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(57) ABSTRACT

A satellite system operates at altitudes between 100 and 350
km relying on vehicles including a self-sustaining ion engine
to counteract atmospheric drag to maintain near-constant
orbit dynamics. The system operates at altitudes that are
substantially lower than traditional satellites, reducing size,
weight and cost of the vehicles and their constituent sub-
systems such as optical imagers, radars, and radio links. The
system can include a large number of lower cost, mass, and
altitude vehicles, enabling revisit times substantially shorter
than previous satellite systems. The vehicles spend their
orbit at low altitude, high atmospheric density conditions
that have heretofore been virtually impossible to consider
for stable orbits. Short revisit times at low altitudes enable
near-real time imaging at high resolution and low cost. At
such altitudes, the system has no impact on space junk issues
of traditional LEO orbits, and is self-cleaning in that space
junk or disabled craft will de-orbit.
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RADIO FREQUENCY DATA DOWNLINK
FOR A HIGH REVISIT RATE, NEAR EARTH
ORBIT SATELLITE SYSTEM

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority to U.S. Provisional Patent
Application Ser. No. 62/430,727, filed Dec. 6, 2016, entitled
“A Satellite System” and U.S. patent application Ser. No.
15/439,533 filed on Feb. 22, 2017, entitled “A Satellite
System”. The entirety of U.S. Provisional Patent Application
Ser. No. 62/430,727 and U.S. patent application Ser. No.
15/439,533 are incorporated herein by reference.

BACKGROUND

Satellites are used in many aspects of modern life, includ-
ing earth observation and reconnaissance, telecommunica-
tions, navigation (e.g., global positions systems, or “GPS”),
environmental measurements and monitoring and many
other functions. A key advantage of satellites is that they
remain in orbit due to their high velocity that creates an
outward centripetal force equal to gravity’s inward force.
Therefore, once in orbit, they stay there typically for years
or decades. See, for example, FIG. 8, which graphically
illustrates a best and worst case curve for expected lifetime
of orbiting vehicles as a function of altitude. Depending on
the angle of the orbit, a satellite will be able to observe a
large fraction of the earth’s surface at some point in time.

A key parameter for satellites used for earth observation
is the relationship between altitude, orbital angle, and con-
stellation size. At higher altitudes, the satellite will be able
to observe a larger percentage of the earth’s surface, how-
ever the orbital time will be longer and the instrument
package required to effectively cover a larger area at a longer
range will be larger and more complex, on the other hand,
a longer orbital time means that the satellite will appear to
be in view of a given point on the earth for a longer period
and the number of satellites required to keep all of the earth
in view all of the time decreases. In order for one satellite to
cover the entire surface of the earth, sun synchronous polar
orbits are frequently used.

Satellite orbital heights are typically categorized in three
broad segments: low earth orbit (LEO), medium earth orbit
(MEO) and geostationary earth orbit (GEO). The general
uses and characteristics of these orbits are shown in Table I
and represent generally accepted usage of the terms LEO,
MEO and GEO. Satellites can orbit at any altitude above the
atmosphere, and the gaps in altitude shown in Table 1, such
as between LEO and MEQ, are also used, if less regularly.
It is also common that satellites may orbit in eccentric,
non-circular orbits, thereby passing through a range of
altitudes in a given orbit.

TABLE 1

Typical characteristics of common orbits.

LEO 400- 6.9-7.8 Earth observation, Random orbits, 3-10 Y
2,000 sensing, ISS, lifetime, space junk

telecom issue, little radiation
constellations

MEO  15,000- 3.5 GPS, GLONASS, Highest radiation (Van

20,000 Earth observation Allen Belt), equatorial to
polar orbits
GEO 42,000 3.1  Sat TV, high BW Can remain above same

telecom, weather
satellites

spot on Earth, typically
equatorial orbits
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For imaging, the power requirements of the digital optical
package and downlink grows roughly in accordance with a
square law for the same delivered image resolution. GEO
satellites are far too high for a practical optical observation
package. LEO, on the other hand, allows for reasonable
optical size and power and is protected from space radiation.
Most earth imaging satellites operate at lower altitudes,
roughly at the altitude of the international space station (ISS)
(400 km) or higher, up to about 2,000 km. At these altitudes,
the size and power requirements of the imaging package are
much lower for the same resolution relative to a geostation-
ary orbit, the earth’s magnetic field shields the satellite from
most damaging space radiation, and the atmosphere is
sufficiently thin that orbital decay is not a major problem.
However, the satellite will only be in view of a given section
of the earth’s surface for a few minutes, and at lower
altitudes, line of sight communication may only be possible
for a minute or less. This requires a large constellation
satellites or accepting a lower “revisit” rate for a given point
on the Earth’s surface.

Altitudes lower than the international space station (ISS)
have the advantage that the imaging package can again, be
substantially reduced in size, weight, and power consump-
tion, which in theory allows for much lower cost satellites.
However, atmospheric drag becomes a major consideration
for orbits below the orbit of the ISS—even the ISS requires
regular “boosting” to keep its orbit from decaying rapidly,
and orbital decay issues grow exponentially below ISS
altitudes. The assignee of the present invention has
addressed this issue with a novel low drag orbital vehicle
and constellation design described in co-pending application
Ser.No. 15/868,794, entitled “System For Producing Remote
Sensing Data From Near FEarth Orbit,” to Thomas E.
Schwartzentruber and Ronald E. Reedy, and co-pending
application Ser. No. 62/616,325, entitled “Atomic Oxygen-
Resistant, ZLow Drag Coatings And Materials,” to Timothy
Minton and Thomas E. Schwartzentruber. This enables Near
Earth Orbiters, NEOs, a term we use to describe the system
and its constituent vehicles (i.e., a “NEO satellite system”,
“NEO vehicle” or a “NEO satellite”) operating in stable
orbits at 100-350 km. Therefore, it is a purpose of this
invention to describe a satellite system based on orbital
vehicles operating in stable Earth orbits at altitudes well
below traditional satellites, specifically between approxi-
mately 100 and 300 km.

The availability of a low drag, low cost, high endurance
(multi-year missions) satellite suitable for altitudes under
300 km allows for the use of imaging equipment that is low
cost and low power yet achieves resolutions that are cur-
rently only available from much more expensive, higher
altitude satellites and much higher revisit rates because the
constellation can be large for the same cost. There remains,
however, the problem of retrieving the high revisit rate,
high-resolution data collected by a large constellation of
NEO satellites. Smaller constellations at higher orbits solve
this problem either because the downlinks are relatively
lower data rates per downlink (voice calls), or using very
high bandwidth, but expensive earth stations. Higher orbits
also imply long revisit times—for a single satellite, the
revisit time may be measured in days. At sub 300 km orbits,
the orbital window for a downlink to a given station is too
small to tolerate a small number of earth stations with the
power available in a small satellite. Furthermore, in order to
fully take advantage of the high revisit rates possible in a
large NEO constellation, the downlink must be sufficiently
robust to allow for near real time download of data, with
latency on the order of seconds or at most, a few minutes. In
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the event that a downlink is not immediately available, the
processor can buffer the captured data for later transmission
when a receiving station is within range. Consequently, the
ground station network must in some respects mirror the
satellite network, with a large number of ground stations to
ensure that a given satellite can be continuously pushing its
image data down. Achieving low power consumption for a
given bandwidth is also essential, since the small satellite
profile required to achieve a low per satellite cost has a
correspondingly small surface area available for solar panels
to generate power for the downlink and antennas to provide
the antenna gain.

The combination of these factors means that there is a
need for a low cost, low power, high data rate satellite
downlink system that meets the mission payload require-
ments for a small orbital vehicle under 300 km that still has
a camera resolution on the order of 1 meter, coupled with a
corresponding robust network of ground stations to match
the capacity of the satellites and reduce the delay time in
retrieving a high resolution image of a given point on the
earth to sub one hour times.

SUMMARY

In one example, a downlink is described that operates in
the Ku band and works with a satellite network of imaging
devices with a roughly 1 meter resolution imaging 240
square km per second.

In another example, a downlink is described that operates
with an earth network that uses approximately 70 earth
stations to cover the continental United States and to provide
continuous downlink coverage within that area.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows an example overall design of a low profile
satellite used with the present invention.

FIG. 2 shows a perspective view of an example low
profile satellite used with the present invention.

FIG. 3 shows a cross-section of an example low profile
satellite illustrating various components for use with the
present invention.

FIG. 4 shows an example antenna design for a low cost
earth station for use with the present invention.

FIG. 5 shows an example earth station spacing plan for
use with the present invention.

FIG. 6 shows an example of satellites interacting with
plural ground stations for use with the present invention.

FIG. 7 shows an example of satellite necklaces for use
with the present invention.

FIG. 8 graphically illustrates a best and worst case curve
for expected lifetime of orbiting vehicles as a function of
altitude.

The several figures provided here describe examples in
accordance with aspects of this disclosure. The figures are
representative of examples, and are not exhaustive of the
possible embodiments or full extent of the capabilities of the
concepts described herein. Where practicable and to
enhance clarity, reference numerals are used in the several
figures to represent the same features.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

This detailed embodiment is exemplary and not intended
to restrict the invention to the details of the description. A
person of ordinary skill will recognize that exemplary
numerical values, shapes, altitudes, applications of any
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4

parameter or feature are used for the sole purpose of
describing the invention and are not intended to be, nor
should they be interpreted to be, limiting or restrictive.

The presented embodiments provide digital, optical imag-
ing systems as well as other imaging schemes, such as
synthetic aperture radar (SAR) and/or thermal imagers. Each
system is equally suitable, as long as associated imaging
equipment acquires and generates data at an acquisition and
transmission rate comparable with the contemplated inven-
tion to and from a comparable altitude.

A constellation of NEO imaging orbiters is placed in
orbits at an altitude of about 260 km. The vehicles are
equipped with digital imaging optics that will resolve fea-
tures down to 1 meter in size across a 30 km wide imaged
swath, with an orbital velocity of roughly 8 km/second. At
this altitude, the useful amount of time that a given satellite
is overhead is about one minute, and if there is no overlap,
a single swath will scan across the equator in about 1350
orbits. The circumference of the earth is 40,075 km, so 30
km swaths result in a single satellite being in view of a given
portion of the earth about once every 1900 hours or 80 days
at the equator. These times improve towards the poles, so at
mid latitudes the revisit rate is substantially higher. Even so,
to achieve sub one hour revisit rates for the middle latitudes
(North America in particular) requires a very large number
of satellites, and the present system is designed to work with
a large constellation, from 100 to over a 1000 satellites. The
constellation is easily scaled, such that increasing the num-
ber of satellites to 10,000 can be achieved.

A large satellite at 260 km will experience considerable
drag, which requires a large amount of propellant to keep in
orbit, further increasing the size of the vehicle. Accordingly,
a 260 km satellite must be small and present a low drag
profile, such as that disclosed in the related application
entitled “System For Producing Remote Sensing Data From
Near Earth Orbit.” However, the small size means limited
surface area for solar panels, which results in lower available
power for the radio downlink, which in the present embodi-
ment must operate in near real time. Accordingly, the present
invention is designed for a power budget of 30 watts.

FIG. 1 illustrates an exemplary version of a NEO vehicle
100. The vehicle is a low drag, “pizza box” design with a
wedged leading edge and solar panels deployed perpendicu-
lar to the axis of flight, to minimize the cross sectional area
exposed to forward collisions from atomic oxygen and other
particles. The “flat” form factor limits the area available for
parabolic or large antenna arrays. Accordingly, the antenna
for the downlink radio is constructed in the present invention
as a flat, phased array antenna.

The NEO vehicle 100 can include an electric propulsion
engine 106 to generate thrust by, for example, consuming an
ionized fuel to maintain the desired orbit. Although repre-
sented as being external to the vehicle bus 102, the engine
106 can be integrated within the bus 102, shielded by one or
more panels of the bus 100, and/or dimensioned to extend
beyond a surface of the bus 102, in accordance with the
present disclosure. One or more stabilization surfaces or
panels 108 can be employed, designed to enhance the
stability of the NEO vehicle 100, as well as support solar
paneling to collect power. The NEO vehicle 100 is defined
by a narrow cross section, as exemplified in vehicle bus 102.
The bus 102 includes a first or top panel 110, a second or
bottom panel 112, and lateral sides 114 and 116. At the nose
of the NEO vehicle 100 is a leading edge 104, which is
configured with a bevel to slope toward one or both the first
or second panel 110, 112.
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The example NEO vehicle 100 of FIG. 2 is shown in
perspective view, illustrating a bevel 118 sloping from the
leading edge 104 to the panel 110. In some examples, the
bevel 118 is angled at 20 degrees, and another bevel opposite
bevel 118 slopes toward panel 112. In some examples, the
angle is greater than or less than 20 degrees. In examples, the
bevel 118 slopes at a first angle, whereas the opposite bevel
slopes at a second angle different from the first angle.
Furthermore, the bevel can slope at a constant angle on a flat
surface, or can progress at a varying gradient toward the
panels 110, 112. Other variations on the surface of the bevel
can also be employed, including ovoid-conical shape, pyra-
midal shape, etc., with the key feature being that the frontal
area is sharply angled along the direction of travel. As
described herein, the small cross section of the NEO vehicle
100, as well as the sloping bevel from the leading edge 104,
reduces drag on the vehicle 100 from atmospheric particles
and aids in maintaining stable orientation in orbit.

FIG. 3 shows a cross-section of an example NEO vehicle
100 illustrating various components, including a radio fre-
quency antenna 150 (e.g., a phased array). A computing
platform 152 can include a processor, memory storage,
and/or various sensor types, such as attitude control gyro-
scopes. A battery 154 or other storage system (e.g., capaci-
tor, etc.) can be used to store power collected by solar panels
in order to, for example, power the various components and
the electronic engine 106 of the NEO vehicle 100.

One or more optical imaging systems/lenses 156,158 are
also included (e.g., variable field of view, multispectral
imaging, etc.). The lenses 156, 158 are configured to have a
thickness sufficient to provide detailed imaging (e.g., a 1 m
resolution at NEO altitudes) yet thin enough to fit within the
vehicle bus 102, along with the various other components. A
folded light path contributes to reduced thickness of an
optical assembly, while a radar assembly can be made from
an array similar to the radio phased array antenna. Addi-
tionally or alternatively, the system can include a mechanical
device to control the orientation of the lenses 156, 158 and
or the antenna 150 to adjust the focus of the respective
system. A baffle 162 can be used to provide stability as well
as filtering stray light effects from non-imaged sources,
supported by one or more posts 164. Each spacecraft is
configured with sufficient area/volume to house one or more
imaging systems, such as two camera lenses 156, 158, and
one or more baffles 162. In some examples, a camera lens
can be a 10 cm thick optical lens system, and a bafile
external to the vehicle bus is used.

Many aspects of the spacecraft have equal applicability
for systems configured for image capture (e.g., optical data
collection) and radar capable spacecraft. In some examples,
considerations related to size of the vehicle, weight, drag,
power demands, as well as propellant needs, may change
based on these and other factors. For example, in some
embodiments, the cross-sectional area for an imaging satel-
lite is greater than that for a radar capable satellite (e.g.,
about 5 cm thick vehicle bus for radar satellite, compared
with about 10 cm thick to house the camera optics).

Additional and alternative components may be included
in the NEO vehicle 100, such as radar or radio components,
sensors, electronics bays for electronics and control cir-
cuitry, cooling, navigation, attitude control, and other com-
ponentry, depending on the conditions of the orbiting envi-
ronment (e.g., air particle density), the particular application
of the satellite (e.g., optical imaging, thermal imaging, radar
imaging, other types of remote earth sensor data collection,
telecommunications transceiver, scientific research etc.), for
instance. In some examples, the system can include one or
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more passive and/or active systems to manage thermal
changes, due to operation of the components themselves, in
response to environmental conditions, etc. The computing
platform 152 can be configured to adjust the duty cycle of
one or more components, transfer power storage and/or use
from a given set of batteries to another, or another suitable
measure designed to limit overheating within the NEO
vehicle 100.

A fuel storage tank 160 is coupled with the engine 106 to
generate thrust to counter the forces on the NEO vehicle 100
from drag, or to position the vehicle in the proper orbit. The
present and desired orbit can be compared and any adjust-
ments can be implemented by the computing platform 152.
For example, based on sensor data and/or a Global Posi-
tioning System (GPS) receiver, the computing platform 152
can determine spatial information indicative of a current
altitude of the satellite, an orientation of the satellite relative
to a terrestrial surface, and a position of the satellite relative
to other satellites. This data can be compared against a
desired altitude, orientation or position. If the computing
platform 152 determines an adjustment is needed, the ion
engine 106 is controlled to generate thrust sufficient to
achieve the desired altitude, orientation or position.

The ground stations must be numerous in order to achieve
near continuous download of data. At 260 km and assuming
that the vehicle antennas have 90 degrees of steering, a
vehicle can “see” a ground station within a circle on the
earth of about 490 km and for about 60 seconds. During this
time, in order to avoid buffering camera data and at 1 meter
resolutions, the downlink must transmit at a data rate of 400
Mbps after error coding is factored in. The inventors have
determined that the most favorable link parameters to
achieve low power consumption while preserving adequate
link margins is to use the “Ku” band (e.g., about 11.7-12.7
GHz) with a Quadrature Phase-Shift Keying (QPSK) modu-
lation scheme has a symbol rate of 2 bits/symbol. In some
examples, a Binary Phase Shift Keying (BPSK) modulation
scheme, and a symbol rate of 1 bit/symbol. In examples, a
Frequency-Shift Keying (FSK) modulation scheme can be
employed.

In an example employing a QPSK modulation scheme
operating in the Ku band, an 870 Mbps data rate can be
achieved using 543.75 MHz of bandwidth, consuming
approximately 22.5 W of power. A suitable NEO vehicle
antenna size is approximately 17.2x17.2 c¢m, as described
with respect to FIG. 4. In such a transmission scheme, a
modulation index of approximately 2 bits/symbol and using
an error correction coding rate of 0.75, a signal frequency at
approximately 12.2 GHz (within the Ku band) with a
transmission data rate of 870 Mbps achieves a 652.5 Mbps
net data rate.

In an example using a BPSK modulation scheme operat-
ing in the Ku band, a 875 Mbps data rate can be achieved
using 1094 MHz of bandwidth, consuming approximately
3401 W of power with an antenna size of approximately
17.2x17.2 cm. A modulation index of approximately 1
bit/symbol and using an error correction coding rate 0o 0.75,
a signal frequency at 12.2 GHz with a transmission data rate
of 400 Mbps results in a 300 Mbps net data rate.

In accordance with the described transmission scheme,
short revisit times can be described above as “near-real
time.” Traditional LEO and MEO satellites have revisit
times of days to weeks, depending on the number of
satellites in the constellation. Due to extremely high satellite
costs plus high launch costs, satellite constellations are
typically limited to a few to a few dozen satellites. Some
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proposed systems include up to about 100 satellites, prom-
ising revisit times down to a day or so.

Near real-time revisit rates offer many advantages and
solve many problems inherent in current satellite systems.
One example is the “worst case” revisit time as compared to
the average revisit time. Most satellites spend about half
their orbit in earth’s shadow (i.e., night) resulting in poor or
useless images. Adding in cloud cover, up to 70% of earth’s
surface, sand storms and perspective issues (e.g., images
taken around noon cast no shadow and are therefore more
difficult to interpret) reduce the number of useful images to
about one fifth or less of all images taken.

This sampling problem makes it difficult to plan image
capture of a certain spot at a certain time. For many
implementations, the average time to a useable image may
not be as important as the worst case time, which we define
as the time between images that meet a certain set of
characteristics (e.g., a specific location plus morning or
evening, plus no cloud cover, etc.). In this example, getting
images of a specific area (e.g., a battlefield or a river flood
plain) with a long revisit time constellation can make a worst
case scenario push from days into weeks. In this example, a
system with a 3-day average revisit time could be overhead
at night for several sequential passes, and then encounter
cloud cover or dust storms when it is finally overhead with
correct lighting. So an average revisit time of 3 days can
become a one or two-week worst case scenario, a delay that
reduces or even eliminates the value of the images.

Conversely, with an exemplary revisit time of an hour, the
current NEO system will generally have a vehicle overhead
any spot on earth during daylight hours, many times every
day. Furthermore, as clouds and dust storms are not station-
ary, the probability of having a NEO vehicle 100 overhead
during a break in the weather is further increased. Since
these statistics are not a purely linear extrapolation of the
average revisit times (i.e., they are exponential), worst-case
revisit times become much more manageable with the
described low revisit time NEO system.

Images are only useful once they are conveyed back to
systems on Earth. The NEO vehicle 100 includes a wide-
spread array of receiving stations rather than the normally
low number of centralized receiving stations found in use
with traditional satellite systems. For example, with three
receiving stations (e.g., US, Australia and Europe), a tradi-
tional LEO satellite will be within transmission range
approximately every 30 minutes (90/3), at best. If the
imagery data is available with an inherent delay of a week
due to the long revisit time described above, a further 30
minute delay is relatively small. In the event that a satellite
is not in communication with a ground based station at the
time of imaging, the satellite imaging and processing com-
ponents can buffer the image data, and transmit to the next
available ground station (e.g., when imaging an ocean or
uninhabitable area).

However, for the current NEO satellite system, with
average revisit rates of an hour or less, down to minutes or
seconds in some examples, such a delay would be a large
percentage of the goal. Therefore, data can be downloaded
from the NEO vehicles to a large network of low-cost earth
receiving stations to enable low-latency data downloads,
ideally with latency from time of taking to time of receiving
on the order of minutes to tens of minutes. In some
examples, new image data is captured at a very fast rate. To
ensure proper downloading of the acquired data, the images
should be transmitted at the rate they are created, or faster.
If the image data cannot be downloaded at a suitable rate,
then data and/or images may be buffered or discarded. Thus,
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to ensure a complete image is downloaded and/or created,
the imaging system should be within range of a ground
station, with a reasonable communications link, during an
imaging event.

In one exemplary solution, receiving stations may be
mounted atop commercial cellular base stations, of which
there are about 300,000 in the US alone. Most such base
stations are designed to support cellular communications
radially outward. Therefore, an upwardly pointed radiation
pattern can use the open area at the top of the base station
tower or on top of a suitable structure (e.g., a building, etc.),
directing and receiving all energy to/from an orbiting NEO
satellite and away from any interference with the cellular
signals.

In order to download sufficient data during an overpass of
a single NEO satellite and to meet the size, mass and cost
targets of the NEO satellite, a simple antenna with a rela-
tively wide beam will enable a relatively large footprint on
earth’s surface. For example, a beam with full width half
max (FWHM) beam angle of 45° from 100 km altitude
would have a circular footprint about 200 km in diameter.
Assuming the vehicle’s orbital velocity is about 7.8 km/s, a
useable receive time of about 26 seconds would result. A
narrower beam would reduce this time while a wider beam
would increase it.

Thus, in some examples, a phased array antenna is
provided on both the NEO satellite and the ground based
station. The beamwidths for the antennas are small (e.g., 6.4
and 3.2 degrees). This narrow beamwidth allows the anten-
nas to achieve a high gain (e.g., 28.9 and 34.9 dB), which
serves to reduce power consumption. Phased array technol-
ogy has historically been used in military and space appli-
cations, but recent advances in silicon technology are
enabling highly integrated, cost effective solutions to be
developed for next generation cell phone communications
systems in commercial markets.

These disclosed narrow beamwidths, combined with
speed and low altitude, allow both the ground station and
spacecraft antennas to be steered as needed to provide
continual communications coverage (e.g., steered on a fre-
quent or continual basis). In conventional systems, the gain
of the phased array antenna is reduced as the scan angle
increases, making it difficult to scan very far with patch
antennas. To overcome the shortcomings in the conventional
systems, the antennas described herein are designed with a
scan angle of about +/-45 degrees. Additionally, the antenna
gain goes up as the beam width narrows. The increased gain,
and thus improved link budget and received signal level, can
enable a higher order of signal modulation, and thus a higher
data transfer rate.

In order to ensure low-latency downloads, downloads
may occur when a vehicle is passing over long stretches of
ocean or other “dead zones”, of which the oceans are the
largest. In addition to ensuring availability of sufficient
receiving stations on islands, receivers may also be placed
on ships or buoys to receive the images, which can then be
transmitted to processing centers via traditional high capac-
ity satellites or fiber links.

In addition, NEO vehicles may include a vehicle-to-
vehicle communication system, such as with point-to-point
laser systems. Using such an inter-vehicle link would enable
very high-speed data rate transfer between vehicles,
enabling downloads to be handled by a vehicle other than the
one collecting an image. Adding this flexibility to the system
has several benefits, including filling dead-zone gaps,
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backup capability if receivers are unavailable, and backup
capability if a downlink transmitter on a NEO vehicle
becomes disabled.

As the altitude increases, so does the power requirements
for the radio system; however, the drag on the satellite
decreases exponentially reducing the thrust requirements to
overcome orbital decay, and the destructive effects of high
velocity impacts with atomic scale atmospheric particles,
such as Oxygen, decrease. In the present invention, it has
been determined that an altitude of 260 km allows for about
1 meter resolution of the earth’s surface by optical imagers
with a power requirement for the imager and radio combi-
nation that can be satisfied in a small, low drag profile
vehicle that can be kept in orbit for several years, as
disclosed in the related application entitled “System For
Producing Remote Sensing Data From Near Earth Orbit.”
Unique to this system, the communications scheme only
requires one ground station every 420 km or so for a total of
about 60 to 100 ground stations to cover the United States.
Additionally or alternatively, up to about 850 ground sta-
tions can cover the Earth’s land mass, and up to about 1,100
ground stations can cover the Earth’s surface (e.g., including
water borne or airborne antennas, etc.). At 260 km orbital
altitude, the satellite will be able to “see” a ground station for
about 63 seconds before it must establish a new link with the
next ground station on its orbital path.

One component of the communications system is a planar
antenna. FIG. 4 shows an exemplary design for such an
array. For example, the phased array antenna 150 includes a
plurality of elements 151 designed to communicate with a
ground based transponder. The elements 151 are arranged in
a grid, with M number of elements 151 along they horizontal
axis times N number of elements 151 along the vertical axis
to define the phased antenna array. Although illustrated as an
8x8 element phased array antenna, any number of MxN
elements 151 can be used to facilitate communications. For
instance, a 16x16 element phase array antenna can be
implemented in a flat, square package in the NEO vehicle
100 (see, e.g., FIG. 3). This configuration has the advantage
of'a low profile integration into the satellite, as well as being
steerable to “point” the downlink at the earth station improv-
ing link performance. The beamwidth is set for 6.4 degrees,
and the array size is 17.1 cmx17.1 cm, small enough to fit
within the “Cubesat” unit form factor of 2 U (20 cm) width
on a vehicle having a 10 cm maximum vertical thickness (1
U) while still carrying the image package, engine, electron-
ics, and solar panels.

To reduce the power requirements for the link, the ground
station utilizes a larger antenna that is also a phased array, in
the present invention the array is 28x28 elements with an
overall size of 34.5x34.5 cm. This larger size has a higher
gain than the antenna on the vehicle, which allows the
satellite to transmit at a lower power. Like the antenna on the
satellite, it is also steerable so that the maximum antenna
gain can be “pointed” at the satellite.

In the present system, it is contemplated that the satellite
will be “in view” of a ground station for about 60 seconds.
During this window, the ground station must establish a link
with the satellite, download the image data for at least a 60
second period of images, download telemetry from the
satellite regarding operational status, and upload any com-
mands to the satellite. The ground station also forwards the
downloaded data and telemetry to a terrestrial wide area
network for collection and processing at the satellite con-
stellation control facility.

One feature of the present system is a design plan for
locating ground based stations in such a manner as to ensure
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continuous coverage. In the example of FIG. 5, plural
ground based stations 240-240N can be separated by a
distance 124 to ensure the range 120-120N of adjacent
station antennas overlap 122. As shown, each ground based
station 240-240N has an approximate range 126, beyond
which the associated antenna is unable to receive data from
a passing NEO vehicle 100. Thus, as each NEO vehicle 100
transmits information to a ground based station 240-240N
during flight, when the antenna array associated with ground
based station 240 reaches its limit, the range 120N from the
antenna array associated with adjacent ground based station
240N is configured to “hand off” the information from the
NEO vehicle 100. Such signal transfer is described with
respect to FIG. 6.

FIG. 6 shows an example of satellites interacting with
plural ground stations in accordance with aspects of this
disclosure. As shown, a plurality of satellites 100A-100C are
in a near earth orbit, as described herein. A vehicle-to-
vehicle laser communication system may be included to
improve data download rates, flexibility and reliability. Each
satellite 100A-100C is equipped with communications sys-
tems to communicate with other satellites (e.g., laser com-
munications, radio communications, etc.). In the example of
90 satellites in an orbital plane at about 1 minute intervals,
distance between satellites will be approximately 450 km.
Since the horizon from 160 km altitude is more than 1,000
km away, a laser communications system is capable of
providing a direct link to multiple satellites in the same
orbital plane. Since the vehicles will be oriented along the
orbital plane in order to minimize drag, the control system
for the inter-vehicle laser communications may be simple,
for example, including possibly a fixed orientation.

For example, satellite 100B can send and receive infor-
mation to satellite 100A via link 244 and with satellite 100C
via link 246. In a high volume constellation with close
spacing at low altitudes, line of sight laser communications
to neighbor vehicles will be effective. In the example of 90
satellites in an orbital plane at 1-minute intervals, distance
between satellites will be approximately 450 km. Since the
horizon from 160 km altitude is more than 1,000 km away,
a laser communications system is capable of providing a
direct link to multiple satellites in the same orbital plane
with minimal atmospheric diffusion effects at low power.
Since the vehicles will be oriented along the orbital plane in
order to minimize drag and their relative positions change
very slowly, the pointing system for the inter-vehicle laser
communications may be relatively simple. Using such an
inter-vehicle link would enable very high-speed data rate
transfer between vehicles, enabling downloads to be handled
by a vehicle other than the one collecting an image. Adding
this flexibility to the system has several benefits, including
filling dead-zone gaps, backup capability if receivers are
unavailable, and backup capability if a downlink transmitter
on a NEO vehicle becomes disabled.

As shown in FIG. 6, each satellite 100A-100C is config-
ured to send and receive information to and from ground
based systems 240A-240C. Each ground based system
240A-240C is configured to communicate with another
ground based system via communication links 248, 250. For
example, communications links 248 and 250 can be laser
based, radio frequency transmissions, wired connections, or
a combination thereof. The communication links may utilize
dynamic beam shapes to maximize data download during
each pass of satellites.

The system further includes a distributed earth receiver
system relying on a large number of receivers each down-
loading data during a satellite overpass. For instance, ground
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based systems 240A-240C are configured to communicate
with satellites 100A-100C to send and receive information
via communication links 242A-242C. Additionally or alter-
natively, a ground based system can communicate with more
than one satellite, or vice versa. As shown in FIG. 6, ground
based system 240A is communicating with satellite 100A via
communications link 242A, and is also configured to com-
municate with satellite 100B via link 252. In examples,
ground based station 240A can anticipate the arrival of
satellite 100B and adjust one or more antennas to facilitate
data transfer. The position of satellites within the orbit can
be determined based on information stored in a database and
available to each ground station and/or satellite. The data-
base can be updated in response to data received through
earlier ground based station communications to improve
estimates of a given satellite’s location, speed and/or other
operational parameters. Moreover, communication between
the ground based station 240A and satellites 100A and 100B
can occur simultaneously or in succession.

Although the orbits are numerous, they are precisely
known. Each ground station is connected to a satellite
ephemeris server that contains data on when, where on the
horizon, and on what trajectory the next satellite will appear
in view of any given ground station. Each ground station
then, aims its antenna beam at the location in the sky where
the satellite is next expected to appear. In the same way, each
satellite stores its own corresponding table of ground sta-
tions in order of appearance, with instructions for where on
the surface of the earth to aim its antenna to track the next
ground station. In some examples, the information regarding
location of the ground station is transmitted to each satellite
during a communication event. Additionally or alternatively,
the location data includes information regarding the fre-
quency, power, Doppler shift, etc., associated with a par-
ticular satellite. Access to such transmission characteristics
further enhances the ability to track satellite movement, and
allows a ground satellite to anticipate the arrival of a satellite
and prepare the antenna for a particular transmission.

For example, both the ground station and the spacecraft
can estimate the Doppler shift and compensate for it. Such
anticipation and compensation facilitates initial signal
acquisition. For instance, if the receiving system knows to
shift up by 100 kHz during signal acquisition, the signal is
acquired more efficiently and effectively. Moreover, the
Doppler shift will change continuously as the spacecraft
moves through the ground station coverage area, and the
frequency shift will be continuously tracked and corrected
based on the spacecraft movement, speed, location, distance
from the ground station, etc.

The electrically steerable nature of the antennas coupled
with the fact that the location of both the ground station and
satellite are known allows for fast and efficient link estab-
lishment as the satellite moves over the earth. The ground
station table on the satellite is updated periodically by the
reverse link from the earth station. It is noted that the uplink
requirements are substantially less demanding than the
downlink since a very low data rate uplink, on the order of
a few thousand bits per second, is sufficient to keep the
satellites onboard ground station table up to date. In the
event that the table fails, the satellite reverts to an acquisition
mode where the earth under the flight path is scanned for an
acquisition signal from a ground station; when a signal is
acquired, the satellite’s tables are refreshed by the ground
station.

In some examples, a single ground station communicates
with multiple satellites. For instance, the satellites can
transmit information in a unique frequency and/or with
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varying modulation schemes. To communicate with satel-
lites in different orbital positions, the ground station may
have multiple antennas (e.g., steerable antenna) configured
to track the movement of a satellite and/or the transmission
characteristics of the satellite.

In some examples, the ground station is portable. For
instance, the ground station can be mounted on a vehicle
(e.g., a wheeled vehicle, an airborne vehicle, a watercraft,
etc.) such that a communications link can be provided in an
area that does not maintain a permanent receiver. Such a
ground station can be deployed in disaster areas, conflict
areas, and/or areas were imaging may be available for short
periods. Portable ground stations can communicate with
other ground based stations via cellular data links and/or
temporary communications cabling, as the environment
and/or situation allows.

In the example of FIG. 7, one or more NEO vehicles 100
can maintain an orbit 256 around the Earth 258, in accor-
dance with the present disclosure. In one example, 90
satellites per necklace can be used, however more or fewer
satellites per necklace may be appropriate for a given
application. For example, 45 satellites per necklace would
space the vehicles at 2-minute intervals, while 180 would
space vehicles at 30-second intervals. As a person of ordi-
nary skill will understand, the earth will rotate during the
interval between arrivals of two sequential NEOs, with that
distance determined by the time separation between the
satellites. Different spacing distances may impact other
subsystem designs such as optical imaging and radio links,
but the concept remains that a NEO satellite system can
provide relatively high rates of coverage. Although FIG. 6
shows three satellites in succession, any number of satellites
into the tens of thousands can be employed in a satellite
constellation, and can be aligned in a single direction of
travel in a single orbit, or may be traveling at angles with
respect to each other, and occupy multiple orbits (see, e.g.,
FIG. 7).

A communications system for use with a large constella-
tion of imaging satellites in near earth orbits has been
described.

The system includes a large number of the low-cost,
low-mass, low altitude NEO vehicles, thereby enabling
revisit times substantially faster than any previous satellite
system. The NEO vehicles spend virtually all of their orbit
at the low altitude, high atmospheric density conditions that
have heretofore been virtually impossible to consider. Short
revisit times at low altitudes enable near-real time imaging
at high resolution and low cost. The system further includes
a distributed earth receiver system relying on a large number
of receivers each downloading data during a satellite over-
pass. The communication link may utilize optimized beam
shapes to maximize data download during each pass. A
vehicle-to-vehicle laser communication system may be
included to improve data download rates, flexibility and
reliability. By operating at such altitudes, the orbital
mechanics have no impact on the space junk issues of
traditional LEO orbits and the system is self-cleaning in that
any space junk or disabled craft will quickly de-orbit.

What is claimed is:

1. A communications system comprising:

a plurality of satellites in a near earth orbit;

one or more transmitters mounted on one or more satel-

lites of the plurality of satellites in near earth orbit,
each of'said satellites having a sensor system that acquires
data at an acquisition data rate, and

each of said satellite mounted transmitters capable of

transmitting data to a first ground station and then to a
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second ground station of a plurality of ground stations,

each satellite comprising a processor operable to:

steer an electrically steerable antenna toward the first
ground station based on a predetermined first loca-
tion of a first ground station,

control said satellite mounted transmitters to transmit
data to the first ground station,

steer the antenna toward the second ground station
based on a predetermined second location of the
second ground station, wherein both the first and
second ground stations are capable of line of sight
communication with said satellite at an area of
overlap such that data can be transmitted to the first
ground station and then to the second ground station
at a data transmission rate that is equal to or greater
than the acquisition data rate.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein each of said transmit-
ters comprises an electrically steerable antenna capable of
steering an RF beam.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein the number of satellites
is over 88.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the number of ground
stations is greater than 50.

5. The system of claim 1, wherein said satellite mounted
transmitter consumes less than 50 watts of power in opera-
tion.

6. The system of claim 1, wherein said one or more
transmitters operate in the Ku band.

7. The system of claim 1, wherein said one or more
transmitters transmit a signal that is modulated with one of
a Binary phase-shift keying (BPSK), Quadrature Phase-Shift
Keying (QPSK), or a Frequency-Shift Keying (FSK) modu-
lation technique.

8. The system of claim 1, wherein each satellite is in
effective range of an earth station for less than 90 seconds.

9. The system of claim 1, wherein a downlink data rate is
between 250 and 1000 Mbps.

10. The system of claim 1, wherein the satellites orbit at
an altitude between 100 and 400 km.

11. The system of claim 1, wherein the one or more
satellites occupy an orbit having an altitude between 200 km
and 300 km.

12. The system of claim 1, wherein each of said satellite
mounted transmitters are less than 10 cm thick.

13. The system of claim 1, wherein the first ground station
has a first communications range, the second ground station
has a second communications range, the satellite is config-
ured to transmit to or receive data from the first or second
ground stations at a time during overpass of the overlap area
between the first communications range and the second
communications range.

14. The system of claim 1, wherein one or both of the first
ground station and the second ground station is co-located
with a cellular base station, the first or second ground station
configured to receive data transmissions from the plurality
of satellites.

15. The system of claim 1, wherein the sensor system is
an optical imaging device.

16. The system of claim 15, wherein the optical imaging
device has a resolution of 1.5 m or less.

17. The system of claim 15, wherein said imaging device
is configured to provide image data to said satellite mounted
transmitters, said satellite mounted transmitters configured
to transmit the image data to the first or second ground
station via an electrically steerable antenna coupled to said
satellite mounted transmitters.
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18. The system of claim 17, further comprising a proces-
sor coupled to said satellite mounted transmitters, wherein
said processor is configured to control steering of an RF
beam to transmit the data to the first or second ground station
based on a stored location of a plurality of ground stations
prior to transmission of the data to the first or second ground
station.
19. The system of claim 17, wherein said antenna anten-
nae supports a wide beam mode for signal acquisition and a
narrow beam mode for high data rate transmission.
20. The system of claim 1, wherein a processor associated
with one or more of the satellite, the first ground station, and
the second ground station is configured to:
determine an expected Doppler shift of a signal associated
with the transmission to the first or second ground
station based on a location of the first or second ground
station relative to a location of the satellite prior to
transmission of the signal;
determine a signal compensation factor for Doppler shifts
due to a handoff and due to satellite motion; and

communicate Doppler shift compensation information to
one or more of the first ground station, the second
ground station, and the satellite.

21. The system of claim 20, wherein the processor is
further configured to:

determine an anticipated Doppler shift based on an

impending data transmission handoff;

determine a Doppler offset information based at least in

part on the anticipated Doppler shift;

control the one or more transmitters to transmit the

Doppler offset information to one or more of the first
ground station, the second ground station, or the sat-
ellite; and

compensate a Doppler shift in a transmission from one or

more of the first ground station, the second ground
station, and the satellite, based on the Doppler offset
information.

22. The system of claim 1, wherein each satellite com-
prises a receiver configured to receive predetermined steer-
ing and/or frequency information based on a location of the
first or second ground station of the plurality of ground
stations.

23. The system of claim 22, wherein each satellite further
comprises a processor configured to control steering of an
RF beam toward the location of the first or second ground
station to facilitate data transmission based on the received
predetermined steering or frequency information prior to
transmission of the data.

24. The system of claim 1, wherein each satellite is
configured to link with the first or second ground station, and
wherein one or more RF beams are pointed at the first or
second ground station based on predetermined satellite
orbital data prior to transmission of the data.

25. The system of claim 24, wherein each of said elec-
trically steerable antennas of the plurality of satellites does
not exceed an area of 400 cm?2.

26. The system of claim 1, wherein two or more of the
satellites are within range of the first ground station simul-
taneously.

27. The system of claim 26, wherein a satellite of the two
or more satellites transmits data to the first ground station in
a different frequency from the other satellite of the two or
more satellites.

28. A method of a satellite communicating with ground
systems comprising:

providing the satellite in near earth orbit at a first area of

communication overlap between a first ground station
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and a second ground station, wherein the near earth
orbit is between 200 km and 300 km,

receiving data at the satellite via a satellite mounted
sensor system,

providing a predetermined first location of the first ground
station,

steering an antenna of the satellite toward the first ground
station based on the first location prior to transmission
of a first signal to the first ground station,

determining an expected Doppler shift of the first signal
associated with the transmission to the first ground
station based on the first location of the first ground
station relative to a first location of the satellite prior to
transmission of the first signal,

determining a first signal compensation factor for Doppler
shifts of the first signal due to a handoff or due to
satellite motion prior to transmission,

transmitting or receiving data, via one or more transmit-
ters or receivers mounted on the satellite, with the first
signal in accordance with the first signal compensation
factor to the first ground station at a first time period,

providing a predetermined second location of the second
ground station,

steering the antenna of the satellite away from the first
ground station and toward the second ground station
based on the second location prior to transmission of a
second signal to the second ground station,

determining an expected Doppler shift of the second
signal associated with the transmission to the second
ground station based on the second location of the
second ground station relative to a second location of
the satellite prior to transmission of the second signal,

determining a second signal compensation factor for
Doppler shifts of the second signal prior to transmis-
sion, and

transmitting or receiving the data, via the one or more
transmitters or receivers mounted on the satellite, with
the second signal in accordance with the second signal
compensation factor to the second ground station at a
second time period.

29. The method of claim 28, further comprising:

receiving data, via the one or more receivers mounted on
the satellite, from the first ground station during at least
a portion of the first time period, and

receiving the data, via the one or more receivers mounted
on the satellite, from the second ground station during
at least a portion of the second time period,

wherein the satellite is configured to transmit the data to
or receive the data from one or both of the first and
second ground stations during overpass of the first area
of communication overlap.

30. The method of claim 28, further comprising:

locating the satellite in near earth orbit at a second area of
communication overlap between the second ground
station and a third ground station,

receiving data corresponding to the location of the second
ground station and a location of the third ground station
relative to the location of the satellite in the second area
via the one or more receivers,
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transmitting data, via the one or more transmitters
mounted on the satellite, to the second ground station
during at least a portion of a third time period, and
transmitting the data, via the one or more transmitters
mounted on the satellite, to the third ground station
during at least a portion of the third time period.
31. The method of claim 30, further comprising:
receiving data, via the one or more receivers mounted on
the satellite, from the second ground station during at
least a portion of the third time period, and
receiving the data, via the one or more receivers mounted
on the satellite, from the third ground station during at
least a portion of the third time period,
wherein the satellite is configured to transmit the data to
or receive the data from one or both of the second and
third ground stations during overpass of the second area
of communication overlap.
32. A method of a satellite communicating with ground
systems comprising:
providing the satellite of a plurality of satellites in near
earth orbit,
receiving data via a sensor system mounted on the satel-
lite,
determining a first location of a first ground station,
steering an antenna of the satellite toward the first ground
station based on the first location prior to transmission
of the signal,
transmitting data, via one or more transmitters mounted
on the satellite, to the first ground station,
determining a second location of a second ground station,
steering the antenna of the satellite away from the first
ground station and toward the second ground station
based on the predetermined second location prior to
transmission of the signal,
transmitting data, via the one or more transmitters
mounted on the satellite, to the second ground station
following transmission to the first ground station, and
determining a third location of a third ground station,
steering the antenna of the satellite away from the second
ground station and toward the third ground station
based on the predetermined third location,
transmitting data, via the one or more transmitters
mounted on the satellite, to the third ground station
following transmission to the second ground station,
wherein the transmissions to the first, second, and third
ground stations occur within approximately 3 minutes.
33. The method of claim 32, wherein a data transmission
rate to the first, second, and third ground stations is equal to
or greater than a data acquisition rate.
34. The method of claim 32, wherein determining the first
location comprises:
accessing a table of ground stations at the satellite con-
troller;
identifying the first ground station as a next ground
station; and
determining a steering angle for the antenna based on the
first location relative to the satellite location prior to
steering the antenna and prior to initiating communi-
cation with the first ground station.
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