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(57) ABSTRACT

Systems, methods, and apparatuses for determining the
distance between two positions are disclosed. The system
includes a correlator, a first receiver, and a second receiver.
The first and second receivers each include: an antenna, a
steering mechanism, and a processor. The steering mecha-
nism steers the antenna in an azimuthal direction and an
elevation direction. The processor is configured to (i) control
the steering mechanism, (ii) receive data recorded by the
antenna from a plurality of sources, (iii) time-stamp the data
recorded by the antenna, and (iv) control the transmission of
the time-stamped data to the correlator. The correlator is
configured to receive the time-stamped recorded data from
the first receiver and the second receiver, and calculate a
distance between the first receiver and the second receiver
based thereon.
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1
SYSTEMS, METHODS, AND APPARATUSES
FOR DETERMINING THE DISTANCE
BETWEEN TWO POSITIONS

BACKGROUND
Field of the Invention

The present application relates generally to determining
the distance between two positions.

Description of related art

There are numerous applications where it is useful to
know the distance between two positions with a high degree
of accuracy. How that distance is determined depends on
where the two positions are located. For locations on Earth’s
surface, its atmosphere, or in a low orbital region, the U.S.
Global Positioning System (GPS), Russian Glosnass system,
and European Galileo system can be used to provide posi-
tion and velocity information. For locations beyond the
reach of one these systems, other techniques, such as radar,
have been used. However, these techniques have disadvan-
tages. GPS, Glonass, and Galileo, require an array of satel-
lites in space, which is costly to establish and maintain.
Deploying those satellites may also be beyond the capabili-
ties of private actors or less developed nations. GPS, Glos-
nass, and Galileo are also government controlled systems
and their accuracy may be artificially limited. Radar requires
the use of a transmitter and a receiver which limits the region
over which distances can be determined to a volume of space
defined by the line-of-sight of the transmitter. Radar systems
are also expensive to purchase and require skilled operators
and routine maintenance to function properly. Thus, it would
be beneficial to have a system and technique for measuring
distances between two positions that mitigate some of these
deficiencies.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

One or more the above limitations may be diminished by
structures and methods described herein.

In one embodiment, a system for determining the distance
between two positions is provided. The system includes a
correlator, a first receiver, and a second receiver. The first
and second receivers each include: an antenna, a steering
mechanism and a processor. The steering mechanism steers
the antenna in an azimuthal direction and an elevation
direction. The processor is configured to (i) control the
steering mechanism, (ii) receive data recorded by the
antenna from a plurality of sources, (iii) time-stamp the data
recorded by the first antenna, and (iv) control the transmis-
sion of the time-stamped data to the correlator. The correla-
tor is configured to receive the time-stamped from the first
receiver and the second receiver, and calculate a distance
between the first receiver and the second receiver based
thereon.

In another embodiment, a method of determining a dis-
tance between two positions is provided. A first receiver that
includes a first antenna is controlled to record a first data set
from a first source, a second data set from a second source,
and a third data set from a third source. A second receiver
that includes a second antenna is controlled to record a
fourth data set from the first source, a fifth data set from the
second source, and a sixth data set from the third source. A
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2

distance between the first receiver and the second receiver is
calculated based on first, second, third, fourth, fifth, and
sixth data sets.

In yet another embodiment, an apparatus for determining
a distance between two receivers is provided. The apparatus
includes a computer that is configured to: receive a first data
set corresponding to a first source, a second data set corre-
sponding to a second source, and a third data set corre-
sponding to a third source, wherein the first data set, the
second data set, and the third data set were recorded by a first
receiver, receive a fourth data set corresponding to the first
source, a fifth data set corresponding to the second source,
and a sixth data set corresponding to the third source,
wherein the fourth, fifth, and sixth data sets were recorded
by a second receiver, and calculate a distance between the
first receiver and the second receiver based on the first,
second, third, fourth, fifth, and sixth data sets.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The teachings claimed and/or described herein are further
described in terms of exemplary embodiments. These exem-
plary embodiments are described in detail with reference to
the drawings. These embodiments are non-limiting exem-
plary embodiments, in which like reference numerals rep-
resent similar structures throughout the several views of the
drawings, and wherein:

FIG. 1 illustrates a system for determining the distance
between one or more pairs of receivers.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of an exemplary receiver.

FIG. 3A illustrates a plurality of sources used to determine
a distance between two positions.

FIG. 3B illustrates the spread of a planar wavefront and
a spherical wavefront.

FIG. 4A illustrates receiving a signal from a first source.

FIG. 4B illustrates a line a certain distance from a first
position on which another receiver must lie.

FIG. 5A illustrates receiving a signal from a second
source.

FIG. 5B illustrates another line a certain distance from a
first position on which the other receiver must lie.

FIG. 6A illustrates receiving a signal from a third source.

FIG. 6B illustrates yet another line a certain distance from
a first position on which the other receiver must lie.

Different ones of the Figures may have at least some
reference numerals that are the same in order to identify the
same components, although a detailed description of each
such component may not be provided below with respect to
each Figure.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

In accordance with example aspects, described herein are
systems, methods, and apparatuses for determining the dis-
tance between two positions. FIG. 1 illustrates a system 100
for determining the distance between one or more pairs of
receivers (e.g., 102, and 102,, in general 102; and 102)).
Receivers 102, . . . 102, are constructed to receive electro-
magnetic signals, process those signals, and generate corre-
sponding time-stamped data. Receivers 102, . . . 102, are
constructed to receive signals over respective predefined
bandwidths. These bandwidths need not be identical. How-
ever, each pair of receivers 102; and 102; must be capable of
receiving and processing signals from the same multiple
sources used to calculate the distance between them, as
described below. Thus, there must be at least a partial
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overlap in the receiving bandwidths. The digitized and
time-stamped data generated by receivers 102, and 102, are
transmitted to a correlator 104 for analysis, as described
below.

FIG. 2 illustrates the components of an exemplary
receiver 102, or 102;. As one of ordinary skill will appreci-
ate, one of the benefits of system 100 is that the exact
construction of the receivers can vary. Preferably, each
receiver is capable of: 1) receiving signals from the sources
used for the distance calculation, 2) generating a recorded
time-stamped data set for each of those sources, and 3)
communicating with a correlator 104 so as to receive
instructions and transmit the data sets. The exemplary
receiver 102, includes an antenna 202 electrically connected
to a computer 204. Antenna 202 may be steered in both the
elevation and azimuthal directions by a steering mechanism
202a under the control of computer 204 so as to point to
different sources. Radio signals impinging upon antenna 202
generate corresponding voltages which are recorded, digi-
tized by an A/D converter (not shown), and transmitted to a
data communication circuit 206 of computer 204. Data
communication circuit 206 is constructed to receive data
from antenna 202 and provide control signals to the antenna
202 and the steering mechanism 202a in accordance with
instructions from processor 210. Processor 210 receives the
recorded data and stores it in memory 208 with a corre-
sponding time stamp based on an internal clock (not shown).
Processor 210 is also constructed to send the recorded data
to correlator 104 via a communication circuit 212 in accor-
dance with a control program stored in memory 208. The
transmission of the recorded data to correlator 104 may be
in response to a signal from correlator 104 requesting the
same.

Correlator 104 includes a processor, memory, and a
communication circuit. In one embodiment, correlator 104
may include multiple processors. The memory includes
programming that, when executed by one or more proces-
sors, enables the features disclosed herein, including, for
example, the distance calculations described herein based on
the recorded data sets from the receivers 102, .. . 102,,. The
communication circuit is constructed to send to and receive
data from the receivers 102, ... 102, . . . . For example,
correlator 104 may transmit instructions to the receivers
102, . .. 102, to record data sets from a series of sources,
respectively. The instructions may include information on
the location of the sources (e.g., their respective celestial
coordinates), the frequency range over which the sources are
to be recorded, and the length of time over which the sources
are to be recorded.

In a preferred embodiment, the sources may be cosmic
sources such as: stars, pulsars, supernova remnants, active
galactic nuclei, quasars, and radio galaxies. Receivers 102,
and 102, may, in response to the instructions from correlator
104, record and transmit the data sets, respectively corre-
sponding to the sources, to the correlator 104. As noted
above, each data set is time-stamped. Correlator 104 is
constructed to use the time-stamps to synchronize the
recorded data sets. In one embodiment, the receivers 102,
and 102; may record data from an additional source and
provide that time-stamped data set to correlator 104 for the
purpose of synchronizing the clocks on the receivers 102,
and 102, Correlator 104 is constructed to analyze the
recorded data sets to identify the same signal in each data
set. The difference in time between when the identified
signal is received at receivers 102, and 102; is used to
calculate a component of the distance between the receivers
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102, and 102, in the direction of the source, as explained
below and illustrated by FIGS. 3A-6B.

FIG. 3A shows the locations of two receivers 102, and
102, at points P, and P, on Earth, respectively. The distance
between receivers 102, and 102, is some unknown value R.
Receivers 102, and 102, may be steered such that their
respective antennas point toward the same source. In one
embodiment, this steering is done in response to instructions
received from correlator 104. In a preferred embodiment, the
sources are stellar objects located at a distance from the
Earth that is much larger than the diameter of the Earth. This
allows for the signals from the sources to be considered as
plane waves rather than spherical waves. However, it is also
possible to use sources located closer to Earth such that the
planar approximation is no longer valid. In that instance, the
signals would be treated as spherical waves emanating from
the source rather than plane waves. The distance at which the
planar approximation is no longer valid is dependent upon
the desired precision in the measurement of the distance
between the two receivers 102, and 102, as illustrated in
FIG. 3B.

In FIG. 3B, source S, is located a distance from P, along
the x-axis. A spherical wavefront signal 302 emanating from
source S, reaches P, first at the same time a planar wavefront
signal 304 travelling along the x-axis would arrive. How-
ever, the planar wavefront signal 304 would reach P, earlier
than the spherical wavefront 302. The spherical wavefront
302 would, in effect, lag behind the planar wavefront 304 by
a distance d,,,. Of course, this is only a mathematical
artifact as the spherical wavefront travels at the speed of
light and thus the planar wavefront would have to travel
faster than the speed of light to arrive at point P, before the
spherical wavefront. Only in a small region, close to the
x-axis where the planar wavefront 304 is tangent to the
spherical wavefront 302 is the planar wavefront approxima-
tion valid. In other words, the radius of curvature of the
spherical wavefront 302 must be sufficiently small that it
may be considered substantially zero over an arc length that
is the diameter of the Earth. Mathematically, the radius of
curvature will only be zero for a source that infinitely far
from the Earth. However, if the radius of curvature is
sufficiently small such that the time between when the planar
wavefront and when a spherical wavefront would arrive is
less than the accuracy with which the clocks at the receivers
are synchronized, then any error attributable to the approxi-
mation is insignificant. Signals emanating from sources that
are at distances of at least R¥A from the Earth may be
approximated with a planar wavefront, where R is the
separation between antennas (see FIG. 3A) and A is the
observing wavelength. In the microwave regime and for any
realistic antenna deployment on or near Earth, all objects
outside of our solar system meet this criterion. By using a
planar wavefront approximation, the step of calculating a
plane, perpendicular to the direction of the source, on which
one of the receivers must lie, is simplified, as explained
below.

Turning to FIG. 4A, receivers 102, and 102, are both
pointed towards source S,. Source S, is sufficiently far from
Earth that its signal may be considered a plane wavefront
rather than a spherical wavefront. In FIG. 4A, the signal
from source S, arrives at receiver 102,, located at position
P,, first. Then, a time t, later, the signal arrives at receiver
102, located at position P,. Since the signal travels at the
speed of light, the difference between the two arrival times
(the time difference of arrival) may be used to calculate the
distance d, between receivers 102, and 102, in the S,
direction ( $1). As shown in FIG. 4B, the time difference of
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arrival between receivers 102, and 102, informs that the
location of P, must be on a line 402 (a plane in three
dimensions) that is a distance d, away from P, in
the $i direction and which is perpendicular to the 3 direc-
tion. The distance to that plane (d,) can be calculated by
multiplying the time t, by the speed of light. In a case, where
the planar approximation is invalid, then the distance d,
(calculated as described above) would correspond to a
distance from P, to a closest position on a curved plane
whose shape depends on the distance to source S;. The
location of P,, and thus the distance between P, and P,,
however cannot be determined based on information from
source S, alone. Thus, receivers 102, and 102, move their
respective antennae 202 to a new source S,, as illustrated in
FIG. 5A.

In FIG. 5A, receivers 102, and 102, are positioned to
receive a signal from source S,. Like with source S,, source
S, is far enough away from the Earth that its signal may be
considered to have a planar wavefront. The signal from
source S, initially arrives at receiver 102,, located at posi-
tion P,, and subsequently arrives at receiver 102, a time t,
later. The signal from source S, travels at the speed of light,
and thus the distance between P, and a line 502 (a plane in
three dimensions) on which P, must lie, and which is
perpendicular to the $: direction can be calculated from the
time t,. FIG. 5B shows the location of lines 402 and 502.
The point at which these two lines intersect corresponds to
the location of point P,. While only two sources are neces-
sary to resolve the location of point P, in two dimensions, in
three dimensions a third source is necessary. In three dimen-
sions, the intersection of planes 402 and 502 define a line
rather than a point. Thus, with only two sources there would
remain an infinite number of positions on a line defined by
the intersection of planes 402 and 502 that would be a
satisfactory position for point P,. Receivers 102, and 102,
therefore turn towards a third source S, as illustrated in FIG.
6A.

FIG. 6A shows receivers 102, and 102, positioned to
receive a signal from source S;. Like with sources S, and S,
above, source S is sufficiently far from the Earth such that
the signal therefrom can be considered a plane wavetront.
The signal from S; arrives at P, and then a time t; later
arrives at P,. Like above, the time difference of arrival t;
may be used to calculate the distance d; to a plane 602 on
which the point P, must lie by multiplying the time t; by the
speed of light. FIG. 6B shows the three planes 402, 502, and
602, the intersection of which defines the location of P,. The
vector R from P, to P, can then be calculated from Equation
1 below:

R =d, §1+d2 £ +d35A3 Equation 1:

The precision with which the distance between P, and P,
can be determined is dependent upon several factors, includ-
ing: the effective area of the antenna (A_,), the coherent
integration time (CIT), and the bandwidth (Af) over which
the voltages are recorded, as set forth by Equation 2 below:

O 1po4=900(d_AP2CITV?) Equation 2:

The effective area of the antenna is the actual area of the
antenna multiplied by the efficiency of the antenna. The
coherent integration time is the time over which the signals
from the two antennas are coherently averaged. For
example, for a receiver 102, with a one meter antenna 202,
a bandwidth of 50 MHz and a CIT of 10 seconds, nanosec-
ond level precision can be achieved. Light travels at approxi-
mately 1 foot/nanosecond, thus the precision of the distance
measurements can be on the scale of feet. By using, in one
embodiment, cosmic sources available to all, it is possible to
determine the distance between two positions with a high
degree of accuracy. Moreover, as Equation 2 demonstrates,
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a large antenna is not necessarily required. A smaller antenna
may be used and the same level of precision achieved by
increasing the coherent integration time or the bandwidth
over which the voltages are recorded. Thus, a small antenna
that is easily affixed to a portable object (e.g., a car, boat, or
airplane) may be suitable.

As discussed above, correlator 104 relies upon the time-
stamped data sets to synchronize the data sets collected by
the receivers 102; and 102,. In practice, however, the internal
clocks of each receiver may not be aligned precisely. To
compensate for this effect and obtain a higher level of
precision, another source S, may be recorded to generate a
dataset that can be used to solve for the offset between the
clocks on the receivers 102, and 102,. The measured time
difference of arrival (TDOA) towards a single source S, is
given by Equation 3 below:

(IAx + mAy + nAz) N Equation 3

c

TDOA = Ar

In Equation 3, Ax, Ay, and Az are the components of the
vector R separating the two receivers 102, and 102, and 1,
m, and n are the components of a unit vector pointing
towards the sources, respectively. By using four sources,
with four unique sets of I, m, and n, the unknowns Ax, Ay,
Az, and At can be solved for simultaneously.

In one embodiment, multiple pairs of receivers 102 may
be used. Distances between each of the pairs can be deter-
mined by the techniques described above. With respect to
determining a time offset, a separate value of At can be
measured for each pair of receivers 102i and 102,.

While various example embodiments of the invention
have been described above, it should be understood that they
have been presented by way of example, and not limitation.
It is apparent to persons skilled in the relevant art(s) that
various changes in form and detail can be made therein.
Thus, the disclosure should not be limited by any of the
above described example embodiments, but should be
defined only in accordance with the following claims and
their equivalents.

In addition, it should be understood that the figures are
presented for example purposes only. The architecture of the
example embodiments presented herein is sufficiently flex-
ible and configurable, such that it may be utilized and
navigated in ways other than that shown in the accompa-
nying figures.

Further, the purpose of the Abstract is to enable the U.S.
Patent and Trademark Office and the public generally, and
especially the scientists, engineers and practitioners in the
art who are not familiar with patent or legal terms or
phraseology, to determine quickly from a cursory inspection
the nature and essence of the technical disclosure of the
application. The Abstract is not intended to be limiting as to
the scope of the example embodiments presented herein in
any way. It is also to be understood that the procedures
recited in the claims need not be performed in the order
presented.

What is claimed is:

1. A system for determining a distance between two
receivers, comprising:

a correlator;

a first receiver that includes:

a first antenna,

a first steering mechanism configured to steer the first
antenna in an azimuthal direction and an elevation
direction, and

a first processor configured to: (i) control the first
steering mechanism, (ii) receive first data recorded



US 10,585,179 B2

7

by the first antenna from a plurality of sources, (iii)
time-stamp the first data recorded by the first
antenna, and (iv) control the transmission of the
time-stamped first data to the correlator;

a second receiver that includes:

a second antenna,

a second steering mechanism configured to steer the
second antenna in an azimuthal direction and an
elevation direction, and

a second processor configured to: (i) control the second
steering mechanism, (ii) receive second data
recorded by the second antenna from the plurality of
sources, (iii) time-stamp the second data recorded by
the second antenna, and (iv) control the transmission
of the time-stamped second data to the correlator;

wherein the correlator is configured to receive the time-

stamped first recorded data and the time-stamped sec-
ond recorded data from the first receiver and the second
receiver, respectively, and calculate a distance between
the first receiver and the second receiver based on the
time-stamped first recorded data and the time-stamped
second recorded data.

2. A method of determining a distance between two
positions, comprising:

controlling a first receiver that includes a first antenna to

record a first data set from a first source, a second data

set from a second source, and a third data set from a

third source;

controlling a second receiver that includes a second

antenna to record a fourth data set from the first source,

a fifth data set from the second source, and a sixth data

set from the third source; and

calculating a distance between the first receiver and the

second receiver based on the first, second, third, fourth,

fifth, and sixth data sets.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the first data set is
stamped with a first time stamp, the second data set is
stamped with a second time stamp, the third data set is
stamped with a third time stamp, the fourth data set is
stamped with a fourth time stamp, the fifth data set is
stamped with a fifth time stamp, and the sixth data set is
stamped with a sixth time stamp.

4. The method of claim 3, further comprising:

synchronizing the first, second, third, fourth, fifth, and

sixth data sets using the first, second, third, fourth, fifth,
and sixth time stamps.

5. The method of claim 4, wherein the first, second, and
third time stamps are generated by a first clock included in
the first receiver, and the fourth, fifth, and sixth time stamps
are generated by a second clock included in the second
receiver.

6. The method of claim 4, wherein the synchronized first,
second, third, fourth, fifth, and sixth data sets are used in the
calculating step to calculate the distance between the first
receiver and the second receiver.

7. The method of claim 2, further comprising:

receiving a seventh data set corresponding to a fourth

source and an eighth data set corresponding to the

fourth source, wherein the seventh data set was
recorded by the first receiver and the eighth data set was
recorded by the second receiver.

8. The method of claim 7, further comprising:

synchronizing a first clock on the first receiver and a

second clock on the second receiver based on the

seventh data set and the eighth data set.

9. The method according to claim 8, wherein the first data
set is stamped with a first time stamp, the second data set is
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stamped with a second time stamp, the third data set is
stamped with a third time stamp, the fourth data set is
stamped with a fourth time stamp, the fifth data set is
stamped with a fifth time stamp, the sixth data set is stamped
with a sixth time stamp, the seventh data set is stamped with
a seventh time stamp, and the eighth data set is stamped with
an eighth time stamp,

wherein the first, second, third, and seventh time stamps

are generated by the first clock, and

wherein the fourth, fifth, sixth, and eighth time stamps are

generated by the second clock.

10. The method according to claim 9, further comprising:

adjusting one or more of the first, second, third, fourth,

fifth, and sixth time stamps based on the synchronized
first and second clocks, and

wherein the one or more of the adjusted first, second,

third, fourth, fifth, and sixth time stamps is used in the
calculating step to calculate the distance between the
first receiver and the second receiver.

11. The method of claim 2, wherein the first source, the
second source, and the third source are different stellar
objects.

12. An apparatus for determining a distance between two
receivers, comprising:

a computer configured to:

receive a first data set corresponding to a first source,
a second data set corresponding to a second source,
and a third data set corresponding to a third source,
wherein the first data set, the second data set, and the
third data set were recorded by a first receiver,
receive a fourth data set corresponding to the first
source, a fifth data set corresponding to the second
source, and a sixth data set corresponding to the third
source, wherein the fourth data set, the fifth data set,
and the sixth data set were recorded by a second
receiver, and
calculate a distance between the first receiver and the
second receiver based on the first, second, third,
fourth, fifth, and sixth data sets.

13. The apparatus according to claim 12, wherein the first
data set is stamped with a first time stamp, the second data
set is stamped with a second time stamp, the third data set
is stamped with a third time stamp, the fourth data set is
stamped with a fourth time stamp, the fifth data set is
stamped with a fifth time stamp, and the sixth data set is
stamped with a sixth time stamp.

14. The apparatus according to claim 13, wherein the
computer is further configured to synchronize the first,
second, third, fourth, fifth, and sixth data sets using the first,
second, third, fourth, fifth, and sixth time stamps.

15. The apparatus according to claim 14, wherein the first,
second, and third time stamps are generated by a first clock
included in the first receiver, and the fourth, fifth, and sixth
time stamps are generated by a second clock included in the
second receiver.

16. The apparatus according to claim 14, wherein the
computer is further configured to use the synchronized first,
second, third, fourth, fifth and sixth data sets in the calcu-
lation of the distance between the first receiver and the
second receiver.

17. The apparatus according to claim 12, wherein the
computer is further configured to:

receive a seventh data set corresponding to a fourth source

and an eighth data set corresponding to the fourth
source, wherein the seventh data set was recorded by
the first receiver and the eighth data set was recorded by
the second receiver.



US 10,585,179 B2

9

18. The apparatus according to claim 17, wherein the
computer is further configured to synchronize a first clock
on the first receiver and a second clock on the second
receiver based on the seventh data set and the eighth data set.

19. The apparatus according to claim 18, wherein the first
data set is stamped with a first time stamp, the second data
set is stamped with a second time stamp, the third data set
is stamped with a third time stamp, the fourth data set is
stamped with a fourth time stamp, the fifth data set is
stamped with a fifth time stamp, the sixth data set is stamped
with a sixth time stamp, the seventh data set is stamped with
a seventh time stamp, and the eighth data set is stamped with
an eighth time stamp,

wherein the first, second, third, and seventh time stamps

are generated by the first clock,

wherein the fourth, fifth, sixth, and eighth time stamps are

generated by the second clock

wherein the computer is further configured to adjust one

or more of the first, second, third, fourth, fifth, and sixth
time stamps based on the synchronized first and second
clocks, and

wherein the computer is further configured to use one or

more of the adjusted first, second, third, fourth, fifth,
and sixth time stamps in the calculation of the distance
between the first receiver and the second receiver.

20. The apparatus of claim 12, wherein the first source, the
second source, and the third source are different stellar
objects.
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