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1
APPARATUS FOR CONTROLLING LOW
POWER VOLTAGES IN SPACE BASED
PROCESSING SYSTEMS

This application claims priority to Provisional Applica-
tion No. 61/790,944, entitled “SPACECUBE 2.0 SYS-
TEM.” filed Mar. 15, 2013. The content of this application
is hereby incorporated by reference.

The invention described herein was made by an employee
of the United States Government and may be manufactured
and used by or for the Government of the United States of
America for governmental purposes without the payment of
any royalties thereon or therefor.

FIELD

The aspects of the present disclosure relate generally to
space-based processing systems, and in particular, to low
power voltage control circuits.

BACKGROUND

Many space-based science missions require “next genera-
tion” on-board processing capabilities to meet the specified
goals of each mission. These missions use advanced instru-
mentation systems, such as laser altimeter, radar, lidar, and
hyper-spectral instruments, which all require advanced on-
board processing capabilities to facilitate the timely conver-
sion of earth science data into earth science information.
Currently available processing systems do not have the
processing power required by these advanced information
systems. Both an “order of magnitude” increase in process-
ing power and the ability to “reconfigure on the fly” are
required to implement algorithms that detect and react to
events, to produce data products on-board for applications
such as direct downlink, quick look, and “first responder”
real-time awareness, to enable “sensor web” multi-platform
collaboration, and to perform on-board “lossless” data
reduction by migrating typical ground-based processing
functions on-board, thereby reducing on-board storage and
downlink requirements.

The SpaceCube™ is a Field Programmable Gate Array
(FPGA) based on-board science data processing system
developed at the NASA Goddard Space Flight Center
(GSFC). The goal of the SpaceCube™ program is to provide
one to two orders of magnitude improvements in on-board
computing power while lowering relative power consump-
tion and cost. The SpaceCube™ design strategy incorporates
commercial radiation-tolerant FPGA technology and
couples it with an upset mitigation software architecture to
provide “order of magnitude” improvements in computing
power over traditional radiation-hardened flight systems.

“On-the-fly” reconfiguration is a term describing the need
to change computer programs and/or FPGA configuration
and programming data after the board is manufactured or
while in space. Typical FPGA based processing systems put
much of the configuration and programming data in read
only memory which can be programmed or burned only
once when the processing system is manufactured, thereby
limiting the amount of programming and configuration that
may be modified later while the system is in use. Flash
memory is a type of reprogrammable non-volatile memory
device that offers some of the data retention advantages of
read only memory (ROM) or programmable read only
memory (PROM) while also having the ability to be repro-
grammed. A flash memory device or “flash” is an electronic
non-volatile computer memory device that can be electri-
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cally erased and reprogrammed. Flash memory is usually
referred to by the type of logic gates used to implement the
storage elements which are typically NAND or NOR gates.
For example, NAND Flash is a flash memory device using
NAND gates to store data. Flash memory provides a number
of advantageous properties, such as operating on very low
power. However, flash memory devices are not without their
disadvantages. For example, flash memory devices may be
influenced by exposure to radiation present in space flight.
Prolonged exposure to radiation can reduce the overall
lifespan of the devices and exposure to radiation can also
result in single event latchup (SEL) causing the flash devices
to draw excessive amounts of current, which, if left
unchecked, can damage the devices or drain power from
other systems.

Accordingly, it would be desirable to provide low power
switching circuitry suitable for space-based flight and mis-
sions that addresses at least some of the problems identified
above.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION

As described herein, the exemplary embodiments over-
come one or more of the above or other disadvantages
known in the art.

One aspect of the disclosed embodiments relates to a low
power voltage control circuit for use in space missions. In
one embodiment, the circuit includes a switching device
coupled between an input voltage and an output voltage. The
switching device includes a control input coupled to an
enable signal, wherein the control input is configured to
selectively turn the output voltage on or off based at least in
part on the enable signal. A current monitoring circuit is
coupled to the output voltage and configured to produce a
trip signal, wherein the trip signal is active when a load
current flowing through the switching device is determined
to exceed a predetermined threshold and is inactive other-
wise. The power voltage control circuit is constructed of
space qualified components.

Another aspect of the disclosed embodiments relates to a
low power voltage control system for use in space based
processing systems. In one embodiment, the system includes
a switching device configured to receive an input voltage
and produce an output voltage. The switching device
includes an enable input, wherein the switching device is on
when the enable input is active and off otherwise. A current
monitoring circuit is coupled to the output voltage and
configured to produce a trip signal wherein the trip signal is
active when a load current flowing through the switching
device is above a predetermined threshold and inactive when
the current is below the predetermined threshold. A moni-
toring device is coupled to the trip signal and to the enable
input wherein the monitoring device is adapted to monitor
the trip signal and turn the switching device off when the
load current exceeds a predetermined threshold.

These and other aspects and advantages of the exemplary
embodiments will become apparent from the following
detailed description considered in conjunction with the
accompanying drawings. It is to be understood, however,
that the drawings are designed solely for purposes of illus-
tration and not as a definition of the limits of the invention,
for which reference should be made to the appended claims.
Additional aspects and advantages of the invention will be
set forth in the description that follows, and in part will be
obvious from the description, or may be learned by practice
of the invention. Moreover, the aspects and advantages of
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the invention may be realized and obtained by means of the
instrumentalities and combinations particularly pointed out
in the appended claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

In the drawings:

FIG. 1 illustrates a block diagram of a space qualified
processing system incorporating aspects of the present dis-
closure.

FIG. 2 illustrates a block diagram of a low power voltage
control circuit incorporating aspects of the present disclo-
sure.

FIG. 3 illustrates a schematic diagram of one embodiment
of'a low power voltage control circuit incorporating aspects
of the disclosed embodiments.

FIG. 4 illustrates the effects of temperature on trip current
in low power voltage control circuits incorporating aspects
of the present disclosure.

FIG. 5 illustrates a schematic diagram of a temperature
compensated low power voltage control circuit incorporat-
ing aspects of the disclosed embodiments.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

FIG. 1 illustrates a card level architectural block diagram
of a processing system generally indicated by numeral 100
designed for use in space missions. The processing system
100 is designed around a processor card 108 which is based
on newly developed FPGA technology and is configured to
provide advanced parallel processing capabilities as well as
software mitigation. The processor board 108 is designed to
provide one to two orders of magnitude improvements in
on-board computing power while lowering relative power
consumption and cost as compared to currently available
space based processors. The processor card 108 includes a
number of flash memory devices which may be electrically
reprogrammed while in the system to provide on the fly
reconfiguration capabilities required by space missions. The
processor card 108 is supported by a power card 106, an
optional memory card 110, and an optional mission unique
input/output (/O) card 112. To tie the power, processor,
memory and I/O cards or boards 106, 108, 110, 112 together,
a backplane 114 is included that provides a compact periph-
eral component interface (cPCI) bus as well gigabit Ethernet
and SpaceWire networks.

The power card 106 provides a few widely used voltages
that are consumed by the other cards 108, 110, 112 in the
system. Voltages from the power card 106 are distributed to
each of the other cards, where the voltages may be used
directly or conditioned further by point of load (POL) power
conditioning modules, which are physically located close to
each load. The memory card 110 provides non-volatile data
storage, which may be used to store mission data, such as
instrument images, etc. Each space mission may include its
own unique experiments and scientific instruments, which
often have unique interface or input-output (I/O) require-
ments.

One or more mission unique /O cards 112 can be
included in the processing system to support the interface
requirements of the experiments and instruments included in
that mission. The mission unique 1/O cards interface directly
to the experiments and instruments through external inter-
faces 104, while the processor card 108 has a separate set of
interfaces for standard data and analog I/O 102. In certain
embodiments, it is desirable to allocate functions to physical
boards differently than is shown in the processing system
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100 of FIG. 1. For example, an engineering prototype may
be created with all functionality on a single board.

Space missions typically have a finite amount of power
available for use by the on-board systems and each subsys-
tem needs to meet strict power budget requirements. It is,
therefore, desirable to include means for selectively dis-
abling power to components, such as, for example, flash
memory devices, when they are not in use. Flash memory is
susceptible to SEL, and therefore, needs to have protection
circuitry that can monitor current and shut off the input
voltage when an overcurrent condition is detected. Flash
memory can be protected from the effects of radiation found
in space by powering them down when not in use. It has also
been found that flash memory devices last longer in a space
environment when unpowered. Thus, flash memory is one
example of a good candidate for selective power control.
Analog and Ethernet circuits can also benefit from voltage
switching because voltage switching adds flexibility for the
user to allow switching off unneeded services.

FIG. 2 illustrates a block diagram of a power control
circuit 200 which may be used as a low power voltage
switch to control power to a small electronic device such as
the flash memory modules on the processor card 108
described above. Turning off power to the flash memory,
when it is not in use reduces overall power consumption of
the processing system 100; protects against high current
events, and single event upsets; and extends the overall life
of the system in space. The power control circuit 200
receives an input power Vin and provides an output voltage
Vout to a load 202, which may be any low power electronic
device, such as a NAND Flash memory module. A power
switching device 204, such as a metal oxide semiconductor
field effect transistor (MOSFET), is coupled between the
input voltage Vin and the output voltage Vout, and is used to
selectively apply the input voltage Vin to the load 202. An
Enable signal 206 is applied to the switching device 204 to
turn the output voltage Vout on or off. By connecting the
enable signal 206 to a monitoring device 212, which may
include a computing device or other logic device, such as
one of the FPGA devices on the processor card 108
described above with reference to FIG. 1, the output voltage
Vout can be intelligently controlled, i.e., turned on or off,
such that power consumption is minimized and the load 202
is protected from damage by high currents. It has been
observed in laboratory experiments that radiation effects can
create high current modes in flash memory devices, which,
if left unchecked, can cause damage or failure of the flash
memory. It is, therefore, advantageous to include current
sensing circuitry 208 in the power control circuit 200. A
power switching device 204, such as a MOSFET, has a
small, but finite, on resistance Rds(on) when an enable
signal 206 is applied to the device with sufficient voltage to
drive the device into saturation. When the voltage of the
enable signal 206 is sufficiently reduced, i.e., the enable
signal 206 is deactivated, the power switching device 204
has a very high, and practically infinite, resistance and the
device 204 is turned off. For example, typical MOSFETs of
the size appropriate for the power control circuit 200 have a
drain-to-source resistance in their ON state, Rds(on), of
about 1.4 to 1.6 ohms. As current drawn by the load 202
increases, the output voltage Vout will drop slightly due to
the ON resistance of the power switch 204. A current sense
circuit 208 can be configured to sense this drop in the output
voltage Vout and provide a trip signal 210 to indicate an
overcurrent condition, such as when the current flowing
through the switching device 204 exceeds a predetermined
threshold amperage.
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In certain embodiments, it is desirable to have the moni-
toring device 212 include a logic circuit or other processing
device to monitor the trip signal 210 and to turn the output
voltage Vout off by deactivating the enable signal 206, when
the trip signal indicates an undesirable overcurrent condi-
tion. The monitoring device 212 can be a general purpose
processing system including a memory and a processor and
appropriate input and output signals, where the memory
includes computer executable instructions defining a com-
puter program or method for monitoring the trip signal 210
and operating the enable signal 206 such that the load 202
is protected against damage from excessive current. Alter-
natively, the monitoring device 212 may be a logic device,
such as, for example, a FPGA or other suitable logic
circuitry, configured to operate the enable signal 206 is a
desired function based at least in part on the trip signal 210.
The processing device 212 can implement filters or other
logic on the trip signal 210 to eliminate any short duration
current spikes, such as an in-rush current spike occurring
when the output voltage Vout is turned on. It may also be
desirable in some embodiments to configure the monitoring
device 212 to account for the trip signal being in an active
state when the switching device 204 is in its OFF state.

FIG. 3 illustrates a schematic diagram of one embodiment
of'a low power voltage control circuit generally indicated by
numeral 300. The low power voltage control circuit 300 is
appropriate for controlling power required by NAND flash
memory modules or similar low power electronic devices.
The load, which in certain embodiments is a flash memory
module, is represented by a resistance Rload. Typical NAND
flash memory modules use a supply voltage between about
2.7 volts DC (V) and 3.3V and consume less than about a
watt of power. The voltage control circuit 300 includes a
current monitoring circuit that actively monitors current
flowing through a power switching device M1 and produces
a trip signal 302 when the current exceeds a predetermined
threshold value. Use in space base systems requires that the
voltage control circuit 300 be small in size, have small
power consumption, and use parts that have been approved
for space flight. The power control circuit 300 is designed to
use external logic or processing device (not shown) to
monitor the over current indication or trip signal 302 and
produce an enable signal 304, which will selectively turn the
power switching device M1 on or off. In certain embodi-
ments, an FPGA is used to monitor the trip signal 302 and
produce the enable signal 304. Alternatively, any suitable
logic device or computing system may be advantageously
employed. The power control circuit 300 features a low
power voltage switch M1 that provides good voltage regu-
lation for loads with low current requirements. The power
control circuit 300 includes overcurrent detection, is con-
structed from space qualified parts, and uses very small
board real-estate, for example, less than 0.040 square inches.

In one embodiment, the control circuit 300 uses a p-chan-
nel MOSFET M1 with low drain to source on resistance
R 550 to switch the load voltage Vload ON and OFF. When
the load current is low, such as about 40 milliamps (mA), the
load voltage Vload will be close to the input voltage Vin.
External logic is used to provide an active low enable signal
304 so that when the enable signal 304 is low the MOSFET
M1 is ON. A pull up resistor R4 is coupled between the gate
and source of the MOSFET M1 to ensure the MOSFET M1
is OFF when power is applied to the circuit. Once the enable
signal 304 is activated current flows through the MOSFET
M1 into the load which is represented by a resistance Rload.
While in the ON state the MOSFET on resistance Ry,
provides a small voltage drop across the MOSFET M1. A
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voltage divider network is create by a pair of series con-
nected resistors R1 and R2 such that a current sensing signal
is create at a central node 306 between the two resistors R1
and R2. This current sensing signal is applied to the base of
an N-P-N bipolar junction transistor (BJT) Q1 which has its
collector connected through a pull-up resistor R3 to the input
voltage Vin and its emitter connected to ground such that a
trip signal 302 is created at the collector terminal of the
transistor Q1. When the current flowing through the MOS-
FET M1 is below a predetermined threshold current, the
current sensing signal 306 will have a voltage greater than
or equal to the turn on voltage of transistor Q1 thus pulling
the trip signal low. As the current through the MOSFET M1,
increases the voltage of the load Vload, and in turn, the
voltage of the current sensing signal 306, will fall. The value
of resistors R1 and R2 are chosen such that when the current
through the MOSFET M1 exceeds a desired threshold value
the voltage of the current sensing signal 306 will fall below
the turn on voltage of the transistor Q1 causing the transistor
Q1 to turn off thereby allowing the pull-up resistor R3 to
raise the trip signal to the input voltage Vin. The trip signal
302 is an active high signal so when trip signal 302 is to
equal the input voltage Vin the trip signal 302 is active
indicating the current through the load Rload is at or above
the predetermined threshold value. An external logic circuit
(not shown) can be used to monitor the trip signal 302 and
deactivate the enable signal 304 to shut of the voltage
switching device M1 to turn the load voltage Vload OFF.

In certain applications, such as when flash memory mod-
ules are being protected from overcurrent conditions, the trip
current threshold at which the trip signal 302 is activated
does not need to be highly accurate because the purpose is
just protection from SEL or other high current conditions.
This allows the trip signal 302 to be produced by a circuit
having only a few components thus yielding a circuit with
small size and low power consumption.

Analysis of the trip current circuit may be simplified by

noting that the transistor Q1 has a high current gain resulting
in a collector current that is much greater than the base
current so it can be assumed that the base current is zero.
With this simplification the load voltage Vload is regulated
according to the following equation (1):
m,
where Vload is the voltage across the load Rload, Vcec is the
input voltage Vin of the power control circuit 300, and
R 550y 18 the drain to source resistance of the MOSFET M1
while the MOSFET M1 is in the ON state. The base-to-
emitter voltage V. seen at the base of transistor Q1 can be
calculated from the following equation (2):

Vieaa=Vee1, loadXRDS(ON)

Ry
R +R>’

@

VBE = Vipad X

The point where the transistor Q1 turns off, which is also the
point at which the trip signal 302 goes active, is when the
base-to-emitter voltage V. of the transistor Q1 is equal to
the turn on voltage V 5, of the transistor Q1. Thus it can
be shown that the ratio of the voltage divider resistors R1
and R2 follow the relationships show below in equation (3):

R

Ry~ Vigow

Viip L= Vee = Irvip X Rpson) L 3)

VBE©ON)
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where V;,,, is the voltage of the current sensing signal 306
and I, is the desired threshold current at which the trip
signal 302 should go active. In certain embodiments, the
current sensing signal 302 voltage and the turn on voltage
V35m of the transistor Q1 operate within about 100 mil-
livolts of each other, thus it is important to use low tolerance,
for example, less that about 5%, components for the resistors
R1 and R2.

The power control circuit 300 was tested by building the
circuit using a flash memory module in place of the load
resistance Rload. The NAND flash module used required a
supply voltage of about 2.7 to 3.6V with a nominal current
draw of about 40 mA. When exposed to radiation, NAND
flash modules of the type used in space missions can exhibit
SEL causing excessive current draw which over time can
damage the memory module. To protect against the high
currents caused by SEL, the trip current threshold was set to
about 150 to 200 mA. The trip current is the amount of load
current at which the trip signal 302 switches form the
inactive to the active state. The MOSFET M1 used has an
ON state drain-to-source resistance R, of about 1.6
ohms yielding a nominal load voltage Vload of 3.24 Volts
which is well within the specified supply voltage range of
the flash module. The voltage divider resistors R1, R2 were
set to R1=3.6KQ and R2=1KQ which gives a nominal trip
current of 194 mA. The current sense signal 306, which is
also the base voltage of the transistor Q1, becomes:
Vpz=3.24%[1K/(1K+3.6K)[]=0.704V, which is above a
nominal Vg oy, of the transistor Q1 which is typically
about 0.65V. With the transistor Q1 ON, the trip signal 302
will be pulled low to about the collector to emitter saturation
voltage V g5 Which for the components used is about
0.2V. Power consumption of the circuit 300 is less than 10
milliwatts (not including the power consumed by the load
Rload) when the MOSFET M1 is ON and is effectively zero
in the OFF state.

Most semiconductor devices, such as the transistors M1
and Q1, used in the power control circuit 300 have proper-
ties that vary with temperature. These variations can lead to
undesirable changes in the trip current threshold over the
operating temperature range, such as for example the mili-
tary temperature range of =55 to 125 degrees centigrade (C).
The turn ON voltage V5, of the transistor Q1 is inversely
proportional to temperature so as temperature increases the
voltage needed to turn on the transistor decreases. The
change in turn on voltage V5., Over temperature is fairly
linear and can be approximated as -2 mV per degree
centigrade. The load voltage will also decrease with rising
temperature since the ON resistance R,y of the MOSFET
M1 increases with rising temperature. The ON resistance
Rpseon and the turn on voltage Vg, both move in the
same direction with temperature, however they change at
different rates and the effect of the turn on voltage V.,
is more significant than the effect of the ON resistance
Ryysomy- These differences result in a lower trip current
threshold at lower temperatures and a higher trip current
threshold at higher temperatures. The temperature effects on
the load voltage are shown by equation (4):

mV 4
Vioad(T) = Vee = Iload(RDS(ON) - 5?(T - Tx))a

where T, is a nominal temperature at which the circuit is
designed such as for example about 25° C. and T is the
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current temperature of the circuit. The effect on the transistor
Q1 turn on voltage is shown by equation (5):

mV (5)
Veron(T) = Varon — 2?(T =T.

Setting equation (4) equal to equation (5) yields equation (6)
showing the relationship of trip current threshold to tem-
perature I, (T):

Vee - ( ©

1;-21?2 )(VBE(ON) - Zm?V(T - Tx))

Irip(T) = "\
Rpsiow) +5 ?(T -T)

In order to fully compensate for the temperature effects on
the trip current, in one embodiment, additional circuit ele-
ments would need to be added to the power control circuit
300 such that the change in the trip current threshold with
temperature is zero. This would require many additional
components and would use significant additional board
space. However, acceptable results can be achieved by
adding a simple thermistor to the circuit. Since the ON
resistance and the turn on voltage are relatively linear, a
thermistor with a linear temperature response can be used to
achieve acceptable temperature stabilization. Placing a posi-
tive temperature coefficient (PTC) thermistor in place of or
in series with the upper resistor R1 in the resistor divider
network of FIG. 3 an yield a circuit where the trip current
threshold changes only moderately over the entire military
temperature range of -55° C. to 125° C.

FIG. 4 illustrates a graph 400 showing the effects of
temperature on trip current for a few different arrangements
of thermistors. The vertical axis shows the trip current in
amps and the horizontal axis shows degrees centigrade over
the military temperature range of -55° C. to 125° C. For
reference, the line or curve 402 shows a plot of trip current
for the power control circuit 300 where R1=3.6KQ and
R2=1KQ without the addition of any temperature compen-
sation. The circuit is designed to provide a nominal trip
current of about 194 mA at a nominal design temperature of
room temperature which is about 25° C. Without tempera-
ture compensation the trip current changes as temperature
changes at a rate of about 5 mA/° C. This circuit would be
acceptable for only a small temperature range.

The line or curve 404 illustrates the trip current of the
power control circuit 300 when a thermistor commonly used
by the automotive industry is used for temperature compen-
sation. In this configuration, R1 of FIG. 3 was replaced by
an automotive industry thermistor having a resistance of
1KQ at 25° C. and R2 was set to 275Q2. The curve 404 shows
a significant improvement in stability of the trip current,
which varies from a high of about 350 mA at -55° C. to
about 190 mA when the circuit temperature climbs to about
55° C. The rate of change of the thermistor resistance as
temperature changes works well to balance the circuit with-
out the need for a fixed resistor R1.

Line or curve 406 illustrates the trip current of the power
control circuit 300 when a space qualified thermistor is used
for temperature compensation. In the circuit used for graph
400, a thermistor was placed in series with R1 between R1
and the current sensing signal 306. The thermistor used has
a resistance of 1KQ at 25° C., R1 was set to 1KQ, and R2
was set to 550Q. Although this circuit requires the use of
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both a thermistor and a fixed resistor R1, this circuit pro-
vides a flatter temperature response at the cooler end of the
military temperature range.

FIG. 5 illustrates an embodiment of a low power voltage
control circuit 500 that includes a temperature compensated
trip signal Vitrip as well as additional circuitry to ensure the
power switching device Q104 is fully turned on when the
enable signal V_,, is activated by a low power logic circuit,
such as, for example, a radiation tolerant FPGA device or
other appropriate logic or computing device. The voltage
control circuit 500 uses a MOSFET for the semiconductor
switching device Q104 coupled between an input voltage
Vin and the output voltage Vout. The semiconductor switch-
ing device Q104 will selectively turn the output voltage Vout
on or off when the switching device Q104 is in a conducting
or non-conducting state as controlled by the enable signal
Ven being activated or deactivated respectively.

In the embodiment shown in FIG. 5, the semiconductor
switching device or switch Q104 is a P-channel MOSFET
with its source coupled to the input voltage Vin and its drain
coupled to the output voltage Vout. Alternatively, any suit-
able semiconductor switching device may be advanta-
geously employed including other types of field effect
transistors or bipolar junction transistors. The control input
504 of the semiconductor switching device Q104, which is
the gate of the p-channel MOSFET, is used to turn the output
voltage Vout on by driving the semiconductor switching
device Q104 into saturation or fully conducting mode and to
turn the output voltage Vout off by placing the semiconduc-
tor switching device Q104 in its non-conducting mode. The
control input 504 or gate of semiconductor switching device
Q104 is tied through a resistor R102 to a negative voltage
V, and a zener diode Z102 is coupled between the gate and
source of the semiconductor switching device Q104 to limit
the gate to source voltage applied to the semiconductor
switching device Q104. The use of the negative voltage V,,
ensures saturation or full turn on of the semiconductor
switching device Q104 when using relatively small input
voltages Vin, such as, for example, about 3.3V, as is appro-
priate for driving a NAND flash memory device.

To operate the semiconductor switching device Q104, an
enable signal Ven is received by a resistor divider network
including a series connected pair of resistors R104 and
R106. In the illustrated embodiment, the value of R106 is
made much greater than the value of R104 so that R104
handles the turn-on condition. The central node 506 between
resistor R104 and R106 is connected to the control input of
a semiconductor switching device Q106, which in the illus-
trated embodiment is a p-n-p bipolar junction transistor with
its collector and emitter connected between the gate and
source of the semiconductor switching device Q104 and in
parallel with both the resistor R108 and the zener diode
7102. The enable signal Ven is an active high signal mean-
ing that when the enable signal Ven is dropped to a low
voltage, such as circuit ground 508 potential, when the
semiconductor switching device Q104 is turned off. When
the enable signal Ven is raised to the input voltage Vin, the
semiconductor switching device Q104 is turned on.

The low power voltage control circuit 500 includes active
current monitoring and produces an over current trip signal
Vtrip to indicate when the current flowing through the
semiconductor switching device Q104 exceeds a predeter-
mined threshold amperage. Current monitoring is accom-
plished using a voltage divider or resistor divider network
formed by series connected resistive devices R112, T102,
and R114, where a resistor R112 and a thermistor T102 form
an upper leg 508 of the voltage divider network and a single
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resistor R114 forms a lower leg 510 of the voltage divider
network. Alternatively, other arrangements of resistors and
thermistors may be advantageously used in the upper leg
508 and lower leg 510 to produce a desired current sensing
signal. A current sensing signal 502, which is proportional to
the current flowing through the semiconductor switching
device Q104, is produced at a central node 502 formed
between the thermistor T102 and the resistor R114. The
current sensing signal 502 is applied to the control input of
a current sensing switch Q102, which in the embodiment
shown is a MOSFET. Alternatively, the current sensing
switch Q102 may be any suitable switching device such as
a BJT or FET.

In one embodiment, the drain of the current sensing
switch Q102 is connected through a pull-up resistor R110 to
the input voltage Vin and the source of the current sensing
switch Q102 is connected to circuit common 508, which in
certain embodiments may also be circuit ground. In opera-
tion there will be a small voltage drop across the semicon-
ductor switching device Q104 due to the on resistance
Rp55¢0my Of the device. The resistor divider network formed
by resistance devices R112, T102, R114 is designed to
provide a current sensing signal 502 voltage that is above the
gate to source turn-on voltage of the current sensing switch
Q102, when the load current is within a desired normal
range, causing the current sensing switch Q102 to be in its
fully conducting or on state, resulting in a low or inactive
trip signal Vtrip. When current drawn by the load increases,
the output voltage Vout will drop, resulting in a voltage drop
of the current sensing signal 502. In certain embodiments, it
is advantageous to add a resistor between the drain of the
current sensing switch Q102 and the load Vout. This is
useful in circuits requiring a larger drain to source resistance
R ps(omy» Such as when the load is an analog circuit requiring
an input voltage of about 12 volts. Once the load current
reaches or exceeds a predetermined threshold amperage, the
current sensing signal 502 voltage will drop below the turn
on voltage of current sensing switch Q102 causing the
current sensing switch Q102 to turn off and the trip signal
Virip will be pulled up to the input voltage Vin by the
pull-up resistor R110 providing a high or active trip signal
Vitrip. A logic or computing device (not shown) may be
connected to the trip signal and be programmed or config-
ured to turn off the enable signal Ven when the trip signal
Virip goes active. In certain embodiments, it is desirable to
include further programming or logic to filter the trip signal
Virip to avoid turning the output voltage Vout off during
transient high current conditions, such as inrush currents
occurring during initial turn on. Additional programming or
logic may also be desirable to account for the trip signal
Vitrip being in the high or active state while the semicon-
ductor switching device Q104 is turned off.

Thus, while there have been shown, described and pointed
out, fundamental novel features of the invention as applied
to the exemplary embodiments thereof, it will be understood
that various omissions and substitutions and changes in the
form and details of devices and methods illustrated, and in
their operation, may be made by those skilled in the art
without departing from the spirit and scope of the invention.
Moreover, it is expressly intended that all combinations of
those elements, which perform substantially the same func-
tion in substantially the same way to achieve the same result,
are within the scope of the invention. Moreover, it should be
recognized that structures and/or elements shown and/or
described in connection with any disclosed form or embodi-
ment of the invention may be incorporated in any other
disclosed or described or suggested form or embodiment as
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a general matter of design choice. It is the intention, there-
fore, to be limited only as indicated by the scope of the
claims appended hereto.

What is claimed is:

1. A low power voltage control circuit for use in space
missions to provide increased computing power, thermal
stability, and reconfigurability with low power operating
requirements, the low power voltage control circuit com-
prising:

a switching device coupled between an input voltage and
an output voltage and comprising a control input
coupled to an enable signal, wherein the control input
is configured to selectively turn the output voltage on or
off based at least in part on the enable signal; and

a current monitoring circuit coupled to the output voltage
and configured to produce a trip signal, wherein the trip
signal is active, when a load current flowing through
the switching device is determined to exceed a prede-
termined threshold and is inactive otherwise,

wherein the low power voltage control circuit comprises
space qualified components, including at least one
space tolerant FPGA device, providing increased the
computing power, the thermal stability, and the recon-
figurability.

2. The low power voltage control circuit of claim 1,
wherein the switching device comprises a p-channel MOS-
FET, wherein the MOSFET comprises a gate, a source, and
a drain, and

wherein the source is coupled to the input voltage, the
drain is coupled to the output voltage, and the gate of
the MOSFET is coupled to the enable signal.

3. The low power voltage control circuit of claim 2,
wherein the gate is set to the input voltage when the output
voltage is off, and the gate is set to a negative voltage, when
the output voltage is on.

4. The low power voltage control circuit of claim 1,
wherein the current monitoring circuit comprises a voltage
divider circuit having an upper leg coupled to the output
voltage and a lower leg coupled to ground wherein a central
node produces a monitoring voltage proportional to the load
current.

5. The low power voltage control circuit of claim 1,
wherein the voltage divider circuit comprises at least one
thermistor configured to maintain the predetermined thresh-
old at a generally constant value over an operating tempera-
ture range of the circuit.

6. The low power voltage control circuit of claim 5,
wherein the current monitoring circuit comprises a MOS-
FET with a gate of the MOSFET coupled to the monitoring
voltage and a source of the MOSFET coupled to the trip
signal.

7. The low power voltage control circuit of claim 5,
wherein the current monitoring circuit comprises a BJT with
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a base of the BJT coupled to the monitoring voltage and a
collector of the BJT coupled to the trip signal.

8. A low power voltage control system for use in space
missions to provide increased computing power, thermal
stability, and reconfigurability with low power operating
requirements, the low power voltage control system com-
prising:

a switching device configured to receive an input voltage
and produce an output voltage and comprising an
enable input, wherein the switching device is on when
the enable input is active and off otherwise;

a current monitoring circuit coupled to the output voltage
and configured to produce a trip signal wherein the trip
signal is active when a load current flowing through the
switching device is above a predetermined threshold
and inactive when the current is below the predeter-
mined threshold; and

a monitoring device coupled to the trip signal and to the
enable input, wherein the monitoring device monitors
the trip signal and turns the switching device off when
the load current exceeds a predetermined threshold,

wherein the low power voltage control circuit provides
increased the computing power, the thermal stability,
and the reconfigurability.

9. The low power voltage control system of claim 8,
wherein the monitoring device filters the trip signal to
eliminate transient over current conditions.

10. The low power voltage control system of claim 8,
wherein the monitoring device comprises a space tolerant
FPGA device.

11. The low power voltage control system of claim 8,
wherein the switching device comprises a p-channel MOS-
FET,

wherein the MOSFET comprises a gate, a source, and a
drain, and

wherein the source is coupled to the input voltage, the
drain is coupled to the output voltage, and the gate of
the MOSFET is coupled to the enable signal.

12. The low power voltage control device of claim 8,
wherein the current monitoring circuit comprises a voltage
divider network having an upper leg coupled to the output
voltage, a lower leg coupled to circuit ground, and a central
node producing a voltage proportional to the load current.

13. The low power voltage control system of claim 12,
wherein the upper leg comprises a thermistor configured to
maintain the predetermined threshold at a generally constant
value over an operating temperature range of the system.

#* #* #* #* #*
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