
DEVELOPMENT OF A TRANSPORTABLE LASER COOLED STRONTIUM

SOURCE FOR FUTURE APPLICATIONS IN SPACE

M. Schioppo, G.M. Tino, N. Poli, M.G. Tarallo, D.V. Sutyrin
Dipartimento di Fisica and LENS, Università di Firenze, INFN Sezione di Firenze,
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INTRODUCTION

Optical clocks have recently reached levels of performance that are an order of magnitude or more beyond those of
their microwave counterparts, which have historically set the standard for precision time/frequency metrology
[1, 2]. With this level of precision scientists are performing new and more stringent tests of fundamental
physical principles , such as searches for temporal drifts in the fundamental constants [3, 4]. But Earth-based
operation of near-future optical clocks (with 10−18 fractional instability and accuracy level) will be limited by
uncertainties in the value of the gravitational potential at the clocks locations and in their relative velocity
caused, e.g. by continental drift [5]. For applications requiring the highest time and frequency precision it is
therefore essential to operate optical clocks in Space, where the above effects can be determined with sufficient
accuracy, by continuously measuring the orbit parameters. Furthermore, the operation of optical clocks in Space
provides new scientific and technological opportunities [6]. In particular, an Earth-orbiting satellite containing
an ensemble of optical clocks would allow a precision measurement of the gravitational redshift, navigation with
improved precision, mapping of the Earth’s gravitational potential by relativistic geodesy, and comparisons
between ground clocks [7]. In this proceeding we show the first step toward a Space optical clock by developing
a transportable laser cooled strontium source that it will be integrated in a fully transportable optical lattice

Figure 1: Partial level scheme of strontium. Only the transitions of interest are shown in the picture. The
lattice magic wavelength for the clock 1S0−3P0 transition strontium atoms is 813 nm.
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strontium clock. This work is done in the framework of the ESA funded “SOC” Space Optical Clocks project,
with the final aim to provide specifications for a future engineered model for applications in Space. Such a
transportable optical clock can be used on Earth to characterize other optical frequency standards placed in
stationary laboratories around the world, toward the future re-definition of the SI second based on optical
standards. For all these purposes a compact, robust, and versatile version of optical atomic clock is necessary.
In this sense the Sr lattice optical clock seems to be the most promising, for two main reasons: 1) all the needed
lights for the clock operation (cooling, repumping, clock and lattice laser) can be produced by semiconductor
lasers [8, 9, 10, 11, 12] (see Fig.1), 2) the Sr lattice clock is the most mature in therms of technology and
scientific results with many under development around the world. In a recent demonstration, a Sr lattice clock
achieved a fractional short term instability of 10−15 for an averaging time of 1 s [13, 14, 15] and an absolute
fractional frequency uncertainty of 10−17 [16].

MAIN REQUIREMENTS AND DESIGN SOLUTIONS

The main components to produce a 88Sr sample of about 108 atoms at 1 mK temperature are: cooling laser at
461 nm (optical power & 200 mW), high flux collimated atomic beam, vacuum system (pressure 10−8 ÷ 10−9

torr), proper designed magnetic fields for slowing the atomic beam and trapping the atoms in a magneto-optical
trap, opto-mechanics (mirrors, cubes, plates and AOMs). For a transportable system all these elements must
be assembled taking into account the requests of:

• compact design

• hardware modularity

• low power consumption

• operation reliability

a)

b)

c)

d)

e)

Figure 2: 3D model of the transportable cold strontium source. a) Vacuum system. b) High efficiency oven. c)
Blue laser at 461 nm. d) Dichroic fiber port cluster. e) Compact breadboard for the opto-mechanics.



To match all these requirements several design solutions have been adopted:

• the vacuum system has been engineered according to the magnetic fields needed to slow and trapping the
atoms

• new high-efficiency and low power consumption atomic oven has been designed

• all the opto-mechanics has been confined in a compact breadboard

• all the needed lights are delivered to the vacuum system by single mode optical fibers

• a dichroic fiber port cluster is used to couple into the same fibers both the lights needed for the first and
the second cooling stage (including stirring beams for fermionic isotope).

The resulting 3D model in Fig.2 shows that the cold strontium source can be mounted on a main breadboard
1.2 m x 0.9 m, filling a volume of about 210 liters (without electronics).

CURRENT STATUS AND EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS

a) b)

Figure 3: Current status of the transportable cold strontium source from different points of view. a) Total view
of the setup showing the “atomic-package” (vacuum system, blue laser, compact breadboard, dichroic fiber
cluster) and the consoles hosting all the electronics for the real-time experiment control. b) Rear view of the
atomic-package showing the detail of the dichroic fiber port cluster.

After three years of work most of the components of the transportable cold strontium source have been
completed. Fig.3 shows the current status of the system from different points of view. All the electronics for
the control of the experiment is hosted under the main breadboard in order to provide a defined total volume
of about 1200 liters (see Tab.1). This value is given by the sum of the volume filled by: electronics (not yet
optimized occupying about 920 liters), main breadboard (70 liters, that here works only as fastening base)
and “atomic-package” (given by vacuum system, blue laser, compact breadboard and fiber port cluster) with
an occupation of only 210 liters. This volume represents a factor of reduction of about 10 with respect to a
standard apparatus. Mass and power consumption have been reduced of about a factor 3 and 5 respectively.

The system is currently under characterization. The first part of the characterization has been focused
on the atomic oven. The working temperature of about 370 ◦C have been reached with only 15 W of power
consumption. The atomic beam produced at this temperature has been characterized by performing a transverse
spectroscopy with an orthogonal laser beam at 461 nm. By detecting the fluorescence signal an atomic flux of
about 3·1011 atoms/sec has been estimated.



Transportable system Volume (l) Mass (kg) Power (W)
1. vacuum system 120 cm x 40 cm x 36 cm ' 170 80 80
2. blue laser 38 cm x 57 cm x 12 cm ' 25 20 25
3. compact breadboard 30 cm x 40 cm x 7.6 cm = 9.1 15 5
4. dichroic cluster 30 cm x 20 cm x 10 cm = 6 5 0
5. main breadboard 120 cm x 90 cm x 6.5 cm = 70 100 0
6. electronics 120 cm x 90 cm x 85 cm ' 920 20 20
total 1200 240 130
atomic-package (1.+2.+3.+4.) 210 120 110

Stationary system Volume (l) Mass (kg) Power (W)
total 200 cm x 200 cm x 150 cm = 6000 700 520
atomic-package 200 cm x 200 cm x 60 cm = 2400 300 500

compaction factor Volume (l) Mass (kg) Power (W)
total 6000/1200 = 5 700/240 ' 3 520/130 = 4
atomic-package 2400/210 ' 10 300/120 = 2.5 500/110 ' 5

Table 1: Final budget for volume, mass and power consumption achieved by the transportable setup in com-
parison with the analogous values obtained by a standard stationary system.

a)

b)

Figure 4: First magneto-optical trap (MOT) at 461 nm realized on the transportable setup. a) Picture of
the 88Sr blue MOT seen by one of the CF40 windows used to collect the atom’s fluorescence. b) Plot of the
fluorescence signal in function of the blue laser detuning. Together with the signal due to the most abundant
88Sr (82.58%) also signals of 87Sr (7.00%) and 86Sr (9.86%) trapped atoms can be resolved.

The fluorescence light coming from atoms trapped in the magneto-optical trap (MOT) at 461 nm has
been quite easily observed thanks to the high value of atomic flux coming from the oven. By detecting these
fluorescence photons a number of trapped atoms of about 6 ·107 (see plot of Fig.4 ), at the Doppler temperature
of about 1 mK, has been estimated. This result confirm the proper design of the magnetic fields for Zeeman
slowing and MOT. Also laser beams intensity, geometry and alignment for the first cooling stage has been
successfully tested.



CONCLUSION

In this work we presented the first prototype of transportable laser-cooled strontium source. Novel design
solutions have been discussed with a final volume, mass and power consumption budget for the atomic-package
of 210 liters, 120 kg and 110 W respectively. Most of the home made components have been assembled and
tested. The system is currently under characterization and it is already able to produce a sample of about 108

atoms at 1 mK temperature. Next steps will be the integration of this system with a second stage cooling laser
and with a transportable clock laser in order to realize a fully transportable optical lattice clock. Technical
solutions, methods and know-how developed in this work will be used to built more robust, compact and
advanced technology apparatus, with the final aim to provide specifications for a future space optical lattice
clock.
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