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Deal Offered In Satellite Navigation Row

By Guy Dinmore

A transatlantic dispute over future satellite navigation systems could be resolved by a US offer.

Washington would be ready to share its space technology if the European Union agreed on a common signal structure that would not interfere with coded use by the military, the US administration announced yesterday.

US officials described their proposal, to be discussed with the EU in Washington later this month, as a compromise that would set an international standard for the Global Positioning System (GPS) run by the US military and the rival European Galileo network, planned to go online by 2008.

GPS signals, from a network of 24 satellites, are provided free by the US, supporting both civilian and allied military users for accurate positioning as well as atomic clock timing.

The EU and European Space Agency agreed on the Euros 3.6bn (Pounds 2.5bn, Dollars 4.6bn) Galileo project two years ago as a commercial venture that would improve on GPS and not rely on the US military.

But the modulation or signal structure proposed for Galileo, known as BOC (1.5), would interfere with the GPS military service M-code that is to be encrypted for use solely by the US military and its allies.

The first M-code satellite will be launched this year.

The importance of the planned encryption was underscored during the war in Iraq, when there was attempted Iraqi jamming of GPS, according to Charles Ries, US deputy assistant secretary of state for Europe.

Mr Ries recently led a US delegation to six European capitals to set out the US proposal to use BOC (1,1) as a common international standard for Galileo and the next generation of US satellites known as GPS III - due in service by 2012. This would involve the US changing its present modulation.

If the EU accepted, the US would be willing to share with Europeans its advanced satellite technology, as well as ground control and atomic clock experience.

Mr Ries appeared optimistic that an agreement would be reached. "We are not trying to undermine Galileo as a service provider," he told a news conference. But he confirmed the US was committed to keeping GPS as a free service.

