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Despite some progress, discussions on GPS-Galileo interference are still in a stall 

European leaders say slow progress in negotiations with the U.S. aimed at overcoming satellite navigation interference and compatibility issues could lead to a new transatlantic quarrel.

European and U.S. government representatives have held a series of meetings in recent weeks to hammer out differences over encrypted and public open signals to harmonize operations of the U.S. GPS and European Galileo satnav systems.

Progress was made during a November meeting, when the two sides struck an informal agreement so Galileo's encrypted Public Regulated Service (PRS) would not interfere with GPS' encrypted M-code signal. European press reports, notably in Germany, interpreted the outcome as a major concession that would degrade the quality of the Galileo signal and place it under ultimate U.S. control. The "progress" on the PRS has shifted the debate to deconflicting Galileo's open signal with the M-code. U.S. officials want to separate the signals so they can jam Galileo's open signal in a conflict area, without degrading the performance of the military's M-code. U.S. officials held informal meetings with Galileo partners in December to bridge the difference.

But the U.S. "compromise" proposal appears to be unacceptable to their counterparts. In December, European representatives acknowledged that the European Commission is willing to overlay the PRS signal so it would not impinge on M-code. However, Europe has refused to be pinned down to a single PRS structure, aligned on the GPS signal center frequencies, as U.S. negotiators are demanding. There's considerable opposition in the European Union camp to including PRS signal definition in such an agreement, in the absence of a similar requirement for GPS. U.S. officials are insisting on a "permanent resolution" on PRS before an agreement is signed. 

European officials also are ready to more narrowly define their open signal modulation, moving to a Binary Offset Carrier (1.5,1.5) standard, instead of the planned BOC (2,2) version. However, they reject the more stringent BOC (1,1) requirement the U.S. is suggesting. BOC (1,1) would conflict less with the M-code, in part, because of its signal-to-noise ratio, according to U.S. officials. 

The U.S., in turn, would adopt the signal modulation in its future GPS III satellites as an adjunct open signal. It would make BOC (1,1) "the de facto international standard," said Charles Ries, the U.S. State Dept.'s principal deputy assistant secretary for Europe. Having a total of 60 navsats with the same signal could provide huge commercial benefits, argues Tyler Duvall, the deputy assistant secretary for policy at the U.S. Transportation Dept. For instance, it could allow differential GPS-based adverse weather landings without requiring the expensive ground-based signal augmentation infrastructure. 

As a carrot, the U.S. is offering the Europeans extensive insight into GPS development lessons learned on both the space segment and ground element, added the Pentagon's deputy director for space acquisition, Richard McKinney. It could save considerable time and money in developing Galileo, he suggested.

More talks are planned later this month. European officials warn that they are unwilling to budge further. The Europeans are maintaining a unified front on Galileo, similar to that shown in recent trade talks. "There is no question of a U.S. veto right on signal flexibility," one defense official asserted. U.S. representatives are not setting any ultimatum. While Europe could proceed without an accord, most officials concede the need for compatibility with GPS, which enjoys a long head start, makes such a strategy impractical. The consensus is that an international agreement will be reached, but not before late 2004 or early 2005.

Heinz Hilbrecht, who heads the European Union's Galileo delegation, said in a separate statement that the final signal modulation will provide for a "considerably higher" open signal performance than GPS, and that "it will be impossible for non-European entities to switch off the Galileo system, or reduce system performance for civil users."

Despite such bluster, European negotiators are laboring against a tight timetable. Definition of the signal structure--particularly PRS, which is expected to generate most of the revenues--is essential to allow the concession company that will deploy and operate Galileo to draw up a firm business plan and seek financing. For the system to begin operation as envisioned by 2008, the concession holder must be in a position to initiate deployment by early 2007. 

The ubiquity of GPS receivers makes compatibility with the U.S. system essential for Galileo. But so far, the U.S. is maintaining a low-profile approach.Credit: ASTRIUM 

Tenders were received on Dec. 5 with the winner to be selected by the end of the year, although some believe it will take "considerably longer," given the experience on previous European satellite projects such as the U.K.'s Skynet 5 public-private partnership. 

Potential financiers said a number of key undecided issues remain, including the availability of royalty fees or other public collection mechanisms to secure revenue flows; the involvement of public authorities in system management; the amount of up-front private investment; and the degree of ultimate public funding. "There's a discrepancy between the timing of industry commitments and U.S.-European negotiations," said an industry executive. "We see a squeeze."

