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(54) Method and system for ground station signal handover for aircraft

(57) A method and system for ground station signal
handoff for an aircraft. The method comprises receiving
signal quality data and position data from each of a plu-
rality of ground stations as a signal from each of the
ground stations becomes detectable onboard the air-
craft, while the aircraft is in communication with an active
ground station. A position of the aircraft is determined
each time a signal quality from one of the ground stations
reaches a predetermined threshold indicating that the
signal quality is suitable for handoff. A set of ground sta-
tions potentially suitable for handoff is identified based
on their signal quality data when an insufficient signal
quality of the active ground station is detected. The set
of potentially suitable ground stations is evaluated based
on their position and signal quality, and a trajectory or
speed vector of the aircraft, to determine an optimal
ground station for handoff. A handoff request is then
transmitted to the optimal ground station.
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Description

BACKGROUND

[0001] The Aeronautical Telecommunications Net-
work (ATN) is being progressively established around
the world to provide for air-ground digital data communi-
cations. The ATN is dedicated to information exchange
between aircraft and ground stations for activities such
as Air Traffic Control (ATC), and Aeronautical Operation-
al Communication (AOC). The ATN includes air-ground
telecommunications facilities installed onboard aircraft,
and ground stations equipped with air-ground telecom-
munications facilities. These air-ground telecommunica-
tions facilities providing a link between aircraft and
ground stations constitute a subnetwork.
[0002] One such subnetwork is the Very High Frequen-
cy (VHF) Digital Link Mode 2 (VDLM2) subnetwork. In
the near future, usage of the VDLM2 subnetwork will in-
crease as VDLM2 was selected as the primary subnet-
work for Controller Pilot Data Link Communications (CP-
DLC) in both the European Union and the United States.
In addition, the VDLM2 subnetwork is being deployed in
the Asia Pacific region. In order to meet the oncoming
higher demand, new VDLM2 ground stations are being
constructed by network operators such as Aeronautical
Radio, Inc. (ARINC) and Société International de Tele-
communications Aéronautiques (SITA). The need for op-
timal usage of the dense network of VDLM2 ground sta-
tions will grow dramatically in the future.
[0003] When using the VDLM2 subnetwork, there is a
need to handover the communication link from one
ground station to another. The algorithms currently in
place determine when to handover, and which ground
station is available for the handover. These algorithms
work mostly with the strength of the ground station signal
and with the trend of the signal strength, but are not al-
ways optimal because there are situations where more
than one ground station may be suitable for handover.
For example, all of the available ground stations may
have a positive signal trend, but the one with the strongest
signal may not be the best choice depending on the flight
path of the aircraft. If a less than optimal ground station
is selected, the number of handovers during aircraft flight
will increase and the availability of the subnetwork will
be diminished.

SUMMARY

[0004] A method and system for ground station signal
handoff for an aircraft is provided. The method comprises
receiving signal quality data and position data from each
of a plurality of ground stations as a signal from each of
the ground stations becomes detectable onboard the air-
craft, while the aircraft is in communication with an active
ground station. A position of the aircraft is determined
each time a signal quality from one of the ground stations
reaches a predetermined threshold indicating that the

signal quality is suitable for handoff. A set of ground sta-
tions potentially suitable for handoff is identified based
on their signal quality data when an insufficient signal
quality of the active ground station is detected. The set
of potentially suitable ground stations is evaluated based
on their position and signal quality, and a trajectory or
speed vector of the aircraft, to determine an optimal
ground station for handoff. A handoff request is then
transmitted to the optimal ground station.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0005] Features of the present invention will become
apparent to those skilled in the art from the following de-
scription with reference to the drawings. Understanding
that the drawings depict only typical embodiments and
are not therefore to be considered limiting in scope, the
invention will be described with additional specificity and
detail through the use of the accompanying drawings, in
which:
[0006] Figure 1 is a process flow diagram for a con-
ventional ground station handoff process;
[0007] Figure 2A is a process flow diagram for a ground
station handoff process according to one approach;
[0008] Figure 2B is a process flow diagram for a sub-
process of the ground station handoff process of Figure
1A;
[0009] Figure 3 is a schematic diagram of an airspace
situation that illustrates a ground station handoff process;
and
[0010] Figure 4 is a block diagram of an avionics sys-
tem according to one embodiment that can implement a
ground station handoff process.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0011] In the following detailed description, embodi-
ments are described in sufficient detail to enable those
skilled in the art to practice the invention. It is to be un-
derstood that other embodiments may be utilized without
departing from the scope of the invention. The following
detailed description is, therefore, not to be taken in a
limiting sense.
[0012] The present invention relates to a method and
system that uses ground station location data in a ground
station signal handover for aircraft. In one implementa-
tion, the ground station location data is used together
with planned/predicted aircraft flight path data or an air-
craft vector in an algorithm that determines the best
handover time and the best ground station for handover.
This approach allows for a decrease in the amount of
ground station handovers during the flight of an aircraft,
and increases the availability of the aviation network for
other aircraft.
[0013] The present approach can be employed in var-
ious Very High Frequency (VHF) digital link subnetworks,
such as the VHF Digital Link Mode 2 (VDLM2) subnet-
work. The VDLM2 subnetwork provides digital commu-
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nication protocols for use by a VHF transceiver and sup-
porting avionics to exchange messages with an appro-
priately equipped ground system. Additional details of
the VDLM2 subnetwork are described in ARINC Speci-
fication 631-5 (2008), the disclosure of which is incorpo-
rated herein by reference. When the present approach
is implemented in a VDLM2 handover algorithm, the
availability of the VDLM2 subnetwork is increased. The
present approach can also be employed in other VHF
digital link subnetworks, such as the VDLM3 and VDLM4
subnetworks.
[0014] The present method and system are described
in futher detail hereafter and with reference to the draw-
ings.
[0015] Figure 1 is a process flow diagram for a con-
ventional ground station handoff process. The ground
station connectivity information is maintained in a Peer
Entity Contact Table (PECT) which includes signal qual-
ity data such as static or trend signal data (block 110).
When an insufficient signal quality from an active ground
station is identified (block 120), a ground station handoff
request is transmitted to the most suitable ground station
based only on signal quality data (block 130). In this con-
ventional process, the planned/predicted flight path data
is not used, resulting in a handover execution that is sub-
optimal.
[0016] As used herein, the "signal quality" from a
ground station refers to the strength of the signal. The
signal strength can be a static value, or a trending value
that trends higher or lower. When a static signal strength
is used, a threshold algorithm is employed such that when
the signal quality drops under a pre-defined threshold
(static signal strength < x), the signal strength is consid-
ered insufficient and a handover to another ground sta-
tion is triggered. The trending value can be used by ex-
panding the threshold algorithm. Instead of using (static
signal strength < x), an expanded algorithm may be used:
(static signal strength < y) and (trend decreasing signal
strength).
[0017] Figure 2A is a flow diagram for a ground station
signal handoff process for aircraft according to the
present approach. During flight, while an aircraft is in
communication with an active ground station, signal qual-
ity data and position data are received from each of a
plurality of other ground stations as the aircraft reaches
the signal range of each of the other ground stations,
such that a signal from the other ground stations be-
comes detectable onboard the aircraft (block 210).
[0018] The active ground station can be a VDLM2
ground station with an active connection to the aircraft.
The signal quality data (static or trend) can be maintained
in a PECT along with up-to-date position data such as
received in a Ground Station Information Frame (GSIF)
from a ground station ahead of or around the aircraft. In
one embodiment, the PECT contains a list of VDLM2
ground stations and associated parameters such as the
Signal Quality Parameter (SQP), supported Data Link
Service Provider (DSP), and the Data Terminal Equip-

ment (DTE) address. The ground station identifier and
the SQP values in the PECT are typically updated in eve-
ry transmission from the ground while the other VDLM2
parameters are typically updated based on the GSIF.
[0019] A position of the aircraft is determined each time
the signal quality from one of the other ground stations
reaches a predetermined threshold indicating sufficient
signal quality for handoff (block 220). For example, for
each ground station in the PECT, an aircraft position is
recorded when the signal strength reaches a threshold,
which can be a static or dynamic signal threshold. When
an insufficient signal quality of the active ground station
is identified (block 230), a set of ground stations poten-
tially suitable for handoff is identified according to the
signal quality data (block 240).
[0020] An evaluation of the set of potentially suitable
ground stations is carried out based on their position and
signal quality, and a planned/predicted trajectory or
speed vector of the aircraft, to determine an optimal
ground station for handoff (block 250). This evaluation is
described in further detail with respect to the sub-process
of Figure 2B hereafter. Thereafter, a handoff request is
transmitted from the aircraft to the optimal ground station
(block 260).
[0021] Figure 2B is a flow diagram for the sub-process
carried out in the evaluation of the potentially suitable
ground stations described above with respect to Figure
2A. Initially, an effective signal radius is determined for
each of the potentially suitable ground stations based on
the position of each the ground stations and the position
of the aircraft when the signal quality of the ground sta-
tions reached the predetermined threshold (block 252).
An outermost point of the signal radius that is along the
aircraft planned/predicted trajectory or speed vector is
then determined for each of the potentially suitable
ground stations where the ground station signal is ex-
pected to have sufficient quality for handoff (block 254).
The outermost point of the signal radius can be deter-
mined as a cross section of the aircraft trajectory or vector
and the circle defined by the signal radius around a par-
ticular ground station, such as shown in Figure 3 (de-
scribed hereafter). A determination is then made as to
which outermost point is located farthest from the current
position of the aircraft, and a ground station is selected
for handoff that corresponds to this farthest outermost
point (block 256).
[0022] Figure 3 is a schematic diagram of an airspace
situation 300 that illustrates one implementation of the
present ground station handoff process. This particular
scenario covers the situation when aircraft trajectory data
are available. An aircraft 310 is traveling along a trajec-
tory 314 while in communication with a currently active
ground station 320. A pair of ground stations 322, 324,
ahead of the aircraft, are preselected for handoff based
on a sufficient quality of their signals. The signal radius
322-r, 324-r is computed for each ground station 322,
324 based on their location and the aircraft location in
the moment when the signal quality from each ground
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station reaches a predetermined threshold (or when oth-
er additional signal trend criteria are fulfilled).
[0023] The position of aircraft 310 is shown in Figure
3 at the moment when the signal from ground station 320
has dropped below the threshold such that it has insuf-
ficient quality to support an effective communication link.
The outermost points 322-p, 324-p are computed for the
signal radius of each ground station 322, 324 along tra-
jectory 314 of aircraft 310. The outermost points 322-p,
324-p are located where the trajectory 314 intersects cir-
cles 322-c, 324-c, which are defined by the signal radius
around each ground station. In this scenario, the ground
station 322 is selected for handoff as aircraft 310 will be
within its signal radius for a longer time than the signal
radius of ground station 324.
[0024] By selecting the ground station that can be used
by the aircraft for a longer time, due to the ground station
being closer to the future flight path of the aircraft, the
number of handovers is decreased and the availability
of the network is increased.
[0025] Figure 4 is a block diagram of an avionics sys-
tem 400 according to one embodiment that can imple-
ment the present ground station handoff process. The
system 400 includes a communication management de-
vice 410 having at least one processor, such as a com-
munication management function (CMF) or a communi-
cation management unit (CMU). A radio 414, such as a
Very High Frequency (VHF) radio, having at least one
antenna 418 is operatively coupled to communication
management device 410. In an alternative embodiment,
the radio and antenna can be integrated with communi-
cation management device 410. At least one aircraft po-
sition sensor 422 is operatively coupled to communica-
tion management device 410. The position sensor 422
can include a GPS receiver, one or more inertial sensors
such as an inertial measurement unit (IMU), or both. A
user control and display unit 426, such as a Multi-function
Control and Display Unit (MCDU), is operatively coupled
to communication management device 410 and imple-
mented as a user interface.
[0026] The system 400 can optionally include a flight
management device 430, such as a flight management
system (FMS) or a flight management computer (FMC),
and is operatively coupled to communication manage-
ment device 410. When implemented, flight manage-
ment device 430 provides aircraft planned/predicted tra-
jectory data to communication management device 410.
[0027] During operation of system 400, the location
data from the ground stations is received at radio 414. If
the aircraft planned/predicted trajectory data is available
from flight management device 430, the aircraft planned/
predicted trajectory data is processed together with the
ground station location data for evaluation of a preselect-
ed set of suitable ground stations. If the aircraft planned/
predicted trajectory data is not available, evaluation of
the preselected set of suitable ground stations can be
performed based on the computed aircraft speed vector
that is based on aircraft position information. The evalu-

ation of the preselected set of suitable ground stations,
based on their position and the planned/predicted aircraft
trajectory, or the speed vector computation, may be done
in communication management device 410 or in flight
management device 430 when employed.
[0028] The present approach can be implemented for
aircraft by modifying conventional avionics software to
add logic steps corresponding to the algorithm for per-
forming the ground station handoff process disclosed
herein.
[0029] A computer or processor used in the present
method and system can be implemented using software,
firmware, hardware, or any appropriate combination
thereof, as known to one of skill in the art. These may be
supplemented by, or incorporated in, specially-designed
application-specific integrated circuits (ASICs) or field
programmable gate arrays (FPGAs). The computer or
processor can also include or function with software pro-
grams, firmware, or other computer readable instructions
for carrying out various process tasks, calculations, and
control functions used in the present method and system.
[0030] The method of the invention can be implement-
ed by computer executable instructions, such as program
modules or components, which are executed by a proc-
essor. Generally, program modules include routines, pro-
grams, objects, data components, data structures, algo-
rithms, and the like, which perform particular tasks or
implement particular abstract data types.
[0031] Instructions for carrying out the various process
tasks, calculations, and generation of other data used in
the operation of the method and system of the invention
can be implemented in software, firmware, or other com-
puter readable instructions. These instructions are typi-
cally stored on any appropriate computer program prod-
uct that includes a computer readable medium used for
storage of computer readable instructions or data struc-
tures. Such a computer readable medium can be any
available media that can be accessed by a general pur-
pose or special purpose computer or processor, or any
programmable logic device.
[0032] Suitable computer readable storage media may
include, for example, nonvolatile memory devices includ-
ing semiconductor memory devices such as EPROM,
EEPROM, or flash memory devices; magnetic disks such
as internal hard disks or removable disks; magneto-op-
tical disks; CDs, DVDs, or other optical storage disks;
nonvolatile ROM, RAM, and other like media; or any other
media that can be used to carry or store desired program
code in the form of computer executable instructions or
data structures.
[0033] The present invention may be embodied in oth-
er specific forms without departing from its essential char-
acteristics. The described embodiments are to be con-
sidered in all respects only as illustrative and not restric-
tive. The scope of the invention is therefore indicated by
the appended claims rather than by the foregoing de-
scription. All changes that come within the meaning and
range of equivalency of the claims are to be embraced
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within their scope.

Claims

1. A method of ground station signal handoff for an air-
craft, the method comprising:

receiving signal quality data and position data
from each of a plurality of ground stations as a
signal from each of the ground stations becomes
detectable onboard the aircraft, while the aircraft
is in communication with an active ground sta-
tion;
determining a position of the aircraft each time
a signal quality from one of the ground stations
reaches a predetermined threshold indicating
that the signal quality is suitable for handoff;
identifying a set of ground stations potentially
suitable for handoff based on their signal quality
data when an insufficient signal quality of the
active ground station is detected;
evaluating the set of potentially suitable ground
stations based on their position and signal qual-
ity, and a trajectory or speed vector of the air-
craft, to determine an optimal ground station for
handoff; and
transmitting a handoff request to the optimal
ground station.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein evaluating the set
of potentially suitable ground stations comprises:

determining a signal radius for each of the po-
tentially suitable ground stations based on their
position and the position of the aircraft when the
signal quality of each potentially suitable ground
station reaches the predetermined threshold;
determining an outermost point of the signal ra-
dius for each of the potentially suitable ground
stations along the trajectory or speed vector of
the aircraft where the ground station signal has
sufficient quality for handoff;
determining which outermost point of the signal
radius for each of the potentially suitable ground
stations is located farthest from a current posi-
tion of the aircraft; and
selecting the ground station for handoff that has
the outermost point of the signal radius located
farthest from the current position of the aircraft.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the outermost point
of the signal radius for each of the potentially suitable
ground stations is determined from a cross section
of the trajectory or speed vector of the aircraft and a
circle defined by the signal radius around each of
the potentially suitable ground stations.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the predetermined
threshold is a static signal threshold or a dynamic
signal threshold.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the aircraft and
ground stations are configured for a VHF digital link
subnetwork.

6. A system, comprising:

a radio having at least one antenna;
a communication management device opera-
tively coupled to the radio and including at least
one processor; and
at least one aircraft position sensor operatively
coupled to the communication management de-
vice;

wherein the processor is configured to execute pro-
gram instructions to perform a method of ground sta-
tion signal handoff for an aircraft, the method com-
prising:

receiving signal quality data and position data
from each of a plurality of ground stations as a
signal from each of the ground stations becomes
detectable onboard the aircraft, while the aircraft
is in communication with an active ground sta-
tion;
determining a position of the aircraft each time
a signal quality from one of the ground stations
reaches a predetermined threshold indicating
that the signal quality is suitable for handoff;
identifying a set of ground stations potentially
suitable for handoff based on their signal quality
data when an insufficient signal quality of the
active ground station is detected;
evaluating the set of potentially suitable ground
stations based on their position and signal qual-
ity, and a trajectory or speed vector of the air-
craft, to determine an optimal ground station for
handoff; and
transmitting a handoff request to the optimal
ground station.

7. The system of claim 6, further comprising a flight
management device operatively coupled to the com-
munication management device, the flight manage-
ment device configured to transmit aircraft trajectory
data to the communication management device.

8. The system of claim 7, wherein the flight manage-
ment device comprises a flight management system
(FMS) or a flight management computer (FMC).

9. The system of claim 6, wherein the communication
management device comprises a communication
management function (CMF) or a communication
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management unit (CMU).

10. A computer program product, comprising:

a computer readable medium having instruc-
tions stored thereon executable by a processor
to perform a method of ground station signal
handoff for an aircraft according to claim 1.
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