Rumsfeld questions GPS III delay in memo to senior OSD members
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In a memo sent earlier this week, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld questioned the Air Force's decision to delay the GPS III program, according to Owen Wormser, principal director for spectrum, space, sensors, and command, control, and communications (C3) at the Pentagon.

The memo was sent Feb. 25 to several senior members of the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD), Wormser said, including Director of Program Analysis and Evaluation (PA&E) Steve Cambone, Assistant Secretary of Defense for C3I John Stenbit and acquisition chief E.C. "Pete" Aldridge Jr.

"'I hear ... it's moved out to the right, and you need to know I think, if anything, it should have moved to the left,'" Wormser said, paraphrasing Rumsfeld's memo during Feb. 26 remarks at the Satellite 2003 conference in Washington, sponsored by Via Satellite and PBI Media.

"The answers are being prepared now, back to him," Wormser said. "We'll just have to wait and see if it makes a difference."

The Air Force recently completed the first phase of GPS III, in which competing contractors Boeing, Lockheed Martin and Spectrum Astro performed architecture studies for the new system.

To help offset other near-term funding priorities - including the Space Based Radar (SBR) and Space Based Infrared System-High (SBIRS-High) programs - the Air Force decided to delay the award of the GPS III prime contract and cut off funding until fiscal year 2008.

The Air Force's first round of funding offsets for FY '04, submitted to OSD before Christmas, cut GPS III severely but not down to zero, according to Wormser. That decision came in an unexpected second round of offsets submitted to OSD after Christmas, he said.

"We had a comment period of about one day," he said. "We commented up to PA&E. It was too late - the handshake had already been reached."

Startup troubles 

Although the Air Force has made a "verbal commitment" to provide funding of more than $1 billion for the program in fiscal years 2008 and 2009, the delay could be crippling to the contractor teams, Wormser said.

"Any of you that have run a company [know] there's no way that I'm going to hold two or three contractors on overhead for four or five years waiting for a restart of a program," Wormser said. "By that time, I'm going to have to go back in, build a new proposal, build a new competition."

Contractors have speculated that the Air Force may provide some interim funding, in the form of extensions, to existing study contracts (DAILY, Jan. 22).

"This is going to be tough if we don't fix some of this, because these good companies are going to have to let people go, and if you start letting primes let their people go, guess what happens to the [subcontractors]?" Wormser said.

GPS III is designed to provide enhanced targeting capabilities and be much more difficult to jam than the current GPS constellation. The Air Force plans to begin launching the new satellites in 2011-2012.
