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Good morning, ladies and gentlemen.

It is my pleasure - my unexpected pleasure - to welcome you to this 31st Annual Convention and Technical Symposium of the International Loran Association. I say, “unexpected”, because the President is John Beukers, a man whom we all know and whom we have come to respect greatly over many years. John has been a man of vision, one of those rare souls who refuses to accept uncritically the received wisdom of his time, a man who thinks through his own position and is then willing to give all his energy to fighting for what he sees as right. This organisation has reason to be profoundly grateful to John and he is regarded here with great respect and affection. So you will understand our dismay when we learned that he had entered choppy waters in his family life and been obliged to withdraw from the radio navigation business to concentrate on matters that are even more important than those on which we spend so much of our time and energies. John cannot be with us this week, and we’ll really miss him.

So, by an accident of history, involving great events in Scandinavia and elsewhere, I find myself Vice‑President, but a heartbeat away from the presidency, the Gerald Ford of the ILA, and now Acting President. Thankfully, John Beukers’ heartbeat remains firm and strong, but it’s me you’ve got to welcome you. And I do so with pleasure.

This Annual Convention takes place at a time of great tension, maybe great change, in the world of Loran‑C. But, then, when was it not such a time? Loran is always exciting, always enmeshed in national, continental, even geo-politics? When – at least in recent years - was Loran not the subject of controversy and strong feelings? So nothing new there, then!  But this one really matters.

The theme in Loran, at the heart of our Convention, is quite clear. This is not a conference – like so many others in our business - that focuses principally on developments in the state of the art – though there has been dramatic progress over the last year. It is certainly not a convention, like the good old Goose ones used to be, that looks often and with affection to the past. No, like all discussions on Loran‑C nowadays it considers solely the future of the system. The focus as ever is simply: what is the future role of Loran‑C? The declared theme of the Convention is “Determining Loran’s role in mitigating vulnerabilities in a post‑9/11 world”. And that goes to the heart of the matter.

We open immediately with a series of papers, four from the US and four from Europe, on the central issue of the vulnerability of satellite navigation and the role of Loran in helping overcome its shortcomings and so create a total system of high availability and continuity, a system we can truly rely on.

Our last convention was held in Paris, in early October last year just one month after 9/11. There we found ourselves with a changed agenda, attempting to digest the message of the Volpe Report. Indeed, a highlight was Jim Carroll’s presentation of that Report. This was made by transatlantic phone link to an audience from which many US members, like Jim himself, were notably missing as a result of travel restrictions.

The reactions to Volpe and to 9/11 have dominated radionavigation thinking in the year since we last met. And from my standpoint in Europe, I see Europe and Asia and the US going forward down completely different roads. Let me clarify.

In Europe, the focus has been on Galileo. Since our last meeting, the first major funding has been approved – a substantial tranche of approximately €1B. As a result, the seemingly-endless and very European discussions about the desirability and necessity of Galileo have been replaced by action directed towards its construction. Galileo still might not come about – there are many pitfalls – but there’s now a strong sense in Europe that it will, and should, be built, and minds are focussed increasingly on that objective.

This is especially the case at the political level. Many powerful people have gone out on a limb to support Galileo; many claims have been made, some as excessive as those that were felt necessary to give the GPS programme the flying start it needed. The last thing any of these good folk now want to talk about is the vulnerability of satellite navigation. As far as they are concerned, mitigation is on its way: the vulnerabilities of GPS will be solved - by Galileo. The fact that the two systems are going to share the same frequencies and receivers and will be subject together to jamming, solar disturbances, antenna and equipment failures, is an argument listened to with deaf ears, rejected as technical detail, an obsession of engineers, a distraction promoted by those who have failed to grasp the glorious vision. This is the Myth of Independence, Galileo’s independence of GPS. And, for the time being, it is very bad news for Loran‑C in Europe.

In Asia we see awakening interest in Loran. Japan is making significant upgrades to its stations and discussing combined GPS/Loran systems.  And, to our delight, both Japan and China will for the first time join the Board of Directors of this Association. The contrast with Europe is striking.

In the US it is even more striking. Here, the reaction to Volpe and 9/11 – and do forgive me for linking them because to my European eyes they are linked, a view that was rejected here at one time – the US reaction has been almost the opposite of that on my continent. Governmental response appears to have been one of acceptance of the Volpe message at a high level, leading to an organised programme of investigation by each agency of Volpe’s significance for its operations, and the formulating of plans to try to minimise the consequences of the weaknesses of GPS. Within that context, many have seen a significant role for Loran‑C. And with Congressional financial backing for Loran and a clear political mandate, they have engaged in studies focussed on the questions of whether, and if so in what way and to what degree, Loran can play a role in the future navigation mix.

An outstanding feature of the next couple of days here will be reports on that process, both political and technical. And whatever the long-term political outcome, there have been technical leaps forward that are truly impressive, and very thrilling to me as an engineer. The performance now expected of Loran, and which it is delivering, is significantly greater than had ever been foreseen.  The work of the US Department of Transportation, the FAA, the US Coast Guard, and US industry has been focussed and impressive. Nothing comparable is happening in Europe or, I believe, in the Far East.

So, ladies and gentlemen, that is where we stand this morning. It is no cliché, no introductory speaker’s rhetorical flourish, to say that Loran is at a crossroads at this moment. I suspect we will look back on this year and this conference as the point from which we trace the decline or the strong re-birth of Loran‑C. I for one am excited about the next few days at this ILA Convention. It is truly my pleasure to invite you to enjoy them too.

Thank you.
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