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Pentagon Axes GPS III Funds

The Department of Defense (DoD) will reportedly seek to eliminate almost all funding for the next-generation GPS III architecture program for the next three years. 

Whether the money is rerouted into other cash-short military programs or returned to the GPS program for expediting more evolutionary improvements in the ground and space segments remains uncertain. Under Secretary of the Air Force Peter Teets, whose responsibilities include a chief acquisitions and stewardship role for defense space assets, made the decision on GPS III in early January. The next steps for the program will probably not become clear until after a briefing for Teets anticipated in late February. 

The Air Force decision calls for dropping almost all GPS III funding from the administration’s budget for fiscal year 2004 — about $78 million — and most of the FY05 budget, a $115 million cut, leaving $41 million. Reductions are also proposed in the FY06 and FY07 budgets, according to Ray Swider, assistant for GPS, positioning, and navigation in the Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense. The Air Force also proposes to sequester the $55 million in FY03 appropriations for GPS III already approved by Congress. 

Although the most recent GPS III directives describe the program in “evolutionary” terms, its characterization as a new generation of ground and space infrastructure had led to some profoundly new — and expensive — design proposals from the competing multi-company teams led by Lockheed Martin, Boeing, and Spectrum Astro. Those factors and the long-term nature of the GPS III program, with launches of new satellites not expected until 2011 or later, drove the decision. Another consideration are continuing cost overruns in larger space defense programs into which some GPS funds have been reprogrammed in the past. 

The near-term effect on the GPS III competitors will vary, especially the ability to retain engineering expertise within their GPS-related programs. Hundreds of engineers have been working on the GPS III definition, design, and systems requirements proposals for several years. Mike Rizzo, Boeing’s director of navigation systems, noted his company’s on-going activities on the GPS Block IIF satellites and upgrades of the control segment. “There’s a lot of good work for the people I had on the [GPS III] contract-capture team.” Moreover, Rizzo says he is confident that the Air Force will fashion some form of system-level design initiatives relatively soon. 

Although Lockheed Martin serves as the lead subcontractor to Boeing on the ground segment modernization and is the prime on the Block IIR and IIR-M (modernized IIRs) contracts, it may be difficult to keep all of its GPS team together, according to Richard Skinner, vice-president of the company’s Navigation Systems business. Most of the engineering work has been completed for modernizing the IIRs, which are in production phase with delivery of the first IIR-M scheduled this year and launch next year. 

Pentagon officials believe that the GPS III program could be revived in 2006 with higher levels of funding and still meet the implementation timeline currently proposed, including a 2011 launch of a new generation of satellites. The ability to do that depends on how much GPS work the Air Force gives companies, which would enable them to keep their engineering expertise available. Some of the GPS III funds could well be used to speed the launch of IIR-M and IIF satellites to bring their new civil and military signals, improved integrity, and antijam capabilities on line faster.
