Another Global Positioning System satellite joins fleet
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CAPE CANAVERAL, Fla. - The military has a new GPS satellite in place to help its navigation network. 

	


A Boeing-built Delta 2 rocket placed the Global Positioning System satellite 800 miles above the Earth following a successful launch at 1:06 p.m. Wednesday from Cape Canaveral Air Force Station. 

On Friday, a motor on the satellite will kick it up to an orbit 11,900 miles over the planet. Usually, the military takes about 40 days to check out and test a new satellite. 

"This satellite we feel comfortable with an accelerated checkout time," said Maj. Mike Mason, chief of GPS operations at Air Force Space Command at Peterson Air Force Base, Colo. 

The spacecraft should be operational by Feb. 17. It is designed to last about 10 years. 

This replaces the SVN-22 GPS satellite, launched in 1993. The military took that satellite out of operation within the past month. Officials said it was due to normal wear and tear in space. 

The armed forces also use it to synchronize their communication systems, navigate and to guide so-called "smart" bombs. The network is also popular for civilians for activities such as hiking, flying and boating. 

This rocket had some problems making it to launch day. In October, a crane operator misread a technician's hand signal and pulled on the rocket's third stage while it was still attached to the second stage. This cracked a spin table between the second and third stages. The spin table helps separate the two stages in space.

That part had to be replaced, but the satellite wasn't damaged. In response to this, the military rewrote procedures for its contractors.

The XSS-10 satellite also made a brief appearance in space in this $130 million mission. The 60-pound satellite rode along on the Delta 2. This project of the Air Force Research Laboratory is designed to test out lightweight communications systems, miniaturized propulsion and independent command and control systems.

After it separated from the Delta 2's second stage, it flew in closer to inspect the spent rocket part with its camera. Its mission will only last about a day before it burns up in the atmosphere.

This technology could be applied to microsatellites that could be used to inspect and repair satellites in the future. Because of their lightweight, microsatellites could be a cheaper alternative to fixing satellites.

"It allows us access to space in a really low-cost method," said Thom Davis, the XSS-10's program manager at the Air Force Research Laboratory. 

