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GPS makes one wonder: What else? 

By James Coates 
Chicago Tribune 

Back in 1976, I was covering the Pentagon for the Chicago Tribune, and Donald Rumsfeld was the defense secretary for President Gerald Ford. And so it was that I was in Rumsfeld's company the day he discovered GPS. 

That global-positioning system lies at the very heart of today's smart bombs, smart missiles and even smart trucks. 

Rumsfeld, myself and a couple of other Pentagon reporters took a tour of defense contractor TRW's satellite assembly plant in San Diego. The four-star general in charge of the Air Force missile command explained that these "birds" would allow top-secret military outfits to plot the position of any spot on Earth with a "circular error probability" (CEP) of about 9 yards, as I remember. 

That was a long time ago — 27 years. Rumsfeld, 44 at the time, was the youngest defense secretary in history. 

TRW's global-positioning system project was a big-time, hush-hush affair because it was built to allow American intercontinental ballistic missiles carrying nuclear warheads to strike the Soviet Union's fearsome ICBM silos with deadly accuracy. 

At the time, the U.S. missiles had a CEP measured in hundreds of feet rather than a couple of yards. That meant they couldn't be guaranteed to hit a silo any closer than maybe a half acre. 

The military was forced to tip its ICBMs with incredibly devastating hydrogen bombs to make sure the deeply buried Soviet missiles were destroyed before they could be launched against the United States. 

With GPS, the general told the defense secretary, he could lob a missile "right down the stovepipe" of an enemy rocket silo. 

That meant the United States could get by with fewer and less powerful bombs and still have the same killing power. 

No public access 

Cold War paranoia drove leaders to forbid public access to the GPS satellites. It was classical Cold War reasoning: If the adversary knew the United States could make its missiles so accurate, it might be tempted to launch a pre-emptive strike. 

Later, there were fears an enemy could use the same satellites to get coordinates to aim at us. 

Things changed following the collapse of the Soviet Union, and GPS was released for civilian use in a form only a tad less accurate than the military's version. 

Today, you can go to the store and buy GPS gear. 

Long-haul freight companies install GPS receivers in their rolling stock and get computer readouts showing where every truck is at a given time. 

Rental cars often come with GPS systems to show you the way from the airport to your hotel. They're used to find the exact place where one goes fishing each year. Some savvy parents have been known to hide GPS transmitters in the family car so they could track their kids when they borrowed the car. 

And, of course, the new miniaturized GPS devices are built into weapons in ways never before possible. 

Suddenly it dawns on us that perhaps the major reason a great many Americans decided the United States could wage a relatively easy war with Iraq was because of the nearly omniscient powers that GPS gave to weapons, like the smart bombs that had been vastly improved since the 1991 gulf war. 

The secrecy 

My ancient experience with Rumsfeld illustrates an important lesson that we could take from the GPS story. Why did it take 30 years from the time it was created for the Pentagon to finally build GPS into its weaponry? 

I'd venture that it's because of the paranoid behavior that kept the technology under wraps until the Cold War was deemed over. Once the cloak of secrecy was removed, the good ol' private sector went to work because there were huge profits to be made. 

Left to its own devices for two decades, the defense industry, with all of its bureaucrats, scientists and engineers, failed to incorporate GPS into the non-nuclear arsenal. 

It wasn't until the geeks and profit-chasing Nasdaq mavens glommed onto it that GPS was developed into the commercial and military force it is today. 

This isn't meant to be a diatribe about free-market virtues. I tell the story to ask a question: What other technologies did the Pentagon develop as Cold War secrets that are going to emerge to change history like GPS? 

I don't know, but I'll bet the secretary does. 

