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After years of arguing over navigation satellites, the U.S. and European Union are poised to ink a formal deal covering the Galileo satnav system during a summit this June. 

Washington had long been skeptical about the Galileo program, with the Pentagon initially implacably opposed. Conversely, many in Europe saw U.S. opposition as an attempt to retain a monopoly position, and came to view Galileo as a standard-bearer for European sovereignty. 

The chances of securing any form of agreement had appeared remote until recent weeks, especially considering the strained relations between the U.S. and the European Union: Bilateral air transport talks appear nearly stalled, a trade dispute is now boiling over, and the hangover from Iraq still lingers. 

Critical elements of an accord were secured during talks in Brussels late last month. These saw the two sides greatly narrow, if not absolutely close, the schism that risked further U.S.-European antagonism. "We've resolved all substantive issues," a U.S. government representative said. 

The U.S. acquiesced, albeit reluctantly, to include radio-frequency criteria for military-standard GPS, the so-called M-Code, in the agreement, according to Heinz Hilbrecht, the European Commission inland transport director who led the EU delegation. 

He said this would require Washington to inform the EU of any change in the M-Code in advance so that potential repercussions with Galileo's own encrypted Public Regulated Signal (PRS) can be addressed. "[This] is not just an agreement that's tailor-made to protect the M-Code. . . . The U.S. has agreed to study means of protecting the PRS [too]," Hilbrecht said. There was strong opposition in Europe to including PRS data without M-Code (AW&ST Jan. 12, p. 49). 

Hilbrecht also said the EU had agreed to a common open signal definition, known as the Binary Offset Carrier (1.1,1.1) standard, instead of the less narrowly defined BOC 1.5 or 2.2 standards it had pushed for previously. 

The U.S. had insisted on a common signal to ensure compatibility with GPS and eliminate possible conflicts between M-Code and open signal requirements. The reason for the concession, Hilbrecht said, was the EU's realization that higher performance levels to be offered by Galileo can be achieved within the BOC 1.1 standard. However, he said the Galileo signal would be "optimized" with respect to the GPS offering. Technical specifications for this optimized variant will be submitted for U.S. approval as soon as they are ready. 

U.S. representative Ralph Braibanti, who directs the State Dept.'s Office of Space and Advanced Technology, said the agreement--combined with an EU move to modulate the PRS so that it does not interfere with the M-Code, accepted previously--would ensure that "Galileo services will not degrade the navigation warfare capabilities of U.S. and NATO military forces." 

The U.S. essentially wants to be able to perform navigation warfare (i.e., jam the signal regionally) and deny it to an adversary. The agreement includes a commitment "to preserve national security capabilities." Whether this could cover the use by Washington of reversible measures against elements of the Galileo network, or indeed certain national users, in a time of crisis remains unanswered. 

The U.S. and EU also agreed on a common open signal structure to be adopted in the future, which essentially means future GPS III satellites could broadcast the current U.S. open signal as well as Galileo.  In commercial terms, the two sides agreed to adopt a nondiscriminatory approach concerning satellite navigation goods and services, as well as freedom of access to respective open services. U.S. officials were concerned its industry would be shut out from providing Galileo-compatible equipment. 

The two sides indicated that only "formal legal and procedural aspects" of the agreement remained to be worked out before a final treaty could be signed. The principal difficulty to be resolved, Hilbrecht said, involves the fact that the accord must be approved on the European side by both the EU and its member states--including the 10 countries to be admitted this spring. 

"[We must give] reassurance to the U.S. that . . . each of the parties involved on our side is committed," Hilbrecht said. U.S. officials appeared confident that these legal issues won't provide a stumbling block. 

The EU leader predicted it would take three or four months to iron out technical details, and that he hoped a formal agreement could be concluded at the June summit. 

However, Francois Auque, head of space affairs at EADS, warned that "the devil is in the details . . . and I would say that maybe only 50% or 60% of the work has [yet] been done." 

To ensure the cooperative spirit doesn't break down in the future, the two sides established several working groups to manage the arrangement. One will be focused on interoperability and will address at a highly technical level deconflicting Galileo and GPS, and also assess modifications made to either system to ensure compliance with the current agreement. A second will govern trade issues, which the two sides agreed will be covered by World Trade Organization rules, Hilbrecht said. 

There will also be a future system design group and a security panel to address military-to-military issues and to ensure the precision signals can't be misused by an adversary. For example, EADS Astrium CEO Antoine Bouvier said cost considerations might make it impossible to avoid relying on key U.S. components, which could raise export problems down the road. 

The spirit of cooperation has been echoed in discussions relative to participation of foreign entities in the Joint Undertaking (JU), the public-private partnership responsible for managing the 1.1-billion-euro ($1.3-billion) demonstration/validation phase and selecting the private consortium that will be charged with deploying and running Galileo, as well as in the concessionaire selection process. Mike Mattner, business development manager for the JU, said U.S. participation would be welcome. "I think the U.S. should join the JU," Mattner said, speaking at a recent industry gathering here. 

U.S. companies are already known to be associated with at least one of the three bid teams that were shortlisted for the final phase of the selection process last month. Mattner said a formal request for proposals for the final bid phase would be issued in the second quarter and a winner would be chosen by year-end. 

The European Space Agency last week selected a Soyuz booster to carry the first two Galileo satellites into orbit. The first spacecraft, which will be used to test critical systems, will be launched in 2005
