Iraq war prompts program acceleration:  Air Force To Improve GPS Accuracy With War Supplemental Funds
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Air Force officials are planning an upgrade to improve the Global Positioning System's accuracy using $10 million from the Pentagon's $16 billion discretionary Iraqi Freedom Fund, according to Pentagon officials and documents.

The GPS funding, $10 million in a research and development account, was identified in a July 2 report itemizing the Pentagon's fiscal year 2003 spending, including the funds in the Iraqi Freedom Fund, which were to be used for equipment related to the war in Iraq.

Improvements to the GPS system's accuracy are expected to take about 12 months to execute, according to an Air Force official at Los Angeles Air Force Base's Space and Missile Systems Center, where the GPS Joint Program Office is located. The official provided written answers to questions from Inside the Air Force.

GPS, a constellation of at least 24 orbiting satellites and ground stations around the globe, is the worldwide standard for precise navigation and timing data. It is used extensively by the military for precision-guided munitions and other systems, as well as for civilian purposes around the globe.

The additional accuracy is needed to “support precision weapons,” according to the official, although he declined to identify what the exact requirement was that brought on the accuracy improvement program.

Experience with GPS during the war “deemed” the accuracy improvement effort “appropriate for acceleration,” the official said.

Meanwhile, numerous lawmakers have expressed concern over the Pentagon's decision to take a funding holiday for the burgeoning GPS III effort, which would overhaul the entire GPS architecture with more modern equipment and anti-jam capabilities. DOD funded the effort with $60.2 million in FY-03 and plans to fund it in FY-05, but zeroed the account in FY-04, prompting concern from companies competing for the system (ITAF, Feb. 21, p4; May 9, p2).

“It is difficult to understand why the Department of Defense continues to delay this program and drag their feet on making the necessary commitment to field this program as soon as technologically feasible,” the Senate Appropriations defense subcommittee said in its report on the mark-up of the FY-04 defense spending bill.

Senate authorizers suggested funding GPS III at $80 million in FY-04 while their House counterparts earmarked $45 million for the effort.

Authorizers and appropriators are expected to issue conference committee reports in September after Congress' summer break. 

