Military Satellite Safely In Orbit
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CAPE CANAVERAL -- A $45 million military navigation satellite is circling the planet today after a last-minute launch Saturday aboard a Boeing Delta 2 rocket.

With the 2.2-ton satellite nestled in its protective nosecone, the 12-story rocket leapt off its launch pad at Cape Canaveral Air Force Station at 12:53 p.m. -- right at the end of a 14-minute launch window.

Countdown to a planned 12:41 p.m. liftoff was halted 43 seconds before launch when engineers detected higher-than-allowable pressure within the rocket's gaseous nitrogen purse system. The original launch time -- 12:39 p.m. -- was shifted two minutes to avoid launching the Delta on a collision course with other objects in orbit.

The $90 million Delta 2 rocketed out over the Atlantic Ocean, trailing an umbilical of white smoke as it raced toward orbit. The spacecraft, which is about the size of a compact car, separated from the Delta 2 about 68 minutes after launch.

During the next two days, it will use its onboard thrusters to move into an orbit about 11,000 miles above Earth. Lt. Col. Michael Mason, head of navigation systems operations at Air Force Space Command in Colorado Springs, Colo., said a series of orbital checkouts then would be carried out before the spacecraft is put into service about April 9.

Built by Lockheed Martin, the Navstar Global Positioning System satellite was launched to replace a GPS spacecraft that was lofted from Cape Canaveral in March 1993. It will join 27 others that help guide U.S. military aircraft, ships and troops on missions around the world. Signals from the satellite also are used to guide U.S. bombs to enemy targets.

The launch marked the 50th GPS launch since the U.S. began manufacturing the craft in the late 1970s. The first was launched from Vandenberg Air Force Base in California in 1978.

Next up at Cape Canaveral: An International Launch Services Atlas rocket with a commercial communications satellite onboard on April 16.

