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The Military COTS Market 

G 
overnment and military clients are looking to meet global 

challenges yet spend more efficiently.  In the US, deficit-

reduction efforts have caused the US Department of De-

fense (DoD) and its various branches to make serious changes in 

how it acquires goods and services.  During his speech at the AF-

CEA West conference in early 2011, Undersecretary of the Navy 

Robert O. Work stressed the commitment of the Navy to “buy 

smarter” with a budget that was capped at 2010 levels.   

 

In an American Forces Press article Un-

dersecretary of Defense for Acquisition, 

Technology and Logistics Ashton B. 

Carter is quoted giving the example that 

US $100 billion of the defense budget 

goes to weapons systems procurement, 

US $70 billion of which goes to sustain-

ing already procured systems.   

 

The desire to get a better value for a 

budget, to not only “buy smarter” but 

maintain current assets at a more effi-

cient rate, can represent a boon to the 

satellite industry, particularly in the 

Commercial-Off-The-Shelf  (COTS) 

area.  President Obama's National Space 

Policy encourages the use of commercial space capabilities and 

services when they meet, or can be modified to meet, government 

standards at a cost effective price in a timely manner.  The policy 

also encourages transferring routine, non-sensitive, space func-

tions to the commercial sector. 

 

In the U.S. and abroad, one of the popular COTS products which 

can serve government and military clients with little need for 

customization is Comms On The Move (COTM). The first case 

of in-motion COTM was 2003 when an antenna system and a 

RADOME developed by SeaTel for maritime applications was 

attached to a Ford pickup truck and used by an NBC reporter 

embedded in a convoy moving into Baghdad.  Since then, the 

technology in Ku-band COTM has been established for military 

and emergency responders.  

 

The ability to set up a command center with full communication 

somewhere, then move it elsewhere as needed easily is attractive 

from a tactical view and also more economical.   

 

Antenna providers such as AvL offer both “fly-away” and vehi-

cle mounted auto-acquiring models for use at the halt.  However, 

in-motion Vehicle Mounted Earth Stations (VMES) have pro-

gressed to where it is unnecessary to stop or transport equipment 

cases to a location, deploy the antenna, and then pack up when a 

change in venue is needed.  Instead. all of the equipment is 

mounted on and housed in a vehicle, so a constant state of de-

ployment even in-motion is possible.     

 

COTM systems also provide a high degree 

of mobility, coming in a complete package, 

such as Cobham's TracStar IMVS 450, part 

of a line of products initially developed for 

in-motion satellite TV. Companies like 

COBHAM TracStar, L3 DATRON, KVH 

Industries, and others, offer COTM sys-

tems on a global basis.  

 

A transportable or vehicle mounted system 

can be put together from COTS compo-

nents.  Some of these include transmitters, 

such as ATCi's ATZK – 0100 block up 

converter which provides up to 100 watts 

of transmit power and accepts L-band input and the military-

grade receivers purchased from Avcom of Virginia for the U.S. 

Army's JNN/WIN-T program. 

 

One example of a product that originated in the commercial sec-

tor and reconfigured for the military is Spacenet Integrated Gov-

ernment Solution’s (SIGS) RaySatTM line of StealthRayTM  low-

profile satellite antenna systems.  StealthRayTM  provides govern-

ment agencies the reliable COTM solutions they need to enable 

secure transfer of real-time, reliable, broadband connectivity even 

from vehicles traveling at a high rate of speed. Most importantly, 

the StealthRay’s low profile design does not alert the enemy 

which vehicle is supporting vital communications, therefore 

avoiding it becoming a high value target. 
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The Raysat antenna system’s advanced 

technology ensures fast, reliable and auto-

matic operations together with low-profile 

and lightweight features to meets all the 

SOTM requirements of mission critical 

organizations: fast, flexible and secure. 

 

Other needs can be served by COTS op-

tions such as Globecomm's Everything-

Over-IP network services and ViaSat's 

standard Joint IP Modem (JIPM).  These 

allow disparate IP based peripherals to 

send and receive data more efficiently and 

through a single pipe, customized to the 

required frequency by the RF equipment.   

 

The X band and UHF frequencies are re-

served to government and military applica-

tions; however, the truly off-the-shelf 

products and services tend toward Ku-

band.  “Hosted payloads” on commercial 

satellites, another service encouraged by 

the National Space Policy, are commer-

cially developed and operated to provide 

customized bandwidth to military and in-

dustrial clients.  X band and UHF satellites 

are owned and wholly controlled by gov-

ernments.   

 

As an alternative to the military building 

and operating their own satellites, which 

can be a costly and long-drawn out proc-

ess, the commercial satellite industry has 

been offering “Hosted Payloads” on its 

satellites where the military can lease spe-

cific transponders or whole satellites at a 

fraction of the cost of their building, 

launching and operating one themselves.  

Hosted payloads also shorten the lead 

times necessary to build and launch  satel-

lites.  

 

However, while fully owned satellites 

bring in control and security, Ku-band 

satellites are capable of keeping a network 

secure enough for all but the top security 

applications and have the strength of num-

bers.  Ku-band blankets nearly all of the 

inhabited and traveled parts of the globe.  

Where a footprint doesn't already exist, 

providers may have “spare” satellites al-

ready in orbit, ready to be moved into 

place once the client signs off.   

 

Federal and local procurement organiza-

tions that procure hardware and services 

are now equipped to deal effectively in the 

COTS arena.  

 

For example, the DoD’s Defense Informa-

tion Systems Agency (DISA) and the U.S. 

General Services Administration (GSA) 

partnered on acquisition activities called 

Future COMSATCOM Services Acquisi-

tion (FCSA). This is intended to replace 

current DISA and GSA contracts which 

will be expiring in  2012. During 2010, 

FCSA solicited for specific end-to-end 

satellite communications solutions. (These 

were posted on the fbo.gov website.) Im-

portantly, they are excepting offers for 

specific satellite services “which require 

no development or systems integration 

activities” on a continual basis. 

 

Agencies and departments often issue Re-

quests for Information (RFIs) and Requests 

for Proposals (RFPs) to contract directly 

with vendors, though the project in ques-

tion may not always be completely made 

up of COTS elements.  

 

An example of this is a recent RFI by 

SPAWAR regarding an complete fixed 

earth station. The title and text of the re-

quest references commercial-off-the-shelf 

specifically; however, the project involves 

proprietary government technology such as 

X-band frequency transmission and pre-

existing software customized for govern-

ment and military applications. The COTS 

products are intended to reduce overall 

cost yet provide the government with hard-

hitting capabilities. 

 

As a general rule, the commercial satellite 

communications industry has met the de-

mand of government for rapidly deploy-

able equipment and services.  

 

The particular benefits of Ku-band satellite 

capacity in the Fixed Satellite Service 

(FSS) band along with broadband Very 

Small Aperture Terminal (VSAT) ground 

systems were recognized throughout the 

past decade. Moving forward, the industry 

has continued to innovate to meet govern-

ment requirements, yet maintain the cost-

effectiveness in which the COTS approach 

excels. 

 

In this decade, there are opportunities in 

the new Ka-Band satellites that have been 

recently launched and are scheduled for 

launch  in the next few years.  The Wide-

band Global Satcom system (also called 

the Wideband Gapfiller Satellite system), a 

joint project of the  U.S. DoD and the Aus-

tralian Department of Defense will have 

significant number of Ka-Band transpond-

ers in the system.  Satellite equipment 

manufacturers are preparing for the in-

creased demand in Ka-Band terminals 

which will be smaller and more portable 

than existing Ku-Band equipment.    
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S 
pacenet’s Emergency Communications System (ECS), a 

deployable, modular, scalable, and flexible communica-

tions platform, was designed to support emergency re-

sponse and continuity of operations. ECS provided on-demand 

services and interoperable converged communication capabilities 

and access to various data applications (email, internet, private 

networks), video (surveillance, streaming, conference) and voice 

(voice over internet protocol (VoIP), public switch telephone 

network (PSTN), radio-over-IP (RoIP). ECS supported unclassi-

fied communications using satellite links. 

 

ECS is being widely deployed by civilian first responders in the 

US such as the Los Angeles Police Department. ECS provides 

these agencies a 

back-up to pri-

mary communi-

cations, or a mo-

bile first re-

sponse network 

which can sup-

port broadband 

data, voice, video 

or even LMR 

service.  

 

ECS has the 

benefits of pro-

viding full broad-

band communi-

cations com-

pletely independ-

ence of the ter-

restrial network 

which insures 

agencies are con-

nected even in 

the case of catas-

trophic network 

outage. What is 

different about ECS is that it is a part time service with guaran-

teed Service Level Agreements. This means agencies aren’t pay-

ing for bandwidth they don’t need, but in the case of an emer-

gency, the bandwidth is guaranteed.  

 

ECS provides an “all in one” solution for communication needs 

while supporting emergency responses and continuity of opera-

tions. 

 

System set-up and tear-down is  quick and can be accomplished 

with a minimum of one person and a maximum of two; experi-

ence level was a non-factor. 

 

To date ECS has primarily been a civilian first responder service, 

and is just now being offered to the DoD market. Within the ci-

vilian market ECS has allowed agencies to insure their connec-

tivity in an emergency situation, which means improved ability to 

maintain public safety, as well as officer safety. It also means a 

lower total cost of ownership for these agencies to maintain this 

level of security.  

 

Spacenet participated in the  annual Coalition Warrior  Interop-

erability Demonstration (CWID)  this year organized by the U.S. 

Department of Defense  and tests showed that the ECS estab-

lished satellite connectivity between geographically separated 

locations, accessed the public internet, PSTNs, and private net-

works and passed data 

via HTTP web pages 

and the CWID-U por-

tal. 

 

During the demonstra-

tion, ECS used the 

Spacenet ePORTAL to 

monitor their network 

activity and pass data 

between two sites. 

 

“It was a privilege to 

be selected to partici-

pate in the annual 

CWID information 

sharing, technology-

discovery, risk reduc-

tion, interoperability 

testing and assessment 

event,” said SIGS’ 

CEO, Susan Miller.  

“This event provided 

us with a unique oppor-

tunity to showcase our 

capabilities and the 

easy implementation of our satellite-based ECS solution. ECS 

allows users to rapidly access mission-critical applications, facili-

tate user coordination and collaboration, and provide increased 

situational awareness and interoperability among military, civil 

authorities and first responders. “ 

“But the highlight of the CWID assessment was, in my opinion, 

the direct feedback received from the warfighters themselves. 

Their comments focused on the ease of set-up and use, system 

reliability, flexibility, portability, and above all, on ECS’ utility 

in supporting the mission goals and objectives of military, home-

land defense and civil authorities,”  added Miller. 

Spacenet’s Emergency Communciations System 
How a civilian first responder service is adopted for military requirements 

A schematic diagram of Spacenet’s Emergency  
Communications System (ECS) 
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