Three in Galileo space race 
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Three space consortiums are battling it out to be chosen as operator of the future European satellite navigation system Galileo, Brussels confirmed on Friday.

The European Commission is starting a selection process of "competitive negotiation" to pick out the final winner by early 2005.

The three are the ‘Eutelsat’ consortium consisting of Hispasat, Logica and AENA, the ‘Inavsat’ consortium made up of Inmarsat Ventures, EADS Space and Thales, and a ‘Vinci Concessions’ consortium consisting of Vinci Concessions, Alacatel and Finmeccanica. 

The winner will be responsible for the overall operation of the multi-billion euro joint project launched by the European Union and the European Space Agency - including the launch of satellites and the maintenance of ground stations used for civilian and military purposes.

"The pre-selection results are very encouraging [..] the private sector is willing to invest heavily in the Galileo programme," said energy and transport commissioner Loyola de Palacio. 

And in a separate development the EU has expressed optimism over talks with the US on a co-operation agreement over the Galileo project.

Brussels and Washington have been deadlocked in negotiations over radio and signalling operations for the EU’s Galileo; that will work alongside its US counterpart, the Global Positioning System (GPS). 

EU officials are at a pains to convince the US the new European project would not compromise national security concerns.

But the EU executive said “constructive” bi-lateral progress had been made and further talks were planned on February 24 and 25 in Brussels. 

Galileo will cost around 3.3 billion euros and consists of four phases: definition (1999-2001), development (2002-2004), deployment (2005-2007) and operation (2008) - with the lion-share of the end-phase being funded by the winning European consortium.
