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WASHINGTON — The U.S. government is prepared to adopt the civilian signals of Europe’s planned Galileo satellite navigation system provided that the European Union chooses a frequency that will not interfere with U.S. military GPS signals, officials here said.

Under the proposal, the U.S. Air Force would make the civilian signals from its planned GPS 3 satellite navigation system interoperable with those of the Galileo constellation. If accepted, the offer would resolve the last remaining issue in the trans-Atlantic dispute over compatibility between the GPS and Galileo systems, the U.S. officials said.

The European Union is considering two options for the so-called Open Service for its planned 30-satellite Galileo system, which is slated to begin operations in 2008. The two different signal structures are known as Binary Offset Carrier (1.5, 1.5) and Binary Offset Carrier (1,1).

Charlie Ries, principal deputy assistant secretary of state for European and Eurasian Affairs, said there is no qualitative difference between the two signals, but said the 1.5, 1.5 signal is more likely to interfere with the U.S. military GPS signal known as M-code. If Europe adopts the 1,1 signal structure, the United States would incorporate the same signal in its GPS 3 satellites, which are scheduled to begin launching in 2012, he said.

"The commitment of the United States to put its own next-generation satellites’ civilian signal on the same modulation as the European signal establishes the European structure as the de facto international standard, and will unleash a great deal of investment in applications and receiver technology," Ries said.

The U.S.-preferred signal would eliminate the possibility that Galileo would interfere with GPS military signals and provide a more robust civilian service since all GPS and Galileo spacecraft essentially would broadcast the same civilian signals, Ries said.

"The current offer on the table by the United States does represent a dramatic improvement for civilian users over what we see currently with the single CA-code" on current GPS satellites, said Tyler Duvall, deputy assistant secretary for transportation policy at the U.S. Department of Transportation. "There are all sorts of transportation policy initiatives we think that will be possible if the United States and Europe can reach agreement here."

Richard McKinney, deputy director for space acquisition in the Office of the Under Secretary of the Air Force, said that if Europe agrees to the deal, the United States would be more willing to offer technical advice in developing the Galileo system. "We think this would help them avoid costly errors, and we think it would help them in their schedule, which also equates to money," he said. 

In November, the European Union agreed to U.S. demands that Galileo’s encrypted Public Regulated Service be designed so it will not interfere with the GPS M-Code. The Public Regulated Service is intended exclusively for military, public-service and other security-related applications.

The United States and Europe have been arguing over Galileo for more than two years, and the next round of meetings is scheduled for Jan. 29-30 in Washington. Ries said the U.S. offer on the civilian signals does not have a hard deadline. "We will stay at the table until we get a deal," he said.

