercial Application of Military Technology

By Lt Col Dave West, GPS System Support Manager, WR-ALC/LKN

Do you remember back in the 1970s, when we first saw Tang, space blankets, and pens that could write upside down?  We’ve all heard that these were “space-age” consumer products that came from NASA, during our race to the moon.  More recently, in the 1980s, the Internet became a commercial success, following its development by the US Department of Defense.

Today, following its rapid growth in the 1990s, another military project has migrated to find wide civil application.  The Global Positioning System, GPS for short, employs a constellation of 24+ US Air Force satellites in orbit around the Earth to provide precise position and time, anywhere in the world.  In addition to the satellites, the system consists of a worldwide satellite control network and GPS receiver units that pick up signals from the satellites and translate them into position information.  This means that wherever you are, if you have a GPS receiver, you will know the time and location (within 30 feet and a thousandth of a second).  That’s why the GPS motto is: Anytime, Anyplace—Right Time, Right Place.  In fact, GPS has become so widely used that, like the Internet, it is frequently taken for granted.  It has become a utility, like flipping a light switch or turning a faucet.  And like electricity and water, the uses of GPS are nearly unlimited.

Of course, the military utility of GPS is unsurpassed.  Using lessons learned from Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm, GPS is integrated into nearly all facets of the modern battlefield.  Forward air controllers, pilots, tank drivers, and ground troops all use GPS to help ensure victory on the battlefield.  The recent success of our warfighters navigating with GPS across trackless deserts and employing GPS guided munitions is testimony to the awesome effect of precision attack.  Just as importantly, GPS saves lives and property by reducing the collateral damage historically associated with combat operations.

 But today, the US military is actually one of the smallest customers of GPS, while commercial applications are growing astronomically.  GPS is built into everything from commercial aircraft to trucking fleets, to provide safe, on-time delivery of passengers and cargo.  GPS assists private ship captains and non-military space vehicles hundreds of miles from land.  Recreational uses include hunting, fishing, camping hiking, and even golf.  It is essential to US agriculture for the minimal application of fertilizer and pesticides.  It is a vital link in providing mapping, surveying, civil communication and emergency services.  In short, GPS is now a $10 billion industry, employing tens of thousands of people.

Why is this important here at Robins?  First, the Space and Special Systems and Maintenance directorates within WR-ALC are responsible for system support and repair of all military GPS receivers.  The joint GPS team, made up of military, DoD civilians from three services, support contractors, and commercial partners successfully support warfighters by providing GPS receivers with the highest reliability and availability.  In recognition, Gen Jumper, CSAF, awarded his 2002 Chief of Staff Team Excellence Award to the WR-ALC GPS team.

By pursuing “excellence in all we do,” we are making it possible for military technology to find even broader commercial application, leveraging taxpayer dollars to advance both the military advantage and the business of America.  It is very likely that you are working on a project today that will eventually be used by people on each side of the main gate, both civilian and military.

I’m reminded of another military “technology” that has found wide commercial application.  The modern principles of project management, perfected in the 1950s by military managers of the first nuclear submarine project and encapsulated in the Project Evaluation and Review Technique (PERT) chart, are still a cornerstone of private management education and practice.  And certainly our US Air Force core values of integrity first, service before self, and excellence in all we do, while not technological, are a great contribution to our nation as a whole.

Beyond GPS, the lesson for all of us is to remember that our duty – service to our nation – extends far beyond military utility.  Our true commitment is to the citizens of our great nation and to our elected leaders.  So whether we are technicians or engineers, item managers or program managers, first-level supervisors or directors, our greatest loyalty is not to our particular item or program, but to our nation who depends on us to see the bigger picture and obtain the greatest possible military and commercial utility from the precious resources we are given.

