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SYSTEMAND METHOD FOR ANTENNA 
TRACKING 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

0001. This application is a continuation-in-part of U.S. 
patent application Ser. No. 10/872,094 entitled “System And 
Method For Antenna Tracking filed on Jun. 17, 2004, which 
is incorporated herein by reference in its entirety. 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

0002 The invention relates generally to antennas and, in 
particular.- to antenna beam steering techniques. 

BACKGROUND ART 

0003 Antenna tracking refers to alignment of an antenna 
main beam with a satellite (or other moving object) being 
tracked. For example, antenna systems that are used to receive 
information from and/or transmit information to a satellite in 
a low earth orbit should be able to follow the dynamics of the 
satellite in its orbital trajectory. Referring to FIGS. 1A and 
1B, the trajectory dynamics for an example high elevation 
angle pass 200 (illustrated in FIG. 2) are most pronounced in 
the azimuth coordinate, and the elevation variations are Sub 
stantially lower. The specific conditions for these numerical 
values area 450 nmi polar orbiting satellite altitude, as used 
by meteorological satellites, and the maximum elevation 
angle is 85 for this example. While these dynamics for the 
required antenna motion are presented for a specific case, the 
general characteristics for low earth orbit satellites are illus 
trated. The dynamics required to track the satellite are most 
severe in the azimuth plane, and these dynamics increase with 
decreasing orbital altitude and increasing maximum eleva 
tion angle. The problem of tracking a satellite at high eleva 
tion angles becomes more severe when large high gain anten 
nas having a narrow beamwidth are employed. 
0004 Prior approaches to addressing this problem involve 
mechanically tilting the antenna away from the normal so that 
the high elevation angle travel required by the positioner is 
removed. In practice, both a fixed wedge angle and a third axis 
have been used. However, these mechanical techniques can 
be complex and/or costly. Furthermore, the expenses of posi 
tioner drive power and antenna stiffness needed for the 
dynamic motion are incurred when high antenna dynamics 
are required. 
0005 Thus, it would be useful to be able to provide an 
antenna-tracking alternative to the prior mechanical 
approaches. It would also be desirable to be able to provide 
less complex and/or costly antenna tracking. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0006 FIGS. 1A and 1B are plots illustrating angular and 
Velocity variations, respectively, for an example high eleva 
tion angle pass; 
0007 FIG. 2 illustrates an example of a high elevation 
angle pass by a satellite, and an example method for progres 
sively steering a beam in the azimuth direction by employing 
an electronic combination of feeds; 
0008 FIG. 3 illustrates an example terminal design for 
mechanical beam steering; 
0009 FIG. 4 illustrates an example terminal design for 
mechanical and electronic beam steering; 
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0010 FIG. 5 illustrates an example beam steering net 
work; 
0011 FIG. 6 illustrates an example mechanization of elec 
tronic beam steering; 
0012 FIG. 7 illustrates an example terminal design 
including beam combining circuitry; 
0013 FIG. 8 illustrates an example implementation of the 
beam combining circuitry of FIG. 7: 
0014 FIG. 9 illustrates example beam patterns resulting 
from the beam combining circuitry of FIG. 7: 
(0015 FIGS. 10A, 10B and 10C illustrate example com 
ponent beam, combined beam, and difference beam patterns 
for-3 dB, -4.3 dB, and -6 dB crossover levels, respectively; 
0016 FIG. 11 illustrates example difference over sum 
ratios for antenna tracking for -3 dB, -4.3 dB, and -6 dB 
crossover levels; 
0017 FIG. 12A illustrates an example two-dimensional 
beam arrangement; 
0018 FIG. 12B illustrates an example of signal location 
determination using a triangular of beams from the arrange 
ment of FIG. 12A; 
(0019 FIG. 12C illustrates example beam circuitry for the 
beam arrangement of FIG. 12A; 
0020 FIG. 12D illustrates beams selector switches for the 
circuitry of FIG. 12C; and 
0021 FIG. 13 is a flow diagram of an example acquisition 
and tracking method. 

DISCLOSURE OF INVENTION 

0022. The present invention involves a system and method 
forantenna tracking that use an amplitude Scanning technique 
to provide electronic steering in the azimuth plane. An elec 
tronic mechanism for maintaining antenna tracking, Suitable 
for following the dynamics in antenna tracking of low earth 
orbit satellites at high elevation angles, is described herein. 
0023. In practice, the amplitude Scanning technique can be 
implemented by augmenting a central feed in an antenna 
focal region with additional feed elements around the central 
feed in the azimuth direction. By varying ratios of amplitudes 
of adjacent feed elements, a beam is electronically steered 
between the static beam positions of each individual feed. The 
system and method described herein provide electronic beam 
steering, which reduces the mechanical dynamics required 
when a satellite is in the high elevation angle portion of its 
motion. 
0024. Embodiments of the present invention can be imple 
mented by combining both mechanical and electronic beam 
steering techniques. As to the former, and referring to FIG. 3, 
an example system 300 for mechanical beam steering 
includes a reflector antenna 302 (and feed), a positioner 304 
(e.g., an elevation over azimuth positioner), data and tracking 
receivers 306, and an antenna control unit (ACU) 308 con 
figured as shown. In this example embodiment, the reflector 
antenna 302 has a single antenna feed 310 located at the focus 
of the reflector and thereby produces a single beam located on 
the axis of the reflector. The system 300 can also include a 
transmitter. In order for the reflector antenna 302 to track a 
satellite signal, the antenna positioner 304 provided the 
mechanical dynamics needed to align the antenna beam with 
the signal, following the dynamics of a satellite 202 (FIG. 2) 
in its orbital trajectory 204. 
0025. In operation, the location and orientation of the 
antenna with respect to true north is known, and the satellite 
ephemeris that describes the orbit of the satellite is also 
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known. This information can be used to perform an a priori 
computation of the time history of the required antenna posi 
tioning, and accordingly, the dynamics of the antenna beam 
positioning as illustrated in FIG. 1. By way of example, two 
forms of antenna tracking can be used. One is an open loop 
design that aligns the antenna based on commanding the 
antenna to move in angular offsets and, from the difference in 
power levels observed in the tracking receiver at each of these 
angular offsets, determines the correct position of the antenna 
using computations performed within the antenna control 
system. This form of antenna tracking is commonly referred 
to as 'step track. The second form of antenna tracking is a 
closed loop design that is commonly referred to as 
“monopulse.” The antenna feed in this case produces two 
types of antenna patterns. One pattern is used for data recep 
tion and transmission and has a maximum antenna gain value 
coincident with the axis of the antenna. The second antenna 
pattern is used for antenna tracking, has a null coincident with 
the axis of the antenna, and, to first order, produces a linear 
variation in output as the antenna deviates from its axis. The 
antenna control system treats the tracking signal observed in 
the tracking receiver as an "error” signal. By minimizing the 
error signal, the antenna is aligned with the null in the 
antenna-tracking pattern. By design, the null of the tracking 
pattern is coincident with the peak of the data pattern and both 
are thereby aligned with the signal. Both antenna-tracking 
techniques dynamically respond to the dynamics of the signal 
direction (the open loop design by periodically verifying 
signal alignment, and the closed loop design by continuously 
Verifying that the tracking signal has a minimum value). 
0026. The combination of mechanical and electronic 
beam steering techniques is now described. Referring to FIG. 
4, an example system 400 for mechanical and electronic beam 
steering includes a reflectorantenna 402 (and feed elements), 
a positioner 404 (e.g., an elevation over azimuth positioner), 
data and tracking receivers 406, an antenna control unit 
(ACU) 408 and a beam steering network 410, configured as 
shown. In this example embodiment, the reflector antenna 
402 has a central feed 412 in an antenna focal region with 
additional feeds 414 (also referred to as feed elements) 
around the central feed 412 in the azimuth direction. The 
system 400 can also include a transmitter. 
0027. In this example embodiment, an additional feed is 
provided on either side of the central feed. More generally, a 
multiplicity of antenna feed elements are arranged to provide 
a corresponding multiplicity of antenna beams in the azimuth 
plane. In operation, the antenna beam is electronically 
scanned by using this multiplicity offeed elements to follow 
the satellite in regions where the antenna tracking requires 
high dynamics in beam positioning. The electronic beam 
scanning thus reduces the required mechanical dynamics 
from the antenna positioner. The principles described herein 
can be used to provide a new terminal design, or to retrofit 
existing antenna systems. Moreover, the electronic beam 
scanning approach described herein can also be used to effect 
initial acquisition of a signal as described below in greater 
detail. 

0028. According to various embodiments, electronic 
beam scanning is provided by an appropriate amplitude com 
bination of the multiple antenna feed elements. By way of 
example, consider two feeds in the multiplicity of feed ele 
ments. Each feed is located within the antenna focal region 
and offset from the reflector focus in a direction transverse 
from the antenna axis. Each feed by itself produces an 
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antenna beam that is displaced from the on-axis central beam 
produced by the central feed located at the ideal focus of the 
reflector Surface. As an antenna feed is displaced in a trans 
verse direction from the antenna axis, the associated antenna 
beam is also removed from the axis in a direction opposite that 
of the transverse displacement. The further the feed is dis 
placed, the further the beam is removed from the antenna axis. 
The limitation of this antenna feed displacement is the toler 
able loss in gain and pattern shape. This loss in antenna 
performance results because the antenna feed is no longer 
ideally focused and a phase distortion in the aperture results 
degrading the pattern and gain performance of the displaced 
feed. As a practical matter, high gain antennas having a rela 
tively large size and associated narrow beamwidth generally 
are configured in a Cassegrain geometry that permits gener 
ating off axis beams with acceptable quality for as much as 
ten beamwidths off axis. Thus, for an antenna with a one 
degree beamwidth, the beam can be moved off axis ten 
degrees with acceptable quality. As indicated above, the beam 
steering approach described herein reduces the mechanical 
motion required from a relatively large physical structure by 
electronically scanning the beam rather than relying only on 
mechanically positioning the antenna. 
0029. Each of the multiple feed elements is capable of 
producing a discrete off axis beam. The mechanical require 
ments of beam positioning dynamics are reduced by continu 
ously steering an antenna beam in the azimuth direction. By 
way of example, continuous beam steering can be achieved 
by combining two adjacent antenna feeds in amplitude. If the 
amplitude in one feed is unity and the amplitude in the adja 
cent feed is Zero, the antenna produces a beam in the direction 
associated with the first feed, and vice versa. Similarly, if the 
amplitudes of the two feeds are identical, the resulting 
antenna beam lies halfway between the positions of the beams 
produced by the two feeds when used independently. Thus, as 
the amplitude is vaned between two adjacent feeds, the beam 
is continuously electronically steered between the two static 
beam positions. 
0030 A practical implementation for this capability is 
now described when the antenna is used to receive signals. 
Referring to FIG. 5, an example beam steering network 500 
includes multiple feeds 502 (each having a commandable 
attenuator 504), hybrids 506, a data selector switch 508 and a 
tracking selector Switch 510, configured as shown. In an 
example embodiment, each feed 502 is provided with appro 
priate filtering and preamplification (not shown) to establish 
the system noise temperature. The commandable attenuator 
504 for each feed is set to vary the amplitudes between adja 
cent feed elements. Each hybrid 506 combines (sums) the 
outputs of adjacent feeds. In operation, the ratio of com 
manded attenuators is set to provide the desired electronically 
scanned position of the resulting combined beam. By varying 
the ratio of the commanded attenuators, the beam is electroni 
cally steered between the static beam positions of each indi 
vidual feed. 

0031. As shown in FIG. 5, each adjacent feed pair is con 
nected through a hybrid, and a selector Switch is used to select 
the hybrid that combines the beam pair. Alternatively, the 
hybrids can be combined through a power divider, and suffi 
cient attenuation can be set to minimize the contributions of 
all feeds except for the two adjacent feeds that produce the 
desired scanned beam. In practice, the power divider combi 
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nation requires Sufficient gain in the preamplifiers to avoid 
degrading the overall antenna pattern and/or the system noise 
temperature. 
0032. The hybrids that combine the adjacent feeds have 
two output terminals. One of these terminals, labeled X, adds 
the two feed outputs to produce the scanned beam. The sec 
ond terminal, labeled A, subtracts the outputs of the two feeds 
and this terminal can also be used to verify that the scanned 
beam is aligned with the received signal. When the outputs of 
the two feeds are subtracted, the resulting pattern has a null 
that is coincident with the peak signal. Thus, by minimizing 
the signal level in the Subtracted A terminal, the signal is 
aligned with the peak level of the Summed signal. Addition 
ally, a mechanism for controlling azimuth tracking is pro 
vided by continuously minimizing the signal power in the 
Subtracted channel. By way of example, this minimization of 
the subtracted channel is performed by the antenna control 
unit and/or another processor. In an example embodiment, a 
ratio of the two received power levels is used and is therefore 
independent of the variations in the received signal power. 
Thus, power levels in the two channels are monitored with 
any changes in the incident field strength effectively being 
compensated for. 
0033 Referring to FIG. 6, example electronic beam steer 
ing circuitry 600 includes multiple feeds 602, power dividers 
(PD) 604, first quadrature hybrids 606, phase shifters 608, 
second quadrature hybrids 610, a data selector switch 612 and 
a tracking selector Switch 614, configured as shown. In an 
example embodiment, each feed element 602 contains appro 
priate RF filtering and preamplification (not shown) to reduce 
out-of-band signals and establish the system noise tempera 
ture. In this example embodiment, the output of each feed 602 
is divided in two equal components by the power divider (PD) 
604. One signal output from adjacent antenna feeds 602 is 
then combined in the first quadrature hybrid 606, e.g., a 
microwave transformer that splits an input signal into two 
equal parts with a 90° phase shift. As shown in this example 
embodiment, the two output ports of the first quadrature 
hybrid 606 are routed to the second quadrature hybrid 610 
with a direct connection and a connection including the phase 
shifter 608 providing a range of 0-180°. This combination of 
two quadrature hybrids, the direct connection, and the phase 
shifter form a power divider that selects the desired amplitude 
combination from the two feed elements. These passive 
microwave components are commonly available and/or can 
be readily constructed. The sum port X is routed to the data 
selector switch 612 and then to the data receiver, and the 
difference port A is routed to the tracking selector switch 614 
and then to the tracking receiver. The signal is tracked by 
minimizing the signal power in the difference port. 
0034. One feature of this example design is that stringent 
control of the amplitude tracking between the channels is not 
required. Because the signal levels are added and Subtracted 
after the commanded settings of the attenuators (e.g., per 
formed by a processor as discussed above), any gain drift or 
offset in the amplitude of the channels is automatically com 
pensated because the same errors exist in both the data chan 
nel on the X terminal and the tracking channel on the A 
terminal. 

0035. Further with regard to the feed elements, if the 
beams are spaced such that they overlap at the half power 
point (-3 dB), the G/T (antenna gain divided by system noise 
temperature that defines receiving system sensitivity) varia 
tion as the beam is electronically scanned from one feed to the 
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other is ideally zero. If the beams are spaced such that they 
overlap at the 6 dB point, the G/T at the center position is 3 dB 
lower than the G/T of a single beam. This amplitude ripple, 
however, reduces the number of feed elements required 
thereby reducing system complexity and corresponding 
expense. When the beams overlap at the half power point, the 
number offeeds equals the beam widths to be scanned. When 
the beams overlap at the 6 dB point, the number of feeds 
equals the beam widths to be scanned divided by 1.4. In 
practical applications, the satellite is closest to the terminal at 
the high elevation angles and the antenna temperature com 
ponent of the system noise temperature is lower. Thus, Suffi 
cient system margin may exist to allow some G/T variation 
with beam scanning to reduce the number of additional feed 
elements and thereby the design complexity. 
0036) Operation in a receive mode has been described 
above. In various embodiments, operation in a transmit mode 
can use the same general architecture. However, the transmit 
frequency is most often different from the receive frequency 
to maintain isolation between receive and transmit signals. 
The beam steering technique described herein generally has a 
broadbandwidth and therefore the transmit beam can also be 
electronically scanned by commanding the same attenuator 
values. However, loss in the attenuators reduces the transmit 
ted power. Thus, for various transmit mode embodiments, the 
attenuators are commanded from the receive values at the 
drive level. In an example configuration, each feed horn is 
followed with a diplexer that separates the receive and trans 
mit signals, the receive side contains the beam steering cir 
cuitry as described above, and the transmit side has the same 
attenuators in each path to the diplexer at the drive level and 
transmit amplifiers following the drive circuitry and con 
nected to each feed. The amplifiers are turned on for the pair 
offeeds being used. In an example embodiment, the transmit 
amplifiers operate in a linear rather than Saturated operating 
point. 
0037. In various embodiments, the required beam posi 
tioning dynamics are computed in advance of the satellite 
pass from the terminal location and the satellite ephemeris. If 
the maximum elevation angle during the pass has a low value, 
the required beam positioning dynamics are minimal, and 
only the central feed in the collection offeeds is used for data 
transfer. However, and referring to FIG. 2, when a high eleva 
tion angle satellite orbit is to be tracked, the additional feeds 
in the multiplicity offeed elements are used to electronically 
scan the beam to augment the mechanical scanning of the 
reflector antenna. In operation, prior to the high Velocity 
portion of the satellite trajectory, the extreme feed is selected 
to form an antenna beam in the direction of the satellite. The 
electronic repositioning is accomplished continuously by 
varying the amplitude combination of the antenna feeds in the 
path towards the other extreme beam position. As the satellite 
proceeds towards the maximum elevation angle position 
where the dynamics are most severe, the electronic combina 
tion of the beams is varied towards the other extreme beam 
position. In this way, the electronic beam steering reduces the 
mechanical antenna dynamics while tracking the satellite. As 
the satellite approaches its maximum elevation point, the 
electronic beam Scanning repositions the received beam to the 
location corresponding to the central beam. As the satellite 
passes the maximum elevation angle, the electronic beam 
scanning continues, finally positioning the received beam to 
the feed position furthest from the central beam but at the 
opposite extreme from the beam originally used. Thus, elec 
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tronic beam steering as described herein provides a mecha 
nism for reducing the azimuth Velocity required by the 
antenna positioner. 
0038 If the antenna being used has a very narrow beam 
width, additional feed elements in the elevation direction can 
be advantageously used following the principles described in 
the present invention. The elevation dynamics for antenna 
pointing as exemplified in FIG. 1 are less severe, but near the 
maximum elevation angle, the elevation angle travel reverses 
direction and the elevation Velocity changes sign. Electronic 
beam steering in this portion of the satellite trajectory can 
reduce the required mechanical antenna positioning dynam 
1CS 

0039. In an example embodiment, a method for antenna 
tracking includes a priori computing angular positions and 
Velocities of a satellite using a satellite ephemeris, determin 
ing if an elevation angle is above a maximum elevation angle, 
and if the elevation angle is above the maximum elevation 
angle, employing a combination of mechanical and electronic 
beam steering techniques to steer an antenna beam. 
0040. In an example embodiment, a method for antenna 
tracking includes providing a central feed element in an 
antenna focal region with additional feed elements in an 
azimuth coordinate to provide a multitude of feed elements 
that each have a static beam position, and varying ratios of 
amplitudes of adjacent feed elements of the multitude offeed 
elements to electronically steer a beam between the static 
beam positions. 
0041. In an example embodiment, a system for antenna 
tracking includes additional feed elements for a reflector 
antenna with a central feed element, the additional feed ele 
ments being positioned on both sides of the central feed 
element along the azimuth coordinate of the system to pro 
vide a multitude offeed elements that each have a static beam 
position, and a beam steering network configured to vary 
ratios of amplitudes of adjacent feed elements of the multi 
tude offeed elements to electronically steer a beam between 
the static beam positions. 
0042 Electronic beam steering in the azimuth coordinate 
can also be advantageously used during the initial acquisition 
of the satellite. By way of example, during initial acquisition, 
the antenna is positioned in the azimuth location where the 
satellite is anticipated to clear the horizon. The electronic 
mechanism of scanning the antenna beam in the azimuth 
coordinate described herein is then used to search for the 
received signal. In conjunction with a mechanism for Verify 
ing correct beam positioning, the azimuth Scanning described 
herein can be used to locate the satellite during this initial 
acquisition phase. The electronic scanning described herein 
can also be used to Verify that a signal has arrived through the 
main beam rather than the sidelobes to assure that the high 
gain of the main beam is receiving the signal rather than the 
lower gain of the sidelobes. Such beam scanning can be 
accomplished through open loop commanding as described 
above. 

0043. While various embodiments provide a mechanism 
for electronically scanning the beam by electronically vary 
ing the amplitude ratios of adjacent beam positions in a reflec 
tor antenna, an alternative embodiment provides essentially 
the same RF performance with reduced complexity and 
implementation cost. In an example alternative embodiment, 
the variable amplitude combining circuitry is replaced by 
beam combining circuitry, e.g., fixed hybrid circuitry. Refer 
ring to FIG. 7, in an example embodiment, a reflectorantenna 
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system 700 includes a reflector 702, feeds 704, beam com 
bining circuitry 706 and beam ports 708 configured as shown. 
Referring to FIG. 8, in an example embodiment, the beam 
combining circuitry 706 includes passive microwave com 
biner/subtractor hybrid circuits 710 (e.g., available from 
Anaren, Inc. of Syracuse, N.Y.) configured as shown Such that 
the sum channel of each hybrid produces a beam located 
halfway between the beam positions of the respective feeds 
being combined by the hybrids. In this example embodiment, 
adjacent feed elements are combined as shown by the hybrid 
circuits 710 which each have two ports. One port designated 
as X adds the adjacent feed outputs to form a beam lying 
halfway between the beams being combined. The second port 
designated as A Subtracts the adjacent feed outputs and pro 
duces an antenna pattern that has a pattern null aligned with 
the peak of the X beam and, as described below, provides a 
signal for antenna tracking. FIG. 9 illustrates the resulting 
beam patterns. The individual antenna feeds produce over 
lapping beams in respective beam positions. The-central feed 
produces a beam aligned with the axis of the reflector 
antenna, the off-axis feeds produce independent beams oppo 
sitely disposed from the beam axis. In FIG.9, the correspond 
ing beam patterns are shown in Solid lines. The beams pro 
duced by the combining circuitry are located halfway 
between the beam positions being combined and shown in 
dashed lines. 

0044) The number of beams utilized depends on the adja 
cent beam crossover levels, and simplicity of design favors 
lower crossover levels to cover an angular width with a fewer 
number of beams. The beam patterns achieved by the hybrid 
combining circuitry in this example embodiment are illus 
trated in FIGS. 10A, 10B and 10C for beam crossover levels 
of-3 dB, -4.3 dB, and -6 dB, respectively. The solid lines are 
the patterns of the individual adjacent beams, the long dashed 
line is the addition of the two adjacent beams or the X beam, 
and the short dashed line is the subtraction of the two adjacent 
beams or the A beam that is used for antenna tracking. These 
patterns indicate several features: 

0.045 1. The pattern generated by combining adjacent 
beams is well behaved. 

0046 2. Likewise the difference pattern for antenna 
tracking is well behaved 

0047 3. The minimum gain for reduced crossover lev 
els lies at the center of the patterns. Irrespective of com 
bining the beams with hybrids or with variable ampli 
tude weighting circuitry, the same behavior persists 
from the coherent sum of the two pattern levels. 

0048 4. The combination of beams for reduced cross 
over levels broadens the angle over which coverage is 
obtained. For example, the patterns assuming a level 3 
dB lower than the peak gain of the component beams 
span 2 beamwidths for the 3 dB crossover level, 2.2 
beamwidths for the -4.3 dB crossover level, and 2.6 
beamwidths for the -6 dB crossover level, exclusive of 
the minimum gain near the crossover level. 

0049 5. The minimum gain level for reduced crossover 
levels may be acceptable in many system applications 
Such as example embodiments described herein. In an 
example embodiment, reduced system noise tempera 
ture and atmospheric loss at high elevation angles pro 
vides additional performance capability which can off 
set the loss in antenna gain. 
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FIGS. 10A, 10B and 10C illustrate the tradeoffs between 
reducing the number of feed elements by using a reduced 
crossover level and the minimum gain within the coverage 
aca. 

0050. In example embodiments which utilizes beam com 
bining circuitry, antenna tracking is accomplished in a differ 
ent manner than previously described. In an example embodi 
ment, the ratio of the difference and sum pattern is formed. 
Referring to FIG. 11, difference to sum ratios are shown infor 
the -3 (solid curve), -4.3 (long dashed curve) and the -6 
(short dashed curve) dB crossover levels. In each case, the 
difference to sum ratio is well behaved, has a null aligned with 
the combined Sum beam, and is positive on one side of the 
axis of the combined beam and negative on the other side. By 
measuring the ratio of the Sum and difference signals, the 
location of the signal arrival direction is determined. 
0051 Various techniques can be used in determining 
which side of the axis of the combined beam corresponds to 
the signal direction; measuring the amplitude of the ratio of 
the difference to Sum signals provides a measurement of the 
two possible locations of the signal equally displaced from 
the axis of the combined beam. One method to determine 
which of the two locations is correct is to measure the sign of 
this ratio. A second method is to measure the power levels of 
the adjacent beams that are combined with the hybrid and to 
decide, based on the higher power level determined in this 
measurement, which side of the axis of the combined beam 
corresponds to the signal location. This second option 
requires measuring only signal amplitude levels. Once the 
signal location has been determined, the appropriate beam 
port can be selected and/or the positioner can be aligned with 
the selected beam position. 
0052. The multiple feed elements disposed in an azimuth 
direction provide electronic steering in the azimuth direction. 
In another example embodiment, additional feed elements are 
placed in the elevation direction to provide a similar antenna 
tracking capability in the elevation direction. FIG. 12A illus 
trates an example of a two-dimensional beam arrangement 
1200. In this example embodiment, the feed elements are 
placed with their centers located on the vertices of an equi 
lateral triangle because Such an arrangement results in the 
maximum gain level in the field of view of the fixed beams. It 
should be appreciated however that the principles described 
herein are applicable to any two-dimensional beam arrange 
ment, and can be extended to three-dimensional beam 
arrangements as well. 
0053 FIG. 12B illustrates an example of signal location 
determination using a triangular arrangement of the beams in 
FIG. 12A. In this example, three beam positions (denoted i,j, 
and k) where the received signal levels have the highest value 
in the collection of antenna feeds are considered. The differ 
ences between the signal levels for at least two of the pairs 
provide two-dimensional signal location information. By 
way of example, the elevation location is determined from 
one of the pairs of elements in the elevation direction (i.e., 
location from ik, or location from jk), and the azimuth loca 
tion is determined from the pair of elements in the elevation 
direction (i.e., location from i). In this example, using a 
second pair of elements in the elevation direction provides an 
independent measurement of the elevation location of the 
signal that provides additional confidence in the results. 
0054 FIG. 12C illustrates example beam circuitry 1250 
for the two-dimensional beam arrangement of FIG. 12A. In 
this example embodiment, the beam circuitry 1250 includes 
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feed elements 1252, 7-way power dividers 1254 (e.g., imple 
mented using a commercially-available Wilkinson combiner) 
connected to the feed elements as shown, as well as passive 
microwave combiner/subtractor hybrid circuits 1256 (e.g., 
available from Anaren, Inc. of Syracuse, N.Y.). In this 
example embodiment, the 7-way power dividers 1254 accom 
modate a two-dimensional beam configuration (Such as that 
of FIG. 12A) where each beam has 6 adjacent beams. The 
beam circuitry 1250 can also be provided with filters and/or 
preamplifiers between each of the feed elements 1252 and the 
power dividers 1254. FIG. 12D illustrates beams selector 
switches for the circuitry of FIG. 12C. For estimating signal 
direction, only the outputs of the hybrid circuits 1256 are 
needed. 

0055 When beam location is completely unknown, all (or 
a greater number) of the feed elements of a two-dimensional 
beam arrangement can be utilized to increase the acquisition 
field-of-view (FOV) even though this may resultina decrease 
in acquisition sensitivity. 
0056. The beam steering technique described herein can 
be applied to antenna tracking techniques (e.g., for polar 
orbits, such as those used for meteorological satellites.) 
According to example embodiments, a beam steering tech 
nique is used to reduce the mechanical dynamics required of 
the antenna positioner which, in turn, may reduce system 
cost. Two issues in the application of antenna tracking are 
discussed below. 

0057 The first issue lies with the initial spatial acquisition 
of the signal as the satellite clears the local horizon in its orbit. 
One of the problems is the effect of multipath at low elevation 
angles on the tracking performance. U.S. Pat. No. 6,731,240 
B2 by Dybdal et al., incorporated herein by reference, 
addresses this issue by maintaining the antenna at a fixed 
elevation angle above the horizon to minimize the multipath 
interaction in the elevation plane. In an example embodiment 
of the present invention, a similar premise is followed; how 
ever, the azimuth angular sector over which the system can 
search for the signal is broadened through the use of the beam 
combining circuitry described herein. Thus, in this example 
embodiment, the ability to search for the signal over a much 
broader angular sector is provided. 
0058. The second issue is the mechanical dynamics 
required of the positioner. In an example embodiment of the 
present invention, electronic steering is used to reduce the 
mechanical dynamics required of the positioner. In operation, 
by way of example, the satellite ephemeris and the antenna 
location are used to compute the azimuth and elevation angle 
variation with time needed to follow the orbital trajectory of 
the satellite. Such information is available prior to the passing 
of the satellite. The computed orbital trajectory is then exam 
ined to determine the maximum elevation angle for the spe 
cific satellite pass. The required antenna pointing dynamics, 
which include the mechanical motion of the positioner and 
the electronic beam steering described herein, depend on the 
maximum elevation angle. As this maximum elevation angle 
increases towards a Zenith value, the required dynamics of the 
antenna pointing increase. Satellite passes having a low maxi 
mum elevation angle have less dynamics in the antenna point 
ing, while satellites having a higher elevation angle may 
require Sufficient dynamics in the antenna pointing that the 
capabilities of the antenna positioner to follow the dynamics 
are exceeded. If this is the case, the capabilities of the elec 
tronic beam steering can be used to maintain antenna pointing 
for satellite passes having higher elevation angles. The 
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knowledge of the antenna positioner capability for accelera 
tion and velocity allow the elevation angle at which the elec 
tronic beam steering should be used to be determined. 
0059 FIG. 13 is a flow diagram of an example acquisition 
and tracking method 1300. At 1302, the satellite pass dynam 
ics are computed prior to the arrival of the satellite to the 
terminal location, and at 1304 the maximum elevation angle 
of the pass is noted. Prior to the arrival of the satellite over the 
horizon, at 1306, the antenna is positioned to the nominal 
azimuth angle and a selected elevation angle to reduce mul 
tipath. From the dynamic limitation of the positioner and 
dynamics at the maximum elevation angle, a decision is made 
at 1308 whether or not electronic beam steering is required to 
maintain antenna pointing. The signal acquisition begins by 
using the nominal feed position (central feed) and if receiver 
acquisition does not occura search is conducted at 1310 using 
the other feeds until the receiver acquires. The feed position 
and the antenna difference? sum output are used to determine 
the signal direction. The antenna is then aligned with the 
positioner to either the central feed or a feed at the extremes of 
the off-axis position. This completes the acquisition phase. 
0060. In an example embodiment of the tracking phase, at 
1312 positioner dynamic limits are determined. The maxi 
mum elevation angle of the pass is compared with the angle at 
which the positioner dynamic capability requires electronic 
beam steering to maintain antenna pointing. A decision can 
then be made at 1314 whether or not this specific satellite pass 
required electronic beam steering. If the elevation angle is 
sufficiently low, at 1316 the antenna is aligned to the signal at 
the central feed position and the system is operated at 1318 
without the electronic beam steering feature. In an example 
embodiment, the difference/sum output is used to validate 
antenna tracking during the pass. If the elevation angle is 
sufficiently high to require electronic beam steering, at 1320 
the antenna is positioned so the off axis feed (e.g., extreme 
feed) is aligned with the signal. As the antenna approaches the 
predetermined elevation angle where electronic beam steer 
ing is required, at 1322 electronic beam steering is initiated. 
In an example embodiment, the difference/sum output with 
the respective antenna ports used in the electronic beam Scan 
is used to Verify properantenna pointing. The tracking can be 
sampled at electronic Switching rates so the time lag incurred 
by mechanical repositioning does not occur. As discussed 
above, a two dimensional feed cluster can be used to provide 
tracking capabilities in both the azimuth and elevation direc 
tions. 
0061. In an example embodiment, a method includes 
determining if a dynamics requirement for an antenna posi 
tioner is exceeded, and employing a combination of mechani 
cal and electronic beam steering techniques to steer a single 
antenna beam if the dynamics requirement is exceeded. 
0062. In an example embodiment, an antenna system 
includes a reflectorantenna with a central feed element and a 
configuration of additional feed elements on opposite sides of 
the central feed element, and beam combining circuitry con 
figured to vary amplitudes in combining adjacent feed ele 
ments and to produce tracking signals from adjacent feed 
elements. 
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0063 Although the present invention has been described 
interms of the example embodiments above, numerous modi 
fications and/or additions to the above-described embodi 
ments would be readily apparent to one skilled in the art. It is 
intended that the scope of the present invention extend to all 
Such modifications and/or additions. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method, comprising: 
determining if a dynamics requirement for an antenna posi 

tioner is exceeded; 
and employing a combination of mechanical and electronic 
beam steering techniques to steer a single antenna beam 
if the dynamics requirement is exceeded. 

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the single antenna beam 
is steered during an acquisition process. 

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the single antenna beam 
is steered during a tracking process. 

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the electronic beam 
steering technique includes steering the single antenna beam 
between antenna feed elements disposed in an azimuth direc 
tion. 

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the electronic beam 
steering technique includes steering the single antenna beam 
between antenna feed elements disposed in an elevation 
direction. 

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the electronic beam 
steering technique includes steering the single antenna beam 
between antenna feed elements disposed in a two-dimen 
sional configuration. 

7. A method for antenna tracking, comprising: 
a priori computing angular positions and Velocities of a 

satellite using a satellite ephemeris; 
determining if an elevation angle is above a maximum 

elevation angle; and 
if the elevation angle is above the maximum elevation 

angle, employing a combination of mechanical and elec 
tronic beam steering techniques to steer an antenna 
beam. 

8. The method of antenna tracking of claim 7, wherein the 
electronic beam steering technique includes varying an 
amplitude combination of antenna feed elements in an azi 
muth coordinate. 

9. The method of antenna tracking of claim 7, further 
including: Subtracting outputs of adjacent feed elements to 
Verify that the antenna beam is aligned with a received signal. 

10. The method of claim 7, wherein the sum (X) of each of 
the pairs of adjacent feed elements is configured to provide a 
scanned beam. 

11. The method of claim 10, wherein is the difference (A) 
of each of the pairs of adjacent feed elements is configured to 
Verify the scanned beam is aligned. 

12. The method of clam 11, wherein the signal level of the 
difference (A) of each of the pairs of adjacent feed elements is 
configured to align the peak level of the sum (X) of each of the 
pairs of adjacent feed elements. 
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