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1 INTRODUCTION 

This document represents the deliverable DEL_2.7 ”Final Report on telescope and satellite 
technology readiness for FIR interferometer” due at end of the FISICA study. In particular it 
makes a critical review and a synthesis of the studies and experimental activities 
concerning the Work Package 2, as described in the FISICA DOW. The tasks of this WP was 
connected to an overall technology development study of the key satellite and telescope 
aspects relevant to a Far-Infrared Interferometer and investigated the following particular 
aspects, retained as critical: 

 Light-weight cryogenic materials and their employment through deployable 

systems. 

 Investigation of the technical challenges in implementing closed loop accelerometer 

feedback for satellite position control to satisfy positional accuracy requirements. 

 Identify and validate a key metrology technique for FIRI using a nano-satellite test 

bench 

The reports on the results of the studies before described, which list is here after indicated, 
has been taken as deliverables of the FISICA study and used as the base to write the present 
‘Final Report’  
D2.1) Candidate key technologies trade-off study. This study assessed the available 
technologies employed in accurate relative positioning of two or more satellites. [month 
13] 
D2.2) Technical report on tolerances and implications in the use of carbon composites for 
light-weight deployable telescope. Report describing the current state-of-the-art of CFC 
mirrors and the current knowledge of thermal implications of their usage at cryogenic 
temperatures for light-weight deployable mirrors. [month 25] 
D2.3) Accelerometer prototype for spacecraft control loop. Has been studied and 
implemented an high sensitive accelerometer to be used in a control loop of the satellite 
dynamic; the study has been closely linked to the satellites environmental conditions, 
particularly to the dynamical noise, both in the band, in which the satellite must be 
controlled, and out of this (for avoid its saturation and aliasing effects). [month 25] 
D2.4) Prototype of cryogenic-tested polished CFC mirror. A prototype of a polished CFC 
mirror subject to cryogenic testing to verify current polishing performances of these 
materials as light weight mirrors and the implications of thermal cycling. [month 36] 
D2.5) Nano-satellite technology validation test-bench. A nano-satellite test-bench has been 
developed to house and test one or more of the FIRI technologies. The test bench allowed 
defining the concept and development of ground support equipment. [month 36] 
D2.6) Test bench validation report and technology analysis. This report contains the tests 
result performed with the test bench validating and expected performance of a given 
technology (the accelerometers) with actual data. [month 36] 
D2.7) Final Report on telescope and satellite technology readiness for FIR interferometer. 
Final report on the WP2 activities detailing the current state-of-the-art and progress 
achieved in the satelllite-related technology (light-weight mirrors, position control) 
readiness for employment in a far-infrared space interferometer [month 36] 
The conclusions of these studies are reported at the end of every specific section. 



2 STUDY WORK DESCRIPTION 

Ihis documents are reported the synthesis of the tasks connected to the work performed in 
the framework of the WP_2.  
Task 2.0 "Scientific Coordination of the Interferometer Satellite Technology Development". 
This task has been devoted to the scientific coordination of the activities of the WP-2; 
Valerio Iafolla of AGI srl was the coordinator. 
Task 2.1 “Low-mass cryogenic deployable telescope mirror study”. 
This task has been performed by Glyndwr University under the coordination of Prof. David 
Walker (whose position is 50-50 joint UCL/Glyndwr). The work has been conducted under 
the collaboration between UCL, the Glyndwr Composites Centre, and the National Facility 
for Ultra Precision Surfaces. Establishment of this has been led by UCL under RCUK Basic 
Technology funding. The used Facility is hosted by Optic Technium which (itself now 
operated by Glyndwr) is located in the N. Wales Opto-Electronics Cluster. 
The tasks make use of expertise in large and small optics fabrication, opto/mechanical 
design, and advanced mirror substrates. Particular important has been the expertise of the 
Glyndwr Composites Centre, who worked particular closely with the N. Wales Airbus 
factory. The Task also draws on a parallel (recently approved) project to develop a light-
weight CFC optical imaging system for military use. 
The work in manufacturing and polishing, and research in light-weight carbon materials, 
has explored the suitability of classical and non-tube carbon fibre composites for 
performance, environmental conditions, reliability and risk. Alternative materials are also 
be explored. Additional studies have been performed through the analysis of the expected 
cryogenic performance of deployment, actuation and bearing technologies. 
Task 2.2 “Satellite positioning tolerancing based on accelerometer control loop” 
This task lead by Dr. Iafolla (also coordinating the WP) examined the technical challenges 
in implementing closed loop accelerometer feedback for satellite position control to satisfy 
positional accuracy requirements. 
The activities have been performed in close connection with the one concerning the task 
2.3 (after described). Metrology and position accuracy measurements required close 
interaction between the two tasks and effects such as vibration noise affecting the 
observation was kept in account. 
During this task, the requirements on the accelerometer accuracy when detecting non 
gravitational perturbations has been assessed and appropriate algorithms using the 
accelerometers to regulate thrusters has been developed. The exit of the study allowed 
implementing a prototype of accelerator with the appropriate requirements for a FIR 
mission. The implemented accelerometer demonstrated to have the appropriate sensitivity, 
frequency band and thermal stability. Experimental tests on the accelerometer has been 
performed and documented. Person/months required: 13 (AGI) 
Task 2.3 “Validation of key technologies with nano-satellite” 
Coordinator of this task has been Dr. Sebastien Vives (at the Laboratoire d'Astrophysique 
de Marseille, France). Space-born testing of key technologies, offered by a nano-satellite 
mission, is an important ingredient to improve the FIRI Technology Readiness Level (TRL). 
In this task, the possibilities for technological validation offered by a nano-satellite-born 
test bench will be considered and a selection of FIRI key technologies benefiting from such 



validation has been identified. The technology validation test-bench and its associated 
support equipment has been developed (optics, mechanics and electronics). In parallel, the 
nano-satellite concept has been studied and implemented. Person/months required: 43 
(CNRS-LAM) 

2.1 STUDY CONTEXT – DRIVERS AND REQUIREMENTS 

To continue in the way started with Herschel Space Observatory in the astrophysics study 
in the far-IR region (30 − 300μm) it is necessary to conceive observation with more 
angular resolution, so to obtain informations about the could Universe (earliest stages in 
the formation of galaxies, stars and planets). The FIRI concept is based on the prosteptive 
to perform astrophysical observation in space so to avoiding the Earth atmosphere opacity, 
so to providing informations at sub-arcsecond scales in the far-IR. 
Here after are reported the main results connected to the DEL_1.1 and DEL_1.2, 
representing the start points for the present study. 
 
List of the main primary scince. 
a) Operate in the far-infrared region of the spectrum, addressing a number of key 

scientific objectives, hitherto unanswered; 

b)  Will have the sensitivity and resolving power to measure a number of key ionic, atomic 

and molecular lines over a range of astrophysical phenomena; 

c) Has sufficient angular resolution to be able to probe the previously unexplored inner 

regions e.g. nuclei of galaxies and star-forming cores. 

Table of the Scientific Objectives. 
The following table, extract from the DEL_1.2, reports the main scientific objectives with 
the necessary requirements for their obtainement.  
 
Table_2.3-1 List of the main scientific objectives and main requirements for their obtainiment. 

Theme Science Case Required 
field-of-view 

(arcmin) 

Required angular 
resolution 

(arcsec) 

Required 
spectral 

resolution 

Sensitivity required 

(estimated line flux)  

Star formation: 
Protostars 

Resolve 100AU: 
detection of the first 
hydrostatic cores 

0.5 – 1 

 

0.25"  @ 400pc 

0.40"  @ 250pc 

0.66"  @ 150pc 

~3000 

 

H2O: 2.1  10-20 W/m2 

H2O: 5.4  10-20 

H2O: 1.5  10-19 

Star formation: 
Protoplanetary 
disks/Formation 
of planetary 
systems 

Resolve the outer 
structure (10 – 100AU) 
of protoplanetary disks 

1 – 2 0.20" 

(30AU @ 140pc) 

0.75" 

(100AU @ 140pc) 

~5000 

 

A: [OI]63µm: 2.4  10-16 

[OI]145µm: 1.2  10-17  

B: [OI]63µm: 3.7  10-16 

[OI]145µm: 3.1  10-17  

Star formation: 
Binary and 
multiple 
systems 

Resolve binary and 
multiple protostellar 
objects 

0.5 0.25" @ 400pc ~3000 

 

[OI]63µm: 9  10-19  

H2O: 8  10-19 –  4  10-18 

CO: 2  10-19 –  4  10-18 

HDO: 4  10-18 

Star formation: 
Massive star 
formation 

Answer to the question 
if massive clumps form 
only one massive star 
or stellar clusters 

1 – 2+ 0.25" @3kpc ~3000 

 

12CO(10-9): 5  10-18 
13CO(10-9): 8  10-19 

C18O(10-9): 1  10-19 

The Galactic Map the central 1 – 2+ 0.25" @ 8kpc ~3000 [OI]63µm: 2.4  10-17   



Center thousands AU around 
the SgrA* Black Hole in 
extinction free 
continuum and lines 

 CO(14-13)@186µm: 

1.9  10-19   

CO(24-23)@108µm: 

2.0  10-20   

AGN in the local 
Universe 

Resolving the torus and 
the emission-line 
regions in the 
circumnuclear 
environment of local 
AGN 

0.5 – 1 

 

0.10" @ 50Mpc 1500 – 3000 

 

[OIV]26µm: 
1  10-19, 1  10-18,  
3  10-18  
(min, ave, max) 
[NeV]24µm: 
3  10-20, 2.8  10-19,  
9  10-19  
[OI]63µm: 
6  10-19, 2.6  10-18,  
7.6  10-18 

Galaxy formation 
and Evolution 

Resolving starburst 
complexes and Narrow 
Line Regions along 
galaxy evolution 

1 – 2 

 

0.10" starburst 

(0.02" NLR) 

1500 – 3000 

 

Line fluxes are typically in 
the range 10-21 – 10-19 

  

 

 

List of the main Requirements assumed for the FISICA study. 
In the following is reported a list of the main requirements assumed for the study and 
extracted from the DEL_1.2 and at which it is possible to refer to get more informations.  
 

Table 2.3-2 List of the main Requirements assumed for the FISICA study 

Requirement 

Number 

Description 

R2.1.1 The continuous spectral coverage for the instrument will be from 25 to 400µm. 

R2.1.2 Over the spectral range there will be 4 discrete bands, each of which will be optimised with its own 

camera. 

R2.1.3 Band 1 will be centered at 37.5µm and have low and high wavelength cut-offs at 25 and 50µm, 

respectively. 

R2.1.4 Band 2 will be centered at 75µm and have low and high wavelength cut-offs at 50 and 100µm, 

respectively 

R2.1.5 Band 3 will be centered at 150µm and have low and high wavelength cut-offs at 100 and 200µm, 

respectively.  

R2.1.6 Band 4 will be centered at 300µm and have low and high wavelength cut-offs at 200 and 400µm, 

respectively.  

R2.2.1 The minimum angular resolution achievable will be 0.1 arcsec at a wavelength of 40µm. 

R2.2.2 The baseline will be variable from a few metres up to a maximum inter-telescope distance of 100m. 

R2.3.1 In “spectroscopy mode” the resolving power required will be in the range 1000 – 5000. 

R2.3.2 In “SED mode” the resolving power required will be around 100. 

R2.3.3 For “spectrophotometry mode” a spectral resolving power of ~5 is needed 

R2.4.1 The requirement for the line sensitivity is 10-19 W/m2 (1σ in 1hr), with a goal of ~10-20 W/m2 (1σ in 

1hr, or 5σ in 24 hrs). 

R2.4.2 The point-source sensitivity is required to measure flux density levels of 30µJy (1σ in 1hr, or 5σ in 

24 hrs) with a goal of <10µJy (1σ in 1hr, or 5σ in 24 hrs). 

R2.5.1 The field-of-view of the instrument will be 1 arcmin in diameter with a goal of 2 arcmins. 

R3.1.1 The primary mirrors of the telescope will be 2m in diameter. 

R3.2.1 The instrument cryostat window and cold optics will not exceed 200mm in diameter.  

 

R3.3.1 The surface accuracy of the optical components within the telescope should be 140nm RMS or 

better. 



R3.3.2 The instrument is to have diffraction-limited performance at the shortest wavelengths (25µm).  

R3.3.2 The instrument is to have diffraction-limited performance at the shortest wavelengths (25µm).  

R3.3.4 Field distortion across the detector arrays is required to be < 3%. 

R3.4.1 The temperature of the mirrors in the telescope will be 4.5K or less. 

R3.4.2 The emissivity of each telescope mirror will be < 3% at all wavelengths. 

R3.4.3 Diffuse stray light will contribute less than 5% to the overall background power levels. 

R3.4.4 A point source within the field-of-view will contribute < 2% of the light that appears as a ghost 

image. 

R3.5.1 The absolute pointing error will have a requirement of <2 arcsec RMS and a goal of <1 
arcsec. 

R3.5.2 A tracking accuracy of <1 arcsec RMS will be maintained over a 24 hr period (typical 
observing period) with a goal of <0.5 arcsec. 

R4.1.1 The cryostat window must be made of a highly transmissive material with a requirement of >90% 

transmission at all wavelengths. 

R4.1.2 The opto-mechanical design should allow for the provision of optical baffles at the cryostat 

window 

R4.1.3 To minimise stray light and heat loads the cryostat should have nested radiation shields, nominally 

at 4, 2 and 1K. 

R4.1.4 The internal cryostat mirrors should be cooled to <3K, with a goal of <2K to avoid excess power 

loading on the arrays. 

R4.1.5 The detector arrays need to operate at temperatures of < 100mK. 

R4.1.6 The cryostat should be modular, with a goal of allowing access to the arrays in < 4 hrs once the 

instrument warm-up has been completed and the cryostat positioned for disassembly. 

R4.2.1 The sampling accuracy required for the linear translation stage for the delay line is 0.1% at the 

shortest wavelength.  

R4.2.2 The surface accuracy of the delay line and re-imaging mirrors should be 140nm RMS or better. 

R4.2.3 The emissivity of the mirror surfaces within the cryostat should be < 3%. 

R4.3.1 Bandpass filters have a requirement of >80% transmission and <1% out-of-band power. 

R4.3.2 Provision is needed to vary the gap between the bandpass filter and the array by up to 3. 

R4.3.3 IR blocking and low-pass filters on radiation shields will each have > 95% transmission for 

wavelengths longer than the cut-off. 

R4.3.4 High efficiency dichroics with > 95% transmission and reflectance at an appropriate cut-off 

wavelength are required for each spectral band.  

R4.4.1 The beam combiner will have  49% transmission and reflection over the spectral band. 

R4.4.2 The beam combiner will have ≤ 1% emissivity over the spectral band. 

R4.5.1 For bare arrays a cold stop will define the detector field-of-view. 

R4.5.2 The optical design will determine the optimum diameter and location of the cold stop. 

R4.5.3 The cold stop design must allow changeable apertures to be inserted. 

R4.6.1 The choice of detector technology will be down-selected from an assessment of the available 

options at the time. 

R4.6.2 The pixel spacing in the focal plane at all wavelengths will be 0.5Fλ. 

R4.6.3 The pixel geometry/count for band 1 will be of order 48  48 (2304) with a goal of 96  96 (9216).  

R4.6.4 The pixel geometry/count for band 2 will be of order 24  24 (576) with a goal of 48  48 (2304).  

R4.6.5 The pixel geometry/count for band 3 will be of order 12  12 (144) with a goal of 24  24 (576).  

R4.6.6 The pixel geometry/count for band 4 will be of order 6  6 (36) with a goal of 12  12 (144).  

R4.6.7 The requirement NEP for a B1 detector is < 7.7  10-19 W/Hz 

R4.6.8 The requirement NEP for a B2 detector is < 5.6  10-19 W/Hz. 

R4.6.9 The requirement NEP for a B3 detector is < 4.7  10-19 W/Hz. 

R4.6.10 The requirement NEP for a B4 detector is < 9.1  10-19 W/Hz. 

R4.6.11 The pixel yield for each detector array will be  90%. 

R4.6.12 The detector array must not have adjacent bad columns or rows, as well as no dead clusters of 

greater than 4 × 4 pixels. 

R4.6.13 The optical coupling efficiency for an individual 0.5Fλ detector should be maximised with a goal 



 

of 15% for all spectral channels. 

R4.6.14 The absorption efficiency for an individual detector should be  80% for all spectral channels. 

R4.6.15 The detector time constant needs to be of order 0.2 msec. 

R4.7.1 The data acquisition system must read out each detector signal at a rate of ~ 2 kHz. 

R4.7.2 The data acquisition system must have at least 16 bits to digitise the signal 

R4.7.3 Non-detector noise should cause no more than a 20% increase in the detector NEP. 

R4.7.4 The distant pixel crosstalk is required to be < 0.3%. 

R.5.2.1 The instrument will have the provision for one of more internal calibrators to assess the 

performance of the optics and detector arrays. 

R.5.2.2 The instrument will be capable of rapidly carrying out routine, calibration observations of flux and 

line standards. 

R.5.2.3 The instrument will carry out periodic measurements of a bright, point-like source to enable a full 

characterisation of the telescope beam shape. 

R.5.3.1 The field of regard for the satellite should be a 40⁰ band centered on the Ecliptic (TBC). 

R.5.4.1 The time to slew to a target over a large angle (anywhere on the sky) should be < 10 mins. 

R.5.4.2 The time to slew to a target over a small angle (within a cone angle of 45 degrees) should be < 2 

mins. 

R.5.4.3 After a slew a settling time of 0.5 minutes will be allowed, with a goal to reduce this time as far as 

practical. 

R.5.5.1 The optical path difference of the two beams must be known to less than 5µm. 

R.5.5.1 The mission lifetime should be maximised with a minimum requirement of 5 years. 



3 GENERALITY OF A FIR SPACE-BASED INTERFEROMETER 

3.1 BASICAL CONCEPT OF A DOUBLE FOURIER INTERFEROMETER 

In this study, as for the past proposed FIR space telescope i.e. SPECS, SPIRIT and FIRI, is 
considered a single instrument giving the possibility to combine spatial and spectroscopic 
measurements at the same time; it make use of a Michelson stellar interferometer with a 
scanning optical delay line for Fourier transform spectroscopy, so to perform the double 
Fourier modulation (DFM) permitting to obtain the spatial image of the source for all its 
spectral components in the required wavelength range. 
In this architecture, light from the two telescopes is combined at the pupil plane and the 
combined signal is detected by means of detector focal plane arrays. In particular, the two 
telescopes can move so to operate at many interferometric baselines distance, permitting 
to resolve several spatial structures with the necessary angular scales, so to produce high 
quality far-IR images. The maximum image resolution is determined by the maximum 
baseline length of the interferometer. In order to obtain very high sensitivity, otherwise 
limited by astrophysical background photon noise, the principal optical elements of the 
interferometers are cooled to (or below) 4 K and high sensitive detectors (at sub-K 
temperatures) are used, this in respect of the requirements: R4.1.3, R4.1.4, R4.1.5, R4.1.6. 
As mentioned, to obtain simultaneously both the image of an area of sky and its emission 
spectrum, an interferometric technique, suggested originally by Mariotti and Ridgway 
(1988), that combines interferometry for images, with the spectrometric interferometry by 
means of Fourier transforms was considered. 
Two telescopes placed at a distance B between them, pointed precisely at the same area of 
the sky, the collected light is recombined, after entering on one of the two beams a phase 
temporal delay. The combination of the two beams can be sent to a single-pixel detector 
and the signal acquisition, made in function of the delay, is the interferogram, whose 
Fourier Transform gives the frequency spectrum of the sources in the area of sky observed. 
The amplitude of each observed frequency or corresponding wavelength, is the amplitude 
of the harmonic component associated with sources of wavelength λ, separated by an angle 
equal to 

𝛼 =
𝜆

2𝐵
 

for sources aligned with the baseline of the interferometer B, in that specific elementary 
step of measurement (point of the plane 𝑢, 𝑣).  
If a detailed image is desired with this technique, it is necessary for the u-v plane to be 
densely sampled by making measurements with the interferometer in all possible positions 
obtained by changing the distance between the two telescopes both in radial position 
(𝐵𝑚𝑖𝑛 𝑡𝑜 𝐵𝑚𝑎𝑥) and orienting the baseline in all angular positions. If the telescopes have a 
diameter of 1𝑚, the maximum non-redundant uv-sampling is obtained by moving them 
(both radial and angular) with steps of the order of 0.5 𝑚. 

3.1.1 Spatial Interferometry 

To obtain an image of a sky area is necessary to perform for every single point of the 𝑢, 𝑣 
plane the spectrographic interferometry. Every single point (𝑢, 𝑣), acquired by the 



interferometer, gives the spatial Fourier component for a fixed distance between the 
sources contained in the sky area in observation and in a direction parallel to the telescope 
baseline and for the various spectroscopic components. 
The Van Cittert-Zernike theorem indicates the possibility to obtaining a good 
approximation of the distribution of the sources, even if the 𝑢, 𝑣 plane has not been 
completely filled. 

3.1.2 Spectrographic Interferometry 

To perform the spectrographic interferometry, the combination of the two beams coming 
from the two telescopes, can be sent to a single-pixel detector and this acquisition, made as 
a function of the delay, is the interferogram, whose Fourier transform gives the spectral 
frequency of the source. 

 
Assuming that the delay is introduced by varying the optical path of one of the two beams 
by means of an optical delay line that moves with constant speed 𝑣, making an acquisition 
of the signal intensity in function of time with an acquisition time equal to ∆𝑡, and then the 
spectral analysis of this signal, we will be able to see a maximum frequency determined by 
the acquisition time (Nyquist theorem), equal to: 

𝑓𝑚𝑎𝑥 = 1/(2 ∙ ∆𝑡) 
which corresponds to the minimum wavelength detectable (maximum spatial frequency), 
given by the relation: 

𝜆𝑚𝑖𝑛 = 𝑣/𝑓𝑚𝑎𝑥 = 2 ∙ Δ𝑡 ∙ 𝑣 
The max measurement period T, will correspond to the minimum detectable frequency, 
equal to 

𝑓𝑚𝑖𝑛 =
1

𝑇
 

The maximum wavelength to which the instrument is sensitive will be equal to the 
maximum optical path difference which can be in turn expressed through the period T 
necessary to scan it (at speed 𝑣). 

𝜆𝑚𝑎𝑥 = Λ = 𝑣 ∙ 𝑇 
If we want a spectral resolution equal to R: 

𝑅 =
𝜆

Δ𝜆
=

𝑣 ∙ 𝑇

2 ∙ ∆𝑡 ∙ 𝑣
=

𝑇

2 ∙ ∆𝑡
 

The resolution is determined by the ratio between the duration time of the scan and the 
double of the sampling time. 
In summary: 
• The maximum wavelength is given by the maximum optical path difference introduced 
(maximum distance made by the slide); 
• The spatial frequency of the maximum or the minimum detectable wavelength is given by 
the Nyquist frequency and then by the spatial sampling (distance made by the slide 
between an acquisition and the other). 



3.2 TECHNOLOGY STUDY AND TRADE OFF CONCERNING THE FIR INTERFEROMETER STRUCTURE (FREE-FLYER, 

TETHER, STRUCTURALLY CONNECTED) 

In this section we give brief indications about the performed trade-off concerning the 
satellite structure (free-flyer, tether, structurally connected), to select the well studied FIR 
Interferometer mission concept denoted as Spiffy, after described. This section follows the 
previous work already described in DEL_1.3. 

3.2.1 Formation Flying 

While a prevalent idea considers formation flight to be too expensive and far too 
complicated, it is still surrounded by a certain excitement, as was clearly demonstrated 
during the recent Conference on Spacecraft Formation Flying Missions and Technologies 
(5th SFFMT) organized by DLR in Munich, May 2013. So far, none of the proposed free-flyer 
projects of the precision class required for far infrared interferometry (TPF, Darwin, 
Pegase, FIRI, ...) have been selected by their respective agencies. It is clear, as pointed out 
by Rupp et al (2013), that the system architectures poses great challenges in the areas of 
on-board sensing and actuation, high-level mission management and planning, as well as 
distributed fault detection, isolation and recovery, extending well beyond the theoretical 
precision and fuel expenditure calculations often put forward in the project presentations. 
Previous mission failures and terminations decrease the level of confidence in multi-
satellite systems. Examples include NASA’s Demonstration of Autonomous Rendez-vous 
Technology (DART) mission in 2005, which ended in an unintentional collision with the 
target satellite, and the U.S. Air Force TechSat-21 formation flying experiment in 2005, 
which was terminated due to technical issues “far more challenging than originally 
thought” (Rupp et al 2013).  
The early free-flying experience indicates clearly the necessity of precursor technology 
demonstration missions for autonomous rendez-vous, proximity operations and formation 
flying. The PRISMA mission launched in June 2010 realized an important step towards 
practical implementation, when a large variety of flight tasks and guidance algorithms were 
demonstrated. In particular, aspects of formation flights relative to a non-interferometric 
astronomy mission, NEAT, where a long-focal-length telescope objective is placed on a 
separate satellite from the detector satellite, were tested (Delpech et al 2013). With a 
separation of 12m and an accuracy target of 10cm, the requirements of such a mission are 
quite far from the performance required for an interferometric observatory. Still, reporting 
stability better than 4 cm (rms) during successive re-pointings between a set of celestial 
targets, the results obtained by this demonstration are promising, especially taking into 
account the stringent environmental and operational constraints of low orbit. Going to 
higher orbits and using finer equipment for both metrology and actuation should allow for 
considerable performance improvements (Delpech et al 2013). Still, it is clear that reaching 
navigation precision in the m to mm range, for which the use of optical rather than radio-
frequency navigation sensors will be necessary (Rupp et al 2013), will require considerable 
development efforts. 
Particularly interesting in this context are the 
ESPRIT (Exploratory Submm-Interferometric Space Radio Telescope) mission. In this 
mission concept the far-infrared space interferometer consisting of 6 free-flying elements, 
each with a 3.5m telescope with heterodyne receivers in the range 0.5 to 6 THz. The aim of 
the mission is to accive in the THz range the angular and spectral resolution not yet 



covered with the actually telescope, giving acces in a frequency range of prime importance 
for modern astrophysics - ALMA (Atacama Large Millimeter Array) has a sensitivity and 
angular resolution only to frequencies up to about 1 THz, while the HIFI instrument for 
ESA’s Herschel Space Observatory has an angular resolution 10-30 arcsec at frequencies >
2 𝑇𝐻𝑧. The proposed mission will permit observations of regions with star and planet 
formation with adeguate high angular and frequency resolution in the full THz range. 
In this mission concept are considered six satellites simultaneisly inserted in a L2 orbit 
with a single launcher. Each satellite is a telescope with subreflector that unfolds in space.  
The six satellites will be positioned in space in a three dimensional configuration so to 
avoid problem of collision, seen figure_3.2.1-1 where it is possible to seen also the 𝑢, 𝑣 
coverage which points are obtained combining the down converted and digitized signals of 
the elements in a correlator. 

 
Figure_3.2.1-1. Three-dimensional ESPRIT formation flight (left) and corresponding UV-plane 
coverage (right). 

 
The formation fligh is obtained using small ion thrusters like FEEPs (Field-Emission 
Electric Propulsion). Due to weight of the system and power constraints it will not be 
possible to move the satellites very quickly, giving also limits in the number of 
instantaneous configurations; it will take several days before the array has expanded from 
its smallest configuration to its full size of around 1 kilometer. 
The heterodyne detection technique is used in order to achieve a very high spectral 
resolution. In the coherent (heterodyne) detection the high spectral resolution is easily 
achieved due to the facts that the output (IF) signal can be copied/split and amplified 
without adding noise, and spectral analysis can be done with digital correlators ovoiding 
the noise ususlly introduced by the optical delay lines. 
The main advantages of the heterodyne technique are connected to the fact that the 
telescope and the optic operate at environmental temperature (≈ 90𝐾) determining a 
lower system complexity with increased mission life time and saving launch mass, 
forthermore, for a heterodyne interferometer, the correlation is done after detection and 
amplification of the signal. This means that the signal can be “multiplied” in as many copies 
as needed. As a consequence, the number of antennas for a heterodyne space array is not 
limited by the signal itself but rather by other considerations such as launch mass. Since the 
signal has to be correlated before detection, only a limited number of antennas can be used 
because the available signal power needs to be divided for correlation. Thus, the proposed 
six-element free-flying interferometer can be configured in three dimensions, avoiding 



collision danger. To limit the complexity of the metrology for measuring the distance 
between elements, the three dimensional configuration are obtained putting the elements 
in two planes with three mirrors in each plane as shown in Figure_3.2.1-1. As already 
stated each of the six elements houses its own correlator, permitting a common design for 
all the six elements. 
In this mission concept an accuracy of ~1 − 5 𝜇𝑚 in the distance determination is required, 
the positions should be recorded continuously, also during movements of the satellites, 
using an optical system based on laser beams. This metrology information will be used in 
the global central geometrical model to provide the fringe stopping phases. The most 
stringent navigation requirements are for relative satellite movements to allow for fringe-
stopping. 
High angular resolution imposes stringent requirements on the pointing accuracy, 
proportional to the diffraction diameter this is roughly a factor of 10 more stringent than 
what is being provided today in ESA’s space missions. 
Concerning the central control and earth communications, this is very demanding because 
the positions of satellites should be (continuously) interpolated between known points 
using a dynamic model of the array element movements and information on velocity and 
acceleration of the satellite (aided by extrapolation of past movements) so to satisfy the 
metrological requirements. 
The launch configuration for the elements is made small by folding the deployable boom 
secondary support structures into the cavities of the off-axis telescopes. Conceptual designs 
indicate that all six elements could be fitted into a cylinder 10– 11 𝑚 high and four meter in 
diameter and could be launched on a single rocket. 
 
Conclusions - Formation flight appears very promising but still, from the technological 
point it will require large development efforts to become practical at the level of precision 
required expecially for ITD at level of 100m as we considered in the FISICA study 
definition. We therefore do not consider this technology for the present study. 
Developments in this field should be closely followed, however, and it will certainly 
represent a promising, and even obligatory, technology for the distant prospects of 
kilometric and supra-kilometric interferometers. 
 

3.2.2 Tethered formation 

The early idea dealing with the use of tethers in the spacecraft formations flying are from 
the 1970s and 1980s. The studies are focused on the concept of the tethered configuration 
without considering the tether dynamics and control. Detailed analyses on the dynamics of 
tethers for formations spinning about their bore sight, on the retargeting of the spinning 
formation attitude and on the stabilization of the individual tethered units of the formation 
were conducted successively. Analysis that makes use of the knowledge acquired from a 
number of tether missions in Low Earth Orbit (LEO) led to the development of the SPECS 
study. 
Dynamic analysis and control of tethered formations has been reported, indicating that 
further development and testing of tethers in space will be necessary as a first step toward 
the implementation of a Far Infrared Interferometer due to its severe requirements on 
angular resolution and image quality. 



In principle, the interferometer rotation to cover the entire u-v plane can be achieved at 
constant angular momentum about the beam combiner with no propellant consumption. In 
practice, thruster fuel is used to keep the tangential velocities constant and to reposition 
the orbital plane to acquire new astronomical targets and to correct the attitudes of the 
spacecraft and beam combiner.  
To avoid noise in the spectroscopic measurements, the satellite oscillations around the 
ideal relative positions should not have frequencies higher than the fringe tracker 
bandwidth, which depending on the specific design and conditions. This noise perturbs the 
spectroscopic measurements by means of a jitter effect; in particular the noise to consider 
is in the band (3 ∙ 10−2 − 10 Hz) where the spectroscopic measurements are performed. 
Compared to a free-flyer system the tethered one con rotate at a higher rate, showing 
better stability (gyroscope effects) so as to be less sensitive to external perturbation and 
improve the system pointing. 
In principle an interferometer with tether connection from the point of view of its dynamic 
can be considered as a system with boom connection especially for what concern its 
operation. It can be operated maintaining a constant angular momentum during the 
coverage of the u-v plane, without consuming propellant, or at tangential velocity constant, 
managing the tangential thrusters, so to permit to the collectors to operate within the 
desirable range for image synthesis. 
The retargeting of an interferometer with tether connection can be obtained using 
thrusters disposed in the telescope and able to give harmonically varying forces. 
As an example: for a collector mass of 3200𝑘𝑔 at a distance of 500𝑚 with tangential 
velocity equal to 2.15 𝑚/𝑠, an angle ϑp = 3° is obtained in three complete rotations of the 

system in 1ℎ𝑜𝑢𝑟, with the two thrusters, acting out-of plane and in plane, with a maximum 
value equal to 0.164 𝑁. 
Propellant total mass to cover the whole  95.5 radians of retarget angle in the course of a 
mission, at a tangential speed of 2.15 𝑚/𝑠 amounts to less than 1%, or about 27 𝑘𝑔 of fuel 
per collector equal to about the 6% over the mission lifetime. 
Specific requirements concerning the use of the tethers are connected to its survival in the 
space environmental in L2 during the mission duration of 5 Years. In order to increase the 
probability to survive to micrometeoroids in L2, the tether has been designed not as a 
single line (single failure) but in a multi-line shape. In particular has been studied different 
combination of line: one line tether; 2-parallel line interconnected every 100 m; 4-parallel-
line interconnections within each tether branch. 
 
Conclusions - Preliminary analysis demonstrated the possibility to use the tether for the 
implementation of a FIR Interferometer as the one conceived for SPECS, where the ITD is of 
the order of 1𝐾𝑚, but further analysis and experimental activity are necessary regarding 
the followings topics:   

 Damping of tether vibrations; 

 Reconfiguration of the baseline; 

 Retargeting; 

 Positioning of the spacecrafts to better than 10 cm during observations; 

 Measurement of accelerations transmitted by tethers to the satellites; 



 Minimization or cancellation of torques transmitted by the tether to the spacecraft, 

through center of mass or attachment point control. 

 Tether technology development in ground experiments and flight demonstration at 

short and long tether lengths. 

In every case, as we can see in the following section the similarity between the satellites 

connection using tethers or structure are really very similar and the obtained concepts 

results for one configuration can be used for the other one. 

3.2.3 Structurally connected telescopes 

The most conservative approach to long-baseline interferometry in space is the 
structurally connected design. Here, deployable booms constitute a rail on which the two 
telescopes are wheeled in and out in order to cover a range of baseline dimensions. Light-
weight booms will most likely be made in the form of a truss structure, benefiting from 
high stiffness and low weight. These can be devided into segments and packed into the 
fairing of a launch vehicle, as in the ESA-CDF study (ESA report 2006) and in the SPIRIT 
proposal (Leisawitz et al 2010), see Figure_3.2.3-1. The maximum baseline for this concept 
is 36m. The same approach on a smaller scale (8m baseline) is currently being built as a 
bolloon-borne experiment (Reinhart et al 2014), see Figure_3.2.3-2.  

 
Figure_3.2.3-1. Stowed (left) and deployed (right) truss structure for the SPIRIT proposal (Leisawitz 
et al 2010). 

 
Figure_3.2.3-2. The BETTII balloon-borne interferometer (Reinhart et al 2014). 

Truss-based constructions in space have been much developed, notably in the case of the 
international space station built around a truss of total length 109m [NASA ISS website], 
see Figure_3.2.3-33. Ongoing developments of deployable truss structures with extremely 
compact launch configurations, such as the ADAM collapsible truss system from Able 
Engineering Inc. (Tibert 2002), provides hope for extension of the SPIRIT concept towards 
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reconstruction. e same techniques are employed 
in our laboratory testbed interferometer.

e SPIRIT spacecraft bus has standard subsys-
tems and is similar to, but smaller than, the JWST 
bus. It consists of a box structure approximately 
1.5 m on a side with electronics and propellant 
tank mounted inside and deployables and thrust-
ers mounted outside. e attitude control system 
(ACS) consists of six reaction wheels of 100 Nms 
each, providing a slew rate of 1 deg/min, and sup-
ports an average data collection rotation rate of 
0.63 rot/hr. Star trackers and gyros provide sensing 
for the coarse ACS control of 5 arcsec. is puts 
guide stars on the instrument’s angle sensor, which 
provides finer accuracy. e communication sys-
tem uses Ka-band for high data rate (100 Mbps) 
link and S-band for a contingency low data rate 
link. e electrical power system (EPS) consists of 
a solar array, battery, and power management elec-
tronics. e EPS supports the spacecraft systems 
and provides 1081 W for the instrument module. 
Separate power systems on the collector telescopes 
have their own fixed solar arrays.

e SPIRIT design supports a direct trajec-
tory insertion into a large amplitude Sun-Earth 
L2 Lissajous orbit on an EELV with a 5-m 
medium-length fairing (Figure 8). Orbit station 
keeping maneuvers are performed infrequently 
(every few months). e SPIRIT field of regard is 
a 40° wide swath of sky around the ecliptic plane, 
within which all the astronomical targets required 
to satisfy the science objectives are accessible.

During the Origins Probe study, we developed 
a realistic and affordable Integration and Test 

(I& T) program; during Phase A, we will apply les-
sons from the JWST, Spitzer, Herschel, and Planck 
experiences to improve this plan. In Phase B, end-
to-end imaging will be demonstrated with full-
scale test units and non-flight detectors. Also dur-
ing Phase B, a flight equipment test program with 
maximum fidelity will be developed. e feasibil-
ity of far-IR double Fourier interferometry has al-
ready been demonstrated in the lab, at GSFC and 
in the UK. During I& T, the major components 
of the SPIRIT observatory – the telescopes and 
the instrument module – will be tested as they 
will fly. ese payload elements individually fit 
into existing test facilities. Collimated light from 
a single source will be delivered via flat reflectors 
to the beam combining instrument in thermal-
vac to demonstrate instrument functionality and 
measure performance in a space-like environ-
ment. Since the SPIRIT telescopes will direct 
collimated beams toward the beam combiner, an 
end-to-end functional test with closely spaced 
telescopes (i.e., short interferometric baselines) 
will verify the essential aspects of integrated sys-
tem performance. is test will be conducted in 
Chamber A at the Johnson Space Center, which 
will soon be prepared for JWST testing. Analy-
sis and model verification will complement the 
SPIRIT experimental I& T program and build 
confidence in the flightworthiness of the system. 

e already existing high-fidelity model of our 
laboratory testbed interferometer will be adapted 
to model the performance of SPIRIT for com-
parison with test results obtained during I& T.

3.0 TECHNOLOGY DRIVERS
e technical feasibility of SPIRIT derives, 

in part, from the current maturity level of its 
technologies. All of the SPIRIT technologies ex-
cept detectors have reached Technology Readi-
ness Level (TRL)[75] 4 or higher. A schedule for 
advancing the three most challenging SPIRIT 
technologies is given in Figure 9. According to 
experienced technologists on the SPIRIT team, 
the entire suite of SPIRIT mission-enabling tech-
nologies can be advanced to TRL 6 in four years.

3.1 Detectors

e detector technology needed for SPIRIT is 
discussed in a technology paper submitted to the 
Decadal Survey by Bock et al.[72] SPIRIT detector 
NEP, pixel count and time constant requirements 
were given in Section 2. At present, the most ma-
ture technology that could meet the SPIRIT re-
quirements is leg-isolated superconducting tran-
sition edge sensor (TES) bolometers (Figure 10). 
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Figure 8: SPIRIT and its expendable launch support structure 
(left, two views), when stowed for launch, are 8.7 m tall and 
t into an EELV 5 m medium-length fairing dynamic envelope.



the 100m baseline considered in the FISICA study. The ADAM system is deployed as shown 
in Figure_3.2.3-4_3.2.3-4 resulting in a space-proven and highly scalable structure, the 
longest example of which reached nearly 61 m. Another example, shown in Figure_3.2.3-5, 
is ROCCOR collapsible and roll-able truss using composite slit-tube booms as a repeating 
structural unit. This patent pending design offers high packaging efficiencies and 
outstanding deployed properties (bending and torsional stiffness and strength). The joints 
between longerons, battens and diagonals do not need to articulate allowing simplified 
connection methods (riveting, ultrasonic welding, bonding) leading to high manufacturing 
efficiency and reduced cost.  

 
Figure_3.2.3-33. The international space station, built around a 109m long truss. 

 
 

Figure_3.2.3-4. The ADAM 
collapsible truss system from Able 

Engineering Inc. (Tibert 2002). 

Figure_3.2.3-5. The ROCCOR collapsible and roll-able 
truss [ROCCOR web site]. 

3.2.4 Trade-off summary and conclusion 

Following this review of current status for formation flight, tethers, and trusses, we 
conclude that for the current proposal of a 100m baseline structure, the most 
technologically advanced option is the stiff truss structure. Such structures are routinely 
used up to these dimensions and on-going developments promise hope for extremely 
compact launch configurations. 
For longer baselines, possibly up to 1km, tethers are expected to provide an excellent 
alternative. Formation flight, still considered immature for the precisions required for 
interferometry, will probably be mandatory for supra-kilometric larger baselines. 



3.3 SPIFFY CONCEPT 

The requirement for angular resolution in the typical range 0.1 – 0.7 arcsec, and crucially 
achieving 0.1 arcsec at 40μm, dictates that the telescope will be an interferometer with variable 
baseline of up to 100m. The default design is currently for a 2 telescope system performing 
aperture synthesis interferometry. The requirements of the telescopes and optical 
configuration to relay the beam to the instrument hub beam combiner will now be considered. 
In order to provide a realistic and timely contribution to the study of a space-based FIR 
interferometer, the present study has been concentrates on a moderate concept referred to 
as SPIFFY. In Error! Reference source not found._3.3-1 and in the two following tables 
are reported the configuration and the principal parameters considered in the trade-off 
analysis performed in the FISICA study, concerning the medium ground between the 
minimal baseline and the over-ambitious kilometric baseline. 

 
Figure_3.3-1. SPIFFY configuration, a medium ground between the minimum baseline and ambitious  

formation flying baseline 

 
Table_3.3-1. Main characteristics for the SPIFFY configuration 

Instrument Characteristics   

Primary diameter 2 m ext 

Baseline Range 0, 10-100m ext 

Optics Temperature 4K cryo-cooled (1) 

Configuration Rigid Truss or Tether (3) 

Mission Lifetime 3-5Yrs ext 

Sky Coverage +/- 20 deg. from ecliptic (1,2) 

Spectral Coverage (m) 25-50,50-100,100-200,200-400 (1) 

Detector Arrays (35/70/140/280m) 2x(28x28/14x14/8x8/4x4) (*) 

 
Table_3.3-2. Derived parameters for the SPIFFY configuration 

Angular resolution 0.1 (lambda/100um) arcsec (1) 

Field of View 1 arcminute (1,3) 

Spectral resolution ~3000-5000 (1)ext. 

Point Source Sensitivity (5s in 24hrs) 

-) Spectral Line (10-19 W/m2) 

-) Continuum (Jy) 

(35 / 70 / 140 / 280) m 

0.7 / 0.4 / 0.3 / 0.3 

3.5 / 5 / 7.5 / 12 

Ext. 

Typical Observation Time 1 day (1) 

(*) Sensitivity ext. on primary scaling only. Detector numbers are scaled to maintain f.o.v. size. 
 
The SPIFFY concept originates from a merging of the ambitious concept for SPECS with a 
“scaled up” version of the SPIRIT concept and a logarithmic middle ground between the 
latter and the ESA FIRI cosmic vision proposal concept formation flying configuration. 
While this concept is listed in order to allow a middle ground between a rigid short 



baseline boom interferometer and the ambitious formation flying, it does assume technical 
solutions which are less defined than either of the other concepts.  
In the preliminary works with which the scientific requirements are translated into a 
requirements for the measurements, the following questions are taken into account: 
 Is high-fidelity imaging required? 

 Which are the highest priorities in wavelength coverage? 

 What kind of spectral resolution throughout the available bands is of interest? 

 Is there a Time-Transient nature to the observation? 

 Is an instantaneous field of view of 1 square arcmin sufficient? 

 Is the field of regard constraint a major limitation for the proposed science? 

To these scientific requirements has been considered also several external constraints: 

 Lift capacity to the desired orbit (Sun-Earth L2) 

 Interferometers dimensions and weight. 

 Affordability (Technology readness, cost) 

Another point taken into consideration has been the public interest and the affordability in 

the next decades. 

 



4 LOW-MASS CRYOGENIC DEPLOYABLE TELESCOPE MIRROR STUDY 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 
The requirement for a lightweight, stiff and dimensionally stable material for future space-
astronomy and earth-observation missions is unquestionable. Large and precise mirrors 
with reduced mass are fundamental to support future scientific advances, within the 
envelopes imposed by project-cost and launch-vehicle capacity. Reducing mirror-mass for 
a defined overall mass also releases mass-budget for instrumentation. To this end, the 
development of a carbon fibre reinforced polymer mirror has been discussed in 
Deliverables 2.2 and 2.4. 
 
Table_4.1-1 FISICA Baseline Mirror Specifications 

 

Case 1 Case 2 

Mirror will be deployable (Segmented Primary) No  Yes 7 

Preferred size and shape of each mirror segment NA Hex 

Deployed overall size of clear aperture 2m 6m 

Deployed overall shape Circular Hex 

Central perforation? No  No 

Nominal form Parabolic TBD 

Areal density target (~1.10 areal density of Hubble) <30kg/m2 <30kg/m2 

Preferred interface to sub-system 3-point TBD 

Approximate focal length 1m <2m 

Surface form error specification 275nm 275nm 

Surface texture (“roughness”) specification 80nm 80nm 

Mid spatial frequency specification TBD TBD 

Maximum edge-misfigure TBD TBD 

Maximum edge dead area (non-reflecting) N/A TBD 

Surface coating TBD TBD 

 

4.1.1 FIRI Requirements 

A FIRI mission-concept requires a pair of circa 2m diameter primary mirrors, but with the 
additional requirement of being cooled to ~4K, in order to limit thermal background 
emissions in the infrared. CMA Inc are leaders in the field of CFRP mirrors and have 
produced numerous optical telescope primaries for terrestrial-based observations, but 
have not been so widely deployed for space telescopes. The Planck telescope, launched 
alongside the Herschel Space Observatory, used a CFRP sandwich structure, operating at 
40K to observe the 0.3-10mm wavelength range. The CFRP face plates and the core were 
made from the same material, eliminating differential CTE effects in the sandwich.  
 
 
 



4.2 CURRENT STATE OF THE ART 
The current state-of-the-art manufacturing method for creating a CFRP mirror is to use a 
polished mandrel to replicate the mirror with the inverse form and similar texture, aspects 
of which have been patented by CMA Inc. This method has been used successfully, 
according to CMMA literature, for a number of optical primaries. This requires a mandrel to 
be produced that has precisely the opposite form to that of the mirror, and polished to the 
required texture. The addition of a resin-rich layer (approx. 0.25mm thick) on the surface 
of the CFRP mirror eliminates fibre print-through, and enables the mirror surface to take 
the polished surface of the mandrel. Low and mid spatial-frequency errors are also 
mitigated by this method. If a suitable release agent is used, the mirror separates from the 
mandrel with relative ease, following conventional curing either in a vacuum bagged 
arrangement in a convection oven, or an autoclave. The result is a smooth fibre-reinforced 
polymer mirror that achieves the required surface and form requirements, which can then 
be vacuum-coated with a metallic layer in the standard manner to deliver a specular finish. 
Numerous patents claim variations on the replication method, such as using honeycomb 
cores. 
 
For most monolithic mirrors, large mandrels are required, which constitute tooling not 
used in the final mission. Mandrel cost can be significant, particularly if fabricated in a low-
expansion ceramic such as Zerodur or ULE, and further increased by the typically extended 
optical polishing times.  The other difficulty is that of measuring the convex aspheric 
surface, which requires significant investment in metrology infrastructure.  Current 
methods can achieve sub-micron accuracy but metrology below that is a distinct challenge. 
Set against this tooling cost, is that multiple mirrors can be replicated off a single mandrel. 
For an interferometer, two flight mirrors are required. However, over the mission 
development, some or all of Breadboard, Engineering Model, Flight, and possibly Flight 
Spare mirrors-pairs may be needed.  Mandrel cost then ceases to be a significant issue. 
 
Repeatability of replication using the same mandrel is therefore important, and reputed to 
be consistent for over 60 replications. This may well be the case for form accuracy but for 
texture there are doubts that this is possible. Curing and fabrication CFRP components is a 
fairly arduous task and the mandrel would be vulnerable to damage. Additionally the use of 
release agent significantly effects the surface texture of the final mirror in comparison to 
the mandrel.  

4.3 THERMAL DISTORTION 
For the FISICA project a distinct challenge is the need for the mirror to be cooled to 4K 
during operation, to limit thermal background emission. When cooled to such a low 
temperature all materials change volume to a significant degree. Additionally, material 
properties such as ductility and hardness may also be altered. The lack of material data for 
carbon fibre reinforced polymers at low cryogenic temperatures has proved to be a 
difficulty from the outset of this project. There were two main issues reviewing the 
literature, firstly CFRP is a category of materials rather than one distinction composite, 
which creates confusion. There is huge diversity in carbon fibre reinforcements, from 
precursor material to fibre tow and stiffness. Additionally, the matrix material is even more 



varied and can essentially be any plastic that will bond to carbon fibres. Therefore, without 
knowing the distinct constituents of the material, it is not possible to draw a conclusion 
regarding the suitability for cryogenic operation. Secondly, literature that does specifically 
state the material details, tends to be tested down to only ~ 40K. The main driver for this is 
the NASA reusable launch vehicle programme, and specifically for the fuel tank.  
 
It was therefore vital for FISICA to develop an experimental procedure to obtain some 
material properties at 4K. After discussions with the project collaborators, it was found 
that the University of Lethbridge had a suitable facility that could be adapted to measure 
coefficient of expansion for CFRP witness samples at ~ 4K and during warm up to room 
temperature.  Samples were created at Glyndr University to simulate the contraction in the 
fibre direction, lateral to the fibres, and also for quasi isotropic samples. Results from the 
test were as anticipated, in that the contraction in the fibre direction (0o) was significantly 
less than lateral to the fibres (90o).  Using a Renishaw interferometer, it was possible to 
measure the contraction to an accuracy of 30 picometers.  
Some questions remain as to the detailed suitability of this approach. To begin with, 
samples cannot be created with fibres in only one unique direction, as some fibres normal 
to the dominant fibre direction must be used to bind the layers together. Additionally, the 
measurement of contraction is made in only the lengthwise direction; no measurements 
are possible in the orthogonal direction, as would be needed to ascertain the Poisons ratio 
of the material. Mechanical testing at cryogenic temperatures would also be advantageous 
in order to find the Youngs, flexural and shear moduli of the material at 4K, as this would 
increase the accuracy of any computational modelling. For this limited study possible 
within the FISICA resources, ambient mechanical properties were used, which was not 
ideal.  
Coefficient of thermal expansion data from the tests at Lethbridge were transferred into an 
FEA model at Glyndwr to predict the magnitude of deformation in the mirror form during 
cool down. It was found that predicted deformation was significant, in the region of xxxnm 
PV and that the material initially chosen, (a carbon fibre reinforced epoxy resin known as 
MTM44-1), in its original form, would not be suitable for a cryogenic CFRP mirror. The 
layup of the CFRP mirror was symmetric and balanced about the mid-plane in an attempt 
to create a quasi-isotropic layup. The cause of the deformation stems from un-equal CTE in 
the two in-plane directions. Low CTE in the fibre direction and high CTE lateral to the fibres 
causes a mismatch when subjected to a large change in temperature. Deformation is 
further exacerbated by the distances of each ply from the mid-plane, causing a forced 
couple that doesn’t not balance out due to the curvature of the mirror.  
One method of reducing the deformation is to develop the material properties of the resin 
in particular, to be more suitable to cryogenic operation. CFRP materials are known to be 
tailorable for near zero CTE, but this is over a relatively low temperature range from room 
temperature to ~ 220K. When more extreme temperature ranges are required, the resin 
needs to be carefully chosen to minimise the expansion (or contraction) coefficient. The 
material chosen for the CFRP mirror application MTM44-1 because it is widely available, 
has low CTE for an epoxy resin prepreg, and, importantly, is also NASA qualified as regards 
its outgassing in space. The production and widespread use of carbon fibre reinforced 
polymers is dominated by the aviation industry, therefore there is no large capacity for 
alternate projects. Therefore directly engaging with material suppliers to tune the 



composition is difficult unless there is a significant budget available (outside the scope of 
FISICA). Additionally, specialist materials, such as cyanate ester resins which have lower 
CTE values than epoxy resins, are not often produced, and so obtaining small quantities for 
studies such as FISICA is not possible.  
An additional test performed in the Lethbridge cryostat cycled a quasi-isotropic CFRP 
sample 3 times to measure if the contraction was repeatable. Crucially it was found that the 
contraction increased with each cool down. Although the reason for this change is 
unknown, it is suspected that the CTE mismatch between the fibres and resin is causing 
high strain at the fibre/matrix interface inducing micro cracks. This issue as it stands today 
would prohibit ground testing of a flight-mirror at its operating temperature, as the form 
will not be re-established after warm-up for launch and then cool-down in orbit.   
In general, mirror deformation can be manageable and potentially corrected by adaptive 
means (applying adjustable forces), provided the deformation is predictable and 
repeatable. Once again engagement with the material supplier is vital to reduce hysteresis. 
The introduction of an intermediate layer at the fibre/matrix interface has also been 
investigated elsewhere and could prove to reduce the strain at this boundary.  

4.4 SAMPLE MANUFACTURE 
Samples manufactured at Glyndwr 
Some samples of CFRP mirrors were manufactured using the replication method at 
Glyndwr for this project. The texture of the final CFRP mirror was considerably inferior to 
the optical flat upon which it was cured. This results was not unexpected and further 
development in this area at Glyndwr is required. It is expected that material selection and 
refining of the fabrication process will reduce roughness of the replication optic to near to 
that of the optical flat.  
Due to the nature of the replicated surface texture, the mirror sample was then ground and 
polished by hand. The trial used traditional hand polishing techniques and used a grit size 
of between 5-15µm. It was found that the polishing caused micro scratches on the surface 
of the mirror, most likely due to either the polishing pitch being too hard or the resin being 
too soft to withstand the grit. Once the micro scratches became more apparent, polishing 
was stopped and the surface texture measured using the white light interferometer. The 
results shows some improvement in texture as compared to the replicated surface but not 
enough to reach the FISCIA requirement. The 3 dimensional view of the texture found 
many surface defects, mostly holes that were most likely caused either during cure or by 
trapped air during the replication procedure. It is therefore advised that further trials are 
conducted and that the top layer of resin is ground for a longer period before the finer 
polishing begins. Polishing consumable suppliers should also be consulted to optimise the 
polishing media, and sub-micron abrasives will almost certainly be required.  
Form error is a key issue in fabrication of CFRP mirrors due to the volumetric shrinkage of 
thermoplastic matrix composites. This phenomena causes spring (change in radius of 
curvature) when making curved surfaces. For spherical or parabolic mirrors this effect can 
cause astigmatism. The mandrel used to cure CFRP samples reported in this document was 
made from Pyrex due to its moderately low thermal expansion, stable properties at cure 
temperature, and manageable cost. Additionally, Pyrex opens the possibility of using 
advanced curing methodologies such as microwave curing to reduce thermal gradients 
within the mirror substrate that further increase spring. A nominal 3m ROC was adopted 



for ease of measurement and a 200mm diameter mandrel purchased.  It was found that the 
Pyrex mandrel actually used had 3.01m RoC as measured on a coordinate measuring 
machine (CMM). Once cured, the CFRP sample of 180mm diameter cast on this mandrel 
was measured to have a RoC of 2.95m, and a form error of 70µm PV, with respect to the 
nearest-fit sphere, measured using an Extended Range Form Talysurf profilometer (one of 
the few that Taylor Hobson built). This result constitutes a baseline for future work. In 
particular, it is already within the capabilities of corrective post-polishing, in the unlikely 
event that further developments of the replication procedure do not substantially improve 
the errors.  

4.4.1 Metrology issues and their resolution 

The Extended Range Form Talysurf profilometer (300mm scan-length) became 
increasingly unreliable, and finally developed a serious fault that could not be rectified 
within the FISICA project schedule. The CMM was limited in precision to a few microns and 
was not suitable for measurements of distortions and surface-form at the sub-micron level.  
To recover from failure of the Form Talysurf, a new measurement probe was procured and 
used in conjunction with an existing 1.2m Zeiss air bearing turntable. The part was 
mounted off-centre on the turntable, the turntable rotated under computer control, and the 
probe used to measure along multiple arcuate scans. This provided a simple but precise 
profilometer, which had the additional advantage over the Form Talysurf that the probe 
selected was non-contact in operation – thereby avoiding potential damage from a stylus 
probe to the relatively soft resin layer on the replicated mirror surface. Measurements are 
reported under Deliverable 2.2 and the results show correlation with the CMM data for the 
radius of curvature. The probe calculated the maximum deviation of the form to be 70 µm 
PV. Note that this result has some residual error in it due to tilt within the air baring table 
which will in the future be calibrated. The demonstration of this new measurement method 
is very relevant to any future developments of the technology, as it is inherently capable of 
measuring very large mandrels and replicated mirrors (in its current embodiment up to 
1m, and with modification, up to 2m diameter). 

4.5 OVERALL STATUS OF CRYOGENIC CFRP MIRRORS 
One issue that is clear from this study is that the low density of CFRP mirrors is unrivalled 
for this application. At present, the technology readiness level is low. As mentioned 
previously, form error and texture of the mirror after replication did not meet 
requirements, but present a basis for a future development programme, and are already 
within the scope of corrective polishing. Finite element analysis showed that dimensional 
stability of the specific composite samples manufactured and tested was significantly 
degraded during cooling to 4K. CFRP mirrors can be made extremely stable for short 
temperature excursions, but this technology has not yet been developed for space 
programmes. Ultimately, it is hysteresis on cool-down, rather than expansion coefficient 
that is the key area that requires addressing. This is because measured form and ROC 
errors of the mirror after cool-down can be inversely polished into the mandrel and the 
replication repeated, providing that hysteresis is low and repeatability high. Significant 
investment in this area is required to develop a sub-10kg areal density CFRP mirror, but 
this is entirely plausible, especially if post-polishing of the replica is conceded. 
Collaboration and concerted engagement with material suppliers, composite centres of 



excellence and optical engineers could see this technology being used on large aperture 
telescopes in the future.  

4.6 RECOMMENDATIONS  
The following outlines the key steps that are recommended to be undertaken in order for 
the readiness level of this technology to be increased: 
 

4.6.1 Engagement with material suppliers 

The ability to tailor the properties of composite materials to suit an application is perhaps 
the key driver in the broader popularity of this technology. The constituent materials of a 
composite combine to create properties superior to those of the original base materials. 
The sheer number of combination of materials allows designers to select the best 
reinforcement and matrix materials for the application. Fibres provide tensile strength and 
carry the most load in extension, but it is the resin that provides flexural strength, 
protection of the fibres and the ability to transfer the loading to the fibres.  
For temporal stability, the resin is the most important aspect of the composites. Carbon 
fibres have a very low and even negative CTE over large temperature ranges. Resins tend to 
have a much larger CTE and so expand (or in this case contract) to a much larger extent. It 
is at the interface of the fibre and matrix, where the two material combine to produce an 
overall CTE that is greater than the fibre but much lower than the resin alone. This 
interface area restricts the resin from moving, but the bond between fibre and polymer 
causes high strain rates.  
Far infrared interferometry requires the mirrors to be cooled to 4K; a severe temperature 
differential with respect to fabrication at room temperature. It is key therefore that the 
resin selected for the application has a low CTE to begin with that will be further decreased 
by combining with the composite, and also by a balanced fibre layup during fabrication. 
Cyanate ester resins possess a low CTE but are expensive and not widely used by the major 
industry in composite materials, Aerospace. It is for this reason that cyanate ester based 
composites are difficult to purchase.  
For CFRP mirror technology to progress it is vital to engage with material suppliers or for 
materials to be developed on a lower batch scale within institutions. MTM44-1 epoxy resin 
was used as a matrix for the FISICA study and, although it was space qualified by NASA for 
outgassing, gave inadequate performance for the final application. Material combinations 
do exist that would be highly promising for this application; however procurement was 
outside the materials budget available for this preliminary phase.  
 

4.6.2 Development of fibre architecture 

By their very nature, composite materials are anisotropic, resulting in an adverse effect on 
bulk expansion/contraction over environmental conditions that the material is exposed to. 
Although various strategies exist to mitigate these effects, for high precision applications 
such as telescope mirrors, the anisotropy is still a serious concern. Part of the anisotropy is 
caused by layers of 2-dimensional plies that are formed when creating the mirror. These 
layers are formed of unidirectional prepreg that exhibit very different properties in 



orthogonal directions. Different ply orientations are carefully managed in an attempt to 
balance these effects, residual anisotropies in the 3D structure created remain.  
Advanced production techniques for composites have begun to yield components that have 
properties that have similar magnitudes in both in- and out- of plane directions. Three 
dimensional braiding of fibres can substantially reduce the differential properties of a 
composite by binding the fibre in a repeatable manner. By reducing the volume fraction of 
resin to a minimum, the anisotropy of the laminate can be further improved.  
Other advanced technologies such as random fibre path orientation, random chopped mat 
fibres also have potential, although repeatability in fabricating the final components is of 
concern. 

4.6.3 Residual stress limiting manufacturing techniques 

During cure by conventional means (convective heating), composite materials are exposed 
to a thermal gradient through the thickness of component. Resins tend to possess a very 
low thermal conductivity and diffusivity, meaning that the heat required to begin cure 
takes significant time to propagate through the bulk of the material. This gradient will 
cause curing to occur in certain areas before others, and induce residual internal stress and 
strain. During cure over a mandrel, these residual stresses will build and, upon release 
from the mandrel, will cause deformation. In industries where composites have a long 
history of usage, this effect is negated by under sizing mandrels and moulds to suit the 
spring back. However, for high precision parts, this is not possible. Additionally, these 
residual stresses and strains may release during operational life, either over time (in a 
similar mechanism to creep in metals) or after an external load is applied. In the case of 
composite optics for cryogenic operation, there is a clear concern that these residual 
stresses will be released during cool down, distorting the mirror past the deformation 
predicted by FEA.  
 
For CFRP mirror technology to become more repeatable, curing method other than 
convective heating should be investigated. Technologies such as microwave curing could be 
the solution, allowing the components to cure from inside out. If the addition of convective 
heating is also applied, this would minimise the thermal distortion in the part.  

4.6.4 Development of replication technique 

It was found during this project that the replication techniques was not always accurate in 
creating a composite mirror representing the inverse of the mandrel surface. Literature has 
also shown that other workers have experienced difficulties in this regard. Further 
development of the precise replication procedure is required, including optimum 
environmental conditions, and the composition of the release agent and the uniformity of 
its application. 
Providing that the replica has a resin-rich layer on the surface with no fibres, then the final 
surface form can be measured by interferometry or profilometry, and corrective polishing 
conducted using standard CNC techniques 

4.6.5 Adaptive optics and support stucture for CFRP 

The use of a thin meniscus CFRP mirror will require a concerted development programme. 
The areal density of such a mirror is ample justification or such a programme. However, the 
support structure required for such a technology also needs to be carefully considered, to 



alleviate some of the thermal deformation issues as described above. The supporting 
structure must clearly cope with the contraction of the mirror material without mis-match 
introducing additional stress and strain. However, this can be turned to advantage. Using 
material selection and anticlastic design, it is possible that, as the mirror cools and distorts, 
so does the support structure but in an opposite direction, enabling the resultant force to 
be cancelled leaving a nominally undistorted mirror surface.  

4.7 CONCLUSION 
This short summary of technical advances in readiness level covers the development of a 
primary mirror fabricated from polymer matrix composites. It was shown that the 
performance of the composite during cooling is of concern, with large deformations in the 
mirror being predicted by FEA. It is expected, however, that an increase in the number of 
support points and optimised material selection could reduce this significantly. By 
engaging with material suppliers and manufacturers more suitable polymers could be used 
for this application. Budgetary constraints precluded a more extensive acquisition and 
characterisation of materials, especially any materials tailored for this application, or any 
advanced materials such as cyanate ester composites, given that these are manufactured 
only in large batch-sizes.  
Another key concern raised in this project was the change in the temporal stability of CFRP 
samples if they were thermally cycled from room temperature to 4k. The additional 
contraction after each cycle meant that the material was undergoing change in structure or 
composition. The suspicion is that high strains at the fibre  resin interfaces are causing 
micro cracks that are enabling the resin to cause further contraction during the next 
cooling cycle. Once again, engagement with material suppliers should be sought to manage 
this issue.  
The replication method used to create mirror was found to be insufficient in achieving 
fidelity of form and texture of the mirror. Preliminary polishing trials were conducted post-
replication with a small positive effect. More extensive polishing trials should yield further 
improvement and the target of 20nm Ra texture is thought to be achievable, as should the 
form tolerance assuming there is sufficient depth of resin-rich layer to polish. 
The technology to create a CFRP for a cryogenically cooled primary mirror is at a very early 
stage. Significant development and, ultimately investment, is required to improve the 
readiness level for a mission. However, the benefits of this development are clear, and a 
target areal density of less than 10kg/m2 is not in question. 
 

4.7.1 Summary of possible areas of development 

To summarise the following research topics need to be considered in order to utilise the 
attractive specific stiffness and tailorability of CFRP for a cryogenic mirror, (This list is by 
no means exhaustive and is in no particular order): 

 Fibre architecture and influence of 3D weaving on the stiffness of CFRP mirrors  
 The stiffness and survivability of a CFRP chopped strand mat mirror during launch 

loading and operation 
 Sandwich construction of a CFRP mirror and its distortion at 4K. 
 The Thermal properties (CTE, conductivity and diffusivity) of the matrix, fibre and 

composite at temperatures from ambient to 4K 



 Mechanical properties of the chosen fibre architecture of a CFRP mirror at 4K 
 Coating technologies and their survivability at 4K 
 Replication method to achieve FISICA specifications using CFRP on prototype mirror  
 Distortion of a prototype mirror during cooling and investigation into the scalability 

of results 
 Methods to decrease time constant  for CFRP mirrors curing mechanical cooling to 

4K 
 Out of autoclave, novel curing of CFRP mirrors to recue residual stress 
 UV degradation at Cryogenic temperatures of CFRP mirrors. 
 Development of cryogenic test methods for the above.  
 Long term stability of CFRP mirror at low temperature loads 
 Effect of thermal cyclic loading on CFRP mirror 
 Effect of vibration, via acoustic and other sources on CFRP infrared mirror. 
 Diamond turning of CFRP mirrors 
 Statistical analysis of the repeatability of CFRP fabrication process for far infrared 

interferometer mirror pair.  
 The effect of ply misalignment on a CFRP unidirectional mirror when cooled to 4K. 
 The influence of residual stress on a CFRP during cooling to 4K. 
 Moisture ingress on a CFRP mirror cooled to 4K.  

  



5 SATELLITE POSITIONING CONTROL-LOOP BASED ON THE USE OF AN 

ACCELEROMETER  

In this section are reported the investigation on the technical challenges in implementing 
closed loop accelerometer feedback for satellite position control to satisfy positional 
accuracy requirements. The study is connected to the FIR interferometer in the conditions 
of satellites mechanically interconnected as for SPIFFY case. Particularly, it will be analysed 
in detail the case of a rigid truss, identifying the necessary algorithms to maintain satellite 
positions in respecting of the requirements. The team from AGI with experience of similar 
on board systems conducted this effort using inputs from INAF-IAPS and substantial 
coordination with LAM, where development of a metrology test-bed using a nano-satellite 
has taken place. The objective of this study takes into account the particular maneuvers 
that the interferometer must perform during the observation modes and its environmental 
conditions, particularly to the dynamical noise, both in the band, in which the satellite must 
be controlled, and out of this (to avoid accelerometer saturation and aliasing effects). 
At the end of this section are reported the informations concerning the study of a high 
sensitive accelerometer prototype defined and implemented so to be used for spacecraft 
control loop, in a FIR Interferometer space mission.  
In sintesy, the main subjects of this section are: 

i) study of the accelerations acting on the interferometer, principally due to its 
dynamical movements and to the noise present on their satellites, 

ii) possible use of the accelerometer with respect to the interferometer 
metrological problems, 

iii) experimental and theoretical study of the technical challenges in implementing 
closed loop accelerometer feedback for satellite position control to satisfy 
positional accuracy requirements. 

iv) definition of an accelerometer meeting the requirements imposed by its use in a 
FIR interferometer space mission and implementation of a prototype of 
accelerometer with such characteristics. 

The study has been performed in close connection with the activity concerning the task 2.3 
“Validation of key technologies with nano-satellite”. In this contest and a prototype of 
accelerometer to be validated has been also defined and implemented: Description of this 
activity will be given in the section_6.  
 
Remarks: 

a) Similarity between the satellites interconnection with tethers and mechanical boom is very 

strong and several considerations here reported for the boom interconnection can be 

retained also for the tethers configuration. 

b) Several parts of the activities here reported has been already described in the DEL_1.3, but 
it is retained that the repetition is usefull for the completeness of the argument.  



5.1 METROLOGICAL PROBLEMS AND DYNAMICAL CONTROL. 

The gravity gradient acting on the interferometer placed in the Lagrange point L2 
(candidate orbital location) is very small and so the relevant accelerations present on the 
interferometer are those due to its rotation performed around the ILS (Instrument Line of 
Sight) combined with the variation of the ITD. In this condition accelerometers installed on 
the telescopes can measure directly their tangential and centrifugal acceleration, related to 
the ITD and to the rotation angles (determined by the star sensors); by means of a feed-
back system, this information can be used to control the thrusters, so to force the system to 
follow an opportune control law, for the variation of the ITD and angular velocity. The 
control can give the possibility of the acquisitions of the 𝑢, 𝑣 points in the minimum time 
and best conditions optimized for the relative observation mode. 
Together with the analysis of the control laws for the telescopes of the interferometer, it is 
necessary to take under control the metrological problems for the accuracies required in 
the measurement and/or determination of the relative distance between the telescopes 
and the requirements for the levels of noise present on them, so to keep the noise for the 
Optical Path Difference (piston, tilt and wave-front error) within the levels required for the 
visibility of the interferometer. Placed in the Lagrange point L2, the interferometer is 
maintained in this position by means of traditional techniques of attitude control, to which 
will also be entrusted the task to point the telescope towards the observed sources. In the 
next phase of operation of the interferometer, it will rotate around the axis passing through 
the sources and for its HUB (axis ILSHUB), reducing the distance between the two outer 
satellites-telescopes (R1(t), R2(t)) so to cover the u-v plane. 
In a first idea the two satellites go through a spiral at a constant tangential velocity  (about 
one meter in 25𝑠) with an appropriate control law that will govern the distance between 
the two telescopes and the rotation speed of the interferometer, so to ensure maximum 
coverage of the 𝑢 − 𝑣 plane, in respect of its functionality from both the spatial and 
spectroscopic point of view; it is clear that also other modalities to cover the u-v plane will 
be considered, as for example to readjusting the satellites baseline every half turn. In L2 the 
dominant accelerations acting on the interferometer are essentially the inertial 
accelerations, determined by its rotation, in particular the centrifugal accelerations are of 
the order of 10-3g. The measurement of these accelerations with precision of 10-8g, should 
allow the control of the system (this at least for the tethered and booms connection 
between the two telescopes) through the variation of the distance between the two 
satellites and its rotation, in accord to the law of conservation of its momentum. The 
variations of these accelerations are expected at periods of about 24 hours, which 
represent the estimated time to walk the spiral so to cover the entire plane 𝑢 −  𝑣. Also, we 
can underline the fact that the difference between the two measured accelerations is 
connected to the angular system rotation and to the distance between the two points at 
which the radial accelerations are measured: 

𝑎𝑑 = 𝜔(𝑡)2 ∙ 𝑅(𝑡), 

 Where 

 𝑅(𝑡) = 𝑅1(𝑡) + 𝑅2(𝑡) 

The formula gives the opportunity to recover the absolute distance between the two 
telescopes, if 𝜔 is measured (star sensors or gyroscope). 



In Error! Reference source not found. is reported a general scheme of the possible 
control loop for the dynamic control of the interferometer; the system is monitored by 
means of an IMU that gives information on the interferometer angle rotations, and to the 
accelerometers that monitor the centrifugal and tangential accelerations. The monitored 
values will be compared by the ones coming to a control law and the error values are sent 
to the actuators (thrusters and step motor). 
 
 

 
Figure 5.1. Possible scheme of the interferometer control loop 

 

5.2 ACCELERATIONS ACTING ON A FIR SPACE INTERFEROMETER 

In this subsection are reported the principal results concerning the evaluation of 
acceleration acting on a system of satellites disposed in L2, due to the gravity gradient and 
to the system dynamics for the interferometer that move to cover the uv plane, in 
particular are considered the acceleration acting on a system of two telescopes connected 
to a central hub by means of a mechanical interconnection: tethers or support boom. 
As we can see from the indicated results of this analysis, the value of the accelerations due 
to the gravity gradients acting on the telescope is several orders of magnitude less than the 
one arising from the telescope dynamics necessary to follow during the science observation 
mode. Anticipating a conclusion of this study, we can assert that the main goal associated to 
the task_2.2 and regarding the possibility to implement a control loop using an 
accelerometer for a satellite in L2 and study an appropriate control law in order to permit 
the right movements and coverage of all the 𝑢𝑣 plane, can be reached. 

5.2.1 Acceleration due to the Gravity Gradients 

Using the Eulero-Hill formulas it is possible to evaluate the differential gravity acceleration 
acting between two satellites orbiting in L2; acceleration that must be imparted by the 
orbital control on the satellites in order to maintain their distance fixed. 
A reference having its origin in the center of rotation of two satellites, arranged as shown in 
figure_5.2-1, with the x axis oriented as the Earth-Orbit joining, the z axis normal to the 
ecliptic and y to complete the right-handed triad, it is in rotation with respect to an inertial 
reference frame, because it rotates at about the speed with which the trajectory of the point 
L2 completes a revolution around the Earth. The results indicated that, for two satellites 



disposed on the plane with a phase-shift between them of 180 𝑑𝑒𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑒𝑠, in free falling, the 
distance between them change in time, harmonically oscillating between 1000 and 2000 𝑚, 
where 1000𝑚 is the initial position. To keep the satellite at the same distance, their orbit 
must therefore be controlled through an acceleration that is always of the same order of 
magnitude of the natural force, then about 10−10 𝑚/𝑠2 and at the orbital period. 

 
Figure_5.2.1-1  Eulero reference frame. 

In the figure_5.2.1-2/3 are shown respectively: the relative distance between the two 
satellites not interconnected, the distances between the two satellites vs the rotation angle 
and the accelerations in the Euler reference frame in L2, due to the gravity gradient. 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Figure_5.2.1-2 Elliptical trajectory of two 
satellites out of phase by 180 ° in a Euler non-
inertial reference frame. 

Figure_5.2.1-3 Relative distance between the 
two satellites not interconnected orbiting in L2. 

 

 

Figure_5.2-4 Accelerations in the Euler 
reference frame in L2, due to the gravity 
gradient. 

 

In this case the frequencies are due to the orbital periods around L2 and so at 365 days.  
It is necessary to remark that the accelerations connected to the gravity gradient are at the 
level of 10−10 𝑚/𝑠2. In the following we will consider the accelerations acting on the 
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interferometer system during its rotation to acquire all the 𝑢, 𝑣 points, it is clear that the 
acceleration due to the gravity gradients, will change in frequency but not in its amplitude. 
We will go now to resume the obtained results for the evaluation of the accelerations acting 
on the interferometer and due to its dynamical motions, starting with the description of the 
system. 
In Figure_5.2.1-5 is shown a FIR Interferometer telescope constituted by two telescope and 
a central hub connected with two booms while in the figure_5.2.1-6 is shown the same 
telescope with the indication of the observation plane, on which the dynamics of the 
interferometer is performed, clearly perpendicular to the ILS (Instrument Line of Sight), 
axis around which the interferometer rotates. 

 

 
Figure_5.2.1-5 FIR Interferometer telescope constituted by two telescope and a central hub 
connected with two booms. 

 

 
Figure_5.2.1-6 FIR Interferometer telescope constituted by two telescope and a central hub 
connected with two booms, with the indication of the observation plane. 

 
For what we told before, it is clear that if we want to force a system of two satellites in L2 to 
follow a particular trajectory, in first approximation we can ignore the acceleration 



necessary to compensate for the gravity gradient change and take into account only the 
accelerations necessary to give the desired dynamics to the satellites. 

5.2.2 Acceleration due to the interferometer dynamics 

In the following we will resume the results concerning the dynamics of the interferometer 
for the three following cases: 

a) Changing the distance 𝑅(𝑡) between the two satellites following a spiral trajectory, 

without the use of thrusters.  

b) Changing the distance 𝑅(𝑡) leaving the system to change in consequence of its 

angular velocity (to avoid consumption of propellant), but ensuring the coverage of 

the 𝑢, 𝑣 plane with an adequate tangential velocity. 

c) Changing the distance 𝑅(𝑡) with the introduction of a simultaneous momentum, to 

maintain the system on a spiral and conserving the appropriate tangential velocity. 

Here the principal scope is to get information about the level of accelerations involved 

in the movements that the interferometer has to perform, to verify the capability of an 

accelerometer to detect them and permitting to implement a control loop or to give the 

possibility, taking them into account, to remove the perturbing effects. 

5.2.2.1 Interferometer dynamic in L2 – Spiral trajectory 

In the following are listed the formulas concerning a system of two satellites placed in L2 
forced to describe a spiral in a plane x,y, in order to cover the complete 𝑢𝑣 plane. 
 

𝑥(𝑡) = 𝐷 (1 −
𝑡

𝑇
) cos(𝜔𝑇𝑡) +

𝐷

𝑇𝜔𝑇
sin(𝜔𝑇𝑡)

𝑦(𝑡) = 𝐷 (1 −
𝑡

𝑇
) sin(𝜔𝑇𝑡)

        

                            

𝑥̇(𝑡) = −𝐷𝜔𝑇 (1 −
𝑡

𝑇
) sin(𝜔𝑇𝑡) 

𝑦̇(𝑡) = 𝐷 (1 −
𝑡

𝑇
) cos(𝜔𝑇𝑡) − (

𝐷

𝑇
) sin (𝜔𝑇𝑡) 

 

𝑥̈(𝑡) = −𝐷𝜔𝑇 (1 −
𝑡

𝑇
) sin(𝜔𝑇𝑡) 

𝑦̈(𝑡) = 𝐷 (1 −
𝑡

𝑇
) 𝑐𝑜𝑠(𝜔𝑇𝑡) − (

𝐷

𝑇
) 𝑠𝑖𝑛 (𝜔𝑇𝑡) 

 

 

Where T is the period of reference with which the trajectory is travelled, 𝜔𝑇 =
2𝜋

𝑇
  is the 

angular velocity, while 𝐷 is the initial distance of the satellite from the centre of the 
reference. If the characteristic time within which the trajectory is to be accomplished is of 
the order of 24 hours, the accelerations to impart to the satellite to control its dynamics is 
much bigger that the one necessary to keep it in the L2 orbit and so decoupled between 
them. 
Trajectory, speed and acceleration in the 𝑥, 𝑦  plane are described in figures_5.2.2.1-1. The 
main results is that the acceleration is of the order of 8 ∙ 10−4 𝑚/𝑠2, several orders of 
magnitude greater than the one acting on them due to the gravitation in L2.  



 

 
Figure_5.2.2.1-1 Trajectory speed and acceleration for the spiral to be followed by the satellite  

5.2.2.2 Change of the ITD without use of thrusters. 

In following the analysis concerning the maneuvers of the interferometer is summarized, 
following different laws for the ITD change, without the use of thrusters to keep the 
tangential velocity constant and so to save propellant. The study is finalized to find the 
optimal law that gives the better coverage of the u, v plane and with the tangential velocity 
that remains the closest possible to the desired one. For the scopes of this document, we 
focus on the value of the level of accelerations at which the telescope is exposed and at 
their frequency range, that become a requirement for the accelerometer. 
The analysis refers to a simplified system constituted by two equal ideal masses 
representing the telescopes that can move in the observation plane linked together by the 
booms. The central Hub has an internal motor permitting to change the ITD 
𝑅1(𝑡) 𝑎𝑛𝑑 𝑅2(𝑡). As the system will be a sort of big gyroscope it will conserve its angular 
momentum, while the angular velocity and the tangential velocity will increase and 
decrease with a fixed law, function of the booms length vs time. 
Between the studied laws for the ITD change, the cubic law is the one that better fit the 
need to have the most regular steps length during the rotation. But the square offers a good 
coverage.  
In the following figure the radial displacements, the velocity and the acceleration of one of 
the two telescopes vs time are shown for these two laws respectively.  

 
Figure_5.2.2.2-1  Velocities and Centrifugal accelerations for the cubic and square law. 
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For the scope of the definitions of the characteristics of the accelerometer the message to 
retain is that the accelerations do not exceed 8 ∙ 10−3  𝑚 𝑠2⁄  , with a temporal variation of 

24ℎ; value well inside the characteristics that can be met with the proposed accelerometer. 
  

5.2.2.3 Change of the ITD with use of thrusters. 

In the following figure_5.2.2.3-1/2 are reported the spiral trajectory for a thrusters 
assisted maneuver, and the necessary torque to obtain it. 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure_5.2.2.3-1Spiral trajectory for a 
thrusters assisted maneuver 

Figure_5.2.2.3-2 Spiral trajectory for a 
thrusters assisted maneuvers, torque vs 
time 

 

5.3 NOISE ANALYSIS 

In this section will be considered the possible causes of perturbations of the observations 
performed with a FIR space interferometer. In particular the noise perturbing the single 
spectroscopic measurements of a (𝑢, 𝑣) point will be considered, and due to the noise 
presents on every element of the interferometer (each telescope, hub combiner) and to the 
differential noise due to the vibration of the whole telescope structure.  
The noise concerning the spectroscopic measurements here analysed is strictly connected 
to the OPD errors (see Error! Reference source not found.), or “PISTON effect” 
considered in the SPIRIT study. This effect, together with the pointing and WFD errors (see 
Error! Reference source not found.), represents the major sources of noise, determining 
the loss of visibility and spectral and imaging fidelity. Hereafter we analyse the direct effect 
of these disturbances, acting as jitter during the acquisition of the spectrographic signal as 
function of the positions of the sled of the OPD.  

5.3.1 Analysis of noise relative to the acquisition of a single point of the plane u, v (spectroscopic 

measurement) 

To the analysis of the noise relative to the single point of the (𝑢, 𝑣) plane it is necessary to 
take into account that, as indicated in the ESA CDF FIRI study, the single spectroscopic 
measurement for a point in the 𝑢, 𝑣 plane is performed in a time of order of about 24 𝑠𝑒𝑐, 
for a total number of points in the 𝑢, 𝑣 plane equal to about 1370. Similar numbers are 
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found for SPIRIT. For each elementary measure the base configuration to consider is as 
shown in the following figure: 

 
Figure_1. Base interferometer configuration for the measurements of a single u, v point. 

 
where the indicated points are: 
S: Position of the observed sky area, 
T1: First telescope. 
T2: Second telescope 
H: Interferometer Hub (Point where the recombination for the execution of interferometry 
takes place) 
 
The whole system is referred to an inertial reference frame and we can think that the plane 
defined by the triangle is coplanar with the 𝑥𝑦 plane of the inertial reference.  In this 
configuration are to be found all the causes of a possible change in the two paths listed 
below: 

𝑆 − 𝑇1 − 𝐻 𝑎𝑛𝑑 𝑆 − 𝑇2 − 𝐻, 
 

and then the variations of the lengths: 𝑆 − 𝑇1, 𝑆 − 𝑇2, 𝑇1 − 𝐻  𝑎𝑛𝑑  𝑇2 − 𝐻. 
These lengths can vary both due to the overall movement of the support structure of the 
two telescopes and the central hub, both due to the noise present on each single element. 
We consider now all types of noise that can act on the single elements (T1, T2, H) in an 
independent manner and such as to give contributions not correlated with those of the 
other two units. The types of noise can be of two types: 
• Stochastic Noise 
• Deterministic Noise. 
The first type of noise is associated with vibrations that extend in a certain band of 
frequencies without showing particular peaks, for which the integration time, determines a 
narrowing of the band on which this noise is integrated with a consequent decrease of its 
𝑟𝑚𝑠  values. The noises of this type, associated with different sources are added 
quadratically. 
The second type of noise is associated with vibrations and signals present at precise 
frequencies, for which the integration produces a narrowing of the frequency band in 
which the noise is integrated, but if this band includes the frequency of the deterministic 
noise, the latter is not reduced. In this case the noises are added linearly. 



For both types of noise it is necessary to assess their effect on the interferometric 
measurement and thus give the requirements for the maximum acceptable noise or 
determine them with precision and remove their effect in the process of data analysis. 
Only for the noise of the deterministic type, one can think to measure them with a suitable 
system, for example with an accelerometer and use this information for controlling the 
actuators that cancel the effect. Since the noise is added to the signal, it is necessary to 
actuate the feedback only at frequencies in which the noise is present, while the system 
should be free at frequencies in which the signal acts. In this case all the differential 
movements of the interferometer elements can be considered as noise.  
Both types of noise, stochastic and deterministic, act to change the difference of the two 
optical paths, producing a variation of the interference of the two light beams at the 
detector, with an intensity that varies with the period of the wavelengths present in the 
beam, we would refer to this as the jitter effect. 
Recalling that the spectroscopic scanning is obtained with the movement of the slide of the 
OPD and taking into account that the minimum wavelength to be detected is equal to 
𝜆𝑚𝑖𝑛 = 25 𝜇𝑚, it is clear that the effects of noise, translated into displacement, must be 
much smaller than this minimum wavelength. 
One may think that the displacements of the OPD slide determine a linear variation of the 
optical path in a ratio one to one, or through a certain multiplication factor (multiple 
reflections), in any case, the time required to produce this variation determines, in its 
inverse, the frequency at which the intensity modulation is seen. 

I = I(λ) = I(v ∙ t) = I(vs/f)) 
The criteria for choosing the sled velocity are: 

1) Minimization of the acquisition time of the single point of the u, v plane 
2) Transferring the Signal to a frequency range where vibrational noise is low. 

In the hypothesis of a movement of the slide at constant speed 𝑣, the peaks of maximum 

intensity will occur at times equal to 𝑡𝑛 =
𝜆𝑛

𝑣
  and then at frequencies 𝑓𝑛 =

𝑣

𝜆𝑛
 ; the highest 

frequency will correspond to the minimum wavelength, assumed to be 𝜆𝑚𝑖𝑛 = 25 𝜇𝑚. It is 
therefore important to make a frequency analysis of the noise present on the satellite and 
then choose a suitable speed of the slide such as to send the signals to be detected, in a 
frequency band in which the vibrational noise level is minimal. 
The problem is thus to acquire a signal that varies with λ, as function of time through the 
speed of the sled. The presence of noise causes acquisitions not to be made at well-
determined positions as expected from the constant speed of the slide but in positions 
determined by this velocity plus a noise contribution. In other words the problem is thus to 
acquire a signal as a function of λ where λ does not vary linearly but has components due to 
noise. It follows that: 

𝐼 = 𝐼(𝜆) = 𝐼(𝑣 ∙ 𝑡 + 𝜆𝑟) 
In case the considered spectral band of the FIR interferometer is as below:  
 

[λmin , λmax] = [25 μm , 500μm] 
 
and if it is decided that the max distance, related to the largest wavelength is performed by 

the ODL in ~26 s, it follows a speed equal to: V𝑆 =  500 ∙
10−6

26
= 1.9 ∙ 10−5m/s. The 

consequent frequency band in which the signals are translated is: 



 

 [fmax , fmin] = [
Vs

λmin
, Vs/λmax] = [6.4 ∙ 10−1Hz  ,3.8 ∙ 10−2Hz]  

Here below a simulation is reported concerning the acquisition of an interferometric signal  
I = I(λ), in the presence of the indicated jitter noise. In the first analysis we considered the 
acquisition of an interferometric signal varying sinusoidally with respect to λ, acquired 
through a constant speed movement of the OPD, with added white noise. 
 

I(λ) = I0 ∙ cos (2 ∙ π/Ls ∙ (V0 ∙ t + xb)) 

 
It is necessary to note that this case is not corresponding to a real case, because usually the 
Brownian noise is in terms of force or acceleration and the corresponding displacements is 
obtained integrating it and so decreasing with 40dB per decade with respect to the 
accelerations, nevertheless the example give good indications of the limitations that the 
jitter effects introduce in the spectroscopic measurements. 
In Error! Reference source not found. the results of this simulation are reported using 
the parameters reported in Error! Reference source not found.. 

 

Table 5.3.1-1. Parameter used for the performed simulation. 

𝐼0 10−6 

𝐿0 500 𝜇𝑚 

𝑡0 26 𝑠 

𝑉0 = 𝐿0/𝑡0 1.9 ∙  10−5 𝑚/𝑠 

𝐿𝑠 1/5 ∙ 104 = 20 ∙ 10−6 

𝑥𝑏 10−6 𝑚

√𝐻𝑧
 −  10−11 𝑚/√𝐻𝑧 -  

 
 

 
 

 

Figure-5.3.1-2. Results of a 
simulation relative to the 
acquisition of an interferometric 
signal considered as simple 
sinusoid, in the case of the 
parameter reported in Error! 

Reference source not found.. The 
level of white noise considered for 
the displacement is 10-6 m/ 
(Hz)1/2 black; 10^-8 m/ (Hz) 1/2  
Ciano, 10^-9 m/ (Hz) 1/2 
Magenta, 10^-10 yellow, 10^-11 
m/ (Hz) 1/2 blue. Green 
represents the fft of the sinusoid 
acquired without jitter noise. 

 
In Error! Reference source not found. the analogue simulation is reported obtained 
changing only the value of the amplitude of signal to be acquired, now equal to 10−4 
instead of 10−6. It is possible to see that there is no change in terms of ratio between 
signals to noise.  



 
 

 
 

Figure-5.3.1-3. Results of a simulation relative 
to the acquisition of an interferometric signal 
considered as simple sinusoid, in the case of the 
parameter reported in Error! Reference source 

not found. except for the value of the amplitude 
of the signal to be acquired, now equal to 10−4 . 
The level of white noise considered for the 
displacement is as in Error! Reference source not 

found.. 

 
It is possible to deduce that the sinusoidal signal can be detected only if the white noise in 
displacement is under 10−8 𝑚/(𝐻𝑧)1/2, this to be compared with the spatial frequency to 

be detected  𝑓𝑠 =
1

5∙104 , corresponding to 𝜆𝑠 = 20 𝜇𝑚. 

If we are in the presence of a deterministic noise at a certain frequency, always in the case 
of the above example, the amplitude of the signal to be detected would be given by the 
relation:  

𝐼 = 𝐼0 ∙ 𝑐𝑜𝑠 (
2 ∙ 𝜋

𝜆0

(𝑣 ∙ 𝑡 + 𝑣0 ∙ 𝑡0  ∙ cos (𝜔0𝑡))) 

 

5.3.2 Example of noise presents on a satellite. 

Here an example of vibrational noise that can be present on a satellite is described. The 
information corresponds to that of the Radio Science Experiments on the ESA Cornerstone 
mission to Mercury, BepiColombo. 
In Error! Reference source not found. the requirements for the deterministic vibrational 
noise inside the frequency measurements band on board the MPO (Mercury Planetary 
Orbiter) are shown, one of the two satellite considered for the BepiColombo Mission for the 
exploration of Mercury and to test the General Relativity; requirements that hold in the 
context of the RSE (Radio Science Experiments). The corresponding displacements values 
can be found using the relation: x = a/(2 ∗ pi ∗ f)^2. In Error! Reference source not 
found. we show the requirements for the stochastic vibrational noise inside the frequency 
measurements band. 
 
 

Table_5.3.2-1. Vibrational noise inside the frequency measurements band on board the MPO 
(Mercury Planetary Orbiter) BepiColombo Mission for the RSE (Radio Science Experiments). 

Frequency  Hz 3 ∙ 10−5 10−4 −  10−3 10−1 

Acceleration values (m/s2) 3 ∙ 10−9 10−9 −  10−9 10−8 

Corresponding 

displacements m 

8.4 ∙ 10−2 2.5 ∙ 10−3 −  2.5 ∙ 10−5 2.5 ∙ 10−8 

 



 
Table_5.3.2-2. Stochastic vibrational noise inside the frequency measurements band on board the 
MPO (Mercury Planetary Orbiter) BepiColombo Mission for the RSE (Radio Science Experiments) 

Frequency  Hz 3 ∙ 10−5 10−4 −  10−3 10−1 

Acceleration values                     
𝑚

𝑠2 /√𝐻𝑧 3 ∙ 10−9 10−9 −  10−9 10−8 

Corresponding displacements 𝑚/√𝐻𝑧  8.4 ∙ 10−2 2.5 ∙ 10−3 −  2.5 ∙ 10−5 2.5 ∙ 10−8 

 
In Error! Reference source not found. the requirements of Error! Reference source not 
found. are illustrated, showing that the acceleration values in black and displacements in 
red, and in Error! Reference source not found. is shown the requirements for the 
microvibration deterministic noise outside the frequency measurements band on board the 
MPO (Mercury Planetary Orbiter). 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Figure_5.3.2-1. Deterministic vibrational noise 
inside the frequency measurements band on 
board the MPO (Mercury Planetary Orbiter) 
BepiColombo Mission for the RSE (Radio Science 
Experiments). 

Figure_5.3.2-2. Level of the micro-vibration 
deterministic noise outside the frequency 
measurements band on board the MPO (Mercury 
Planetary Orbiter), takes as requirement. 

 
In Error! Reference source not found. and Error! Reference source not found. the 
noise presents on the MPO BepiColombo due to the motions of the solar array and the HGA 
(High Gain Antenna) respectively are  shown, as assessed by ASTRIUM (ASTRIUM 
ASSESSMENT OF THE MICROVIBRATION BUDGET FOR BepiColombo). 
 

 
 

 

 

Figure_5.3.2-3. Noise presents on the MPO 
BepiColombo due to the motions of the solar 
array as assessed by ASTRIUM (ASTRIUM 

Figure_5.3.2-4. Noise presents on the MPO 
BepiColombo due to the motions of the HGA 
(High Gain Antenna) as assessed by ASTRIUM 



ASSESSMENT OF THE MICROVIBRATION 
BUDGET FOR BepiColombo). 

(ASTRIUM ASSESSMENT OF THE 
MICROVIBRATION BUDGET FOR BepiColombo). 

 
Error! Reference source not found. shows the micro-vibration noise on board the MPO 
outside the frequency band in x and z direction due to the reactions wheels, compared with 
the requirements (solid line). The translation between accelerations and displacements can 
be performed as previous indicated (double integration) 
 

  
Figure_5.3.2-5 Micro-vibration noise on board the MPO outside the frequency band in x and z 
direction due to the reactions Wheels, compared with the requirements (solid line). The translation 
between accelerations and displacements can be performed as previous indicated (double integration). 

In Error! Reference source not found.5.3.2-6 the spectral density is shown of the solar 
radiation pressure for the BepiColombo MPO in orbit around Mercury, very close to the 
Sun. The solar radiation pressure at the orbital period of the MPO is 10−6 𝑚/𝑠2 , 
corresponding to a displacement equal to 1.6 m at the orbital period of 2.3ℎ. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure_5.3.2-6. Spectral density of the solar 
radiation pressure for the BepiColombo MPO 
in orbit around Mercury and for the 
transversal acceleration component. 
 

The MPO IMU mission uses an accelerometer to measure the on-board accelerations. The 
accelerometer measurements error is connected to its position vs the MPO COM, position 
that can be defined with a vector indicating the distance between the instantaneous MPO 
center of mass (CoM) and that of the accelerometer CoM: 

  , 

given in terms of time-independent and time-dependent parts (known parts and error 
parts). In Error! Reference source not found. is reported the angular rate and angular 
acceleration noise requirements for an accelerometer used for the MPO IMU navigation in 
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case it is installed with its CoG coincident with the MPO COM (case A) and at a distance of 
20cm (case B).    
 
 
Table_5.3.2-3. Accelerometer requirements on the angular rate and angular acceleration 

 
In the table_5.3.2-4 the MPO temperature variations at the orbital period are reported, 
sidereal period, and that due to random fluctuations. It is clear that the temperature 
variation will be much less for the interferometer in L2, nevertheless considering the big 
dimension of the satellite their influence due to thermal contraction will be high especially 
at the interferometer angular rate. 

   
Table_5.3.2-4. MPO temperature variations at the orbital period, sidereal period, and random. 

Frequency T (°C) 

Mercury revolution period 25 peak-peak 

MPO orbital period 4 °C peak-peak 

Random noise 4  

 

At the end of this section we like to remember that the FIRI frequency band, in which we 
will see the signal, is:  
 
Band:  [fmax  fmin] = [Vs/λmin  Vs/λmax] = [6.4 ∙ 10−1Hz    3.8 ∙ 10−2Hz] . 
 
Assuming that the optical path delay slide needed for a R~3000 we obtain, 𝑀𝑃𝐷𝑚𝑎𝑥 =
6.5 𝑐𝑚 =  0.065 ∙ 10−3 𝑚, in a time of 26 𝑠, it follows that its speed is equal to: 
 

𝑣 =
6.5 ∙ 10−2

26
= 2.5 ∙ 10−3 𝑚/𝑠 

 
At this speed correspond a  𝑓𝑚𝑖𝑛 𝑒𝑑 𝑓𝑚𝑎𝑥  of the signal to be detected respectively equal to  

𝑓𝑚𝑖𝑛 =
𝑣

𝜆𝑚𝑎𝑥
=  

2.5 ∙ 10−3

500 ∙ 10−6
= 5 𝐻𝑧 

𝑓𝑚𝑎𝑥 =
𝑣

𝜆𝑚𝑖𝑛
=  

2.5 ∙ 10−3

20 ∙ 10−6
= 125 𝐻𝑧 

 

 
It is difficult to work at these frequencies due to the high value of the noise present on the 
satellite. In order to reduce the frequency of the signal to be detected, it necessary to work 
with a speed of the slide a factor of 10 or 100 lower. 

 Case A) Case B) 

  Hzsrad51034.1   Hzsrad51054.0   

   Hzsrad 281076.1   Hzsrad 281056.0   
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5.3.3  Analysis of noise relative to the acquisition of all points in the u, v plane (spatial 

measurement)  

The reconstruction of the mapping of the sky area inside the FOV is made by means of 
inverse Fourier transform of all spatial frequencies with their proper amplitudes, contained 
in the 𝑢, 𝑣 plane, measured with the interferometer for all appropriate radial and angular 
positions of the two telescopes. In the case of FIRI the 𝑢, 𝑣 plane can be decomposed of 
1373 distinct points (that fill it densely) and as mentioned earlier each point is observed by 
the appropriate spectroscopic scanning for a time of ~26 𝑠𝑒𝑐 and then proceeding to the 
next measurement by moving the two telescopes (in radial and angular manner) with 
respect to the line joining the HUB with the center of the FOV. 
But, in every case the angular resolution is determined as function of wavelength λ and 

baseline B by the relation   α =
λ

2B
 . At the maximum baseline observation, every point is 

acquired during a displacement of 1m with a radius of rotation equal to 50m, and so the 
average angle associated to this point and related to the requirement precision in angle is 

about 
1

50
𝑟𝑎𝑑 which is not very stringent. 

In the following the list of the main causes of noise to be considered for the evaluation of 
the deterministic and stochastic noises acting on the interferometer are reported; the list 
holds for the noise in the whole structure of the interferometer as well as on each of its 
elements (hub and telescope) 
 
List of the deterministic noise effects 

1) Inertial accelerations  𝜔, 𝜔̇  
2) Attitude Control  
3) Gravity Gradient 
4) Vibrational noise due to the AOCS 
5) Vibrational noise connected to the satellite structure 
6) Thermal noise 

 Solar Radiation pressure (Satellite rotation) 
 Noise due to the power dissipation of the instruments presents on the 

satellite (principally On Off of the instruments) 
7) Noise due to the appendices movements. 

 Solar pannel 
 RW vibrations (desaturation, maneuvers) 
 Antenna movements. 

8) Sloshing fuel 
9) Out of band Microvibration (High frequency) 

 

List of the stochastic noise effects 
1) Inertial accelerations   𝛿𝜔, 𝛿𝜔̇, 𝑅, ∆𝑅 

2) Gravity Gradient 𝑅, ∆𝑅 

3) Vibrational noise due to the AOCS 
4) Vibrational noise connected to the satellite structure 
5) Thermal noise 

 Solar Radiation pressure (Satellite rotation) 



 Noise due to the power dissipation of the instruments presents on the 
satellite (principally On Off of the instruments) 

6) Noise due to the appendices movements. 
 Solar pannel 
 RW vibrations (desaturation, maneuvers) 
 Antenna mouvements. 

10) Sloshing fuel 

5.4 MODAL ANALYSIS SIMULATION FOR A CONNECTED INTERFEROMETER 

In this section we present a modal analysis concerning an interferometer constituted of 
two telescope connected to a central hub by means of two mechanical booms. In Error! 
Reference source not found. are reported the main parameter used in the simulation. 
 
Table_5.4-1. List of the main parameter used in the modal analysis 

 Value 

Satellites Mass (kg) 2 X 850 

Central Hub Mass (Kg) 313 

Booms Mass (Kg) 2 X 421 

Booms length (m) 2x50 

 
Error! Reference source not found. shows the assembly of the interferometer with the 
two telescope and the central hub used in the following simulations, and Error! Reference 
source not found. shows the individual parts, telescope, boom, and hub. Note that in this 
first analysis the values for the components used in the simulation are taken from the FIRI 
study, in particular for what concern the structure of the boom.  

 
Figure_5.4-1. Assembly of the interferometer with the two telescope and the central hub. 

 

   
 

Figure_5.4-2. Model design of telescope (left), boom (middle), and hub (right). 



Error! Reference source not found._5.4-2 reports the frequencies obtained with the 
modal analysis for the first four normal modes, illustrated in Error! Reference source not 
found._5.4-3. 
 
Table_5.4-2. First fourth frequencies obtained with the modal analysis 

Normal Mode  Value (Hz) 

First 0,84 

Second 0,098 

Third 3,39 

Fourth 3,5 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Figure_5.4-3. From top to bottom, visualization of the first four normal mode of the FIRI structure. 

 
The analysis presented is of fundamental importance because it allows to determine the 
indicative values of the frequencies of the structure and in particular the shape of the 
vibrational mode of the system, that attain to the metrological problem in terms of 
precision in the distances between each telescope and the central Hub, but also in the 
pointing precision of each telescope to the source. In particular the indicated normal modes 
are excited by transient effects induced by the manoeuvres of the telescope (retargeting 
and change of the ITD), and it’s of fundamental importance to evaluate their values and to 
introduce dissipaters able to reduce their relative mechanical values so to come back after 
the induced transient to a low level of vibration. In the following section a dynamical 
analysis will be presented concerning the first normal mode of the interferometer, here 
introduced. 



5.5 DYNAMIC ANALYSIS IN CLOSED LOOP OPERATION 

In the following section the dynamic analysis of the interferometer using thrusters to 
maintain constant angular velocity during the entire u-v plane scan is reported. 
The study starts with a dynamical analysis performed using the Simmechanics tool of 
MATLAB, this analysis is a continuation of the modal analysis performed in the previous 
section and gives the ideas on the dynamic vibration of the interferometer and on the 
possible control loop to be implemented in order to control its dynamics during the 
observation. 
The tool permits to simulate the dynamics of the bodies through the definitions of the 
masses, momentum of inertia, their positions, the mechanical constraints (springs), forces 
and momentum acting on them. The analysis taks as reference the structure shown in 
Error! Reference source not found._5.4-1. In Error! Reference source not found._5.5-
1/2 we show the implemented scheme for the performed dynamic analysis. 
 

 

Figure_5.5-1. Schematic of the performed dynamic analysis. 

 
The meaning of the main elements reported in the Figure_5.5-1 used for the simulation are 
reported in the following list: 

a) Green boxes – Satellites with masses equal to 1000Kg 

b) Orange box – Hub with mass equal to 320Kg  

c)  Two rigid elements with zero mass, connecting the central Hub to the telescopes. 

d) Pivot point on the three masses. The introduced elastic torsional spring with the 

introduced dissipations are defined in order to determinate an oscillation frequency 

equal to 𝜔𝑖𝑛𝑡_1 = 0.2𝐻𝑧 and a quality factor 𝑄1 = 100, as indicated in the FIRI study 

where its values range between 20 and 200. 

e) Yellow box – Radial actuator with possibility to contain the law for the ITD (Inter 

Telescope Distance) change: 1m steps, spiral ecc. 

f) Blue boxes – Two actuators (thrusters)  and two PID (Proportional Integral and 

Derivative) for the control loop actuation. 



g) Comparing elements to determinate the desired tangential velocity, taken equal to 

0,04 𝑚/𝑠2. 

h) All the analysis is performed in a two dimensional case (on the rotational plane) 

The indicated parameters are summarized in Error! Reference source not found.. 
 

 

 
Figure_5.5-2. Extracts of Error! Reference source not found. naming the main elements used for 

the simulation. 

Table_5.5-1. List of the main parameters and condition used in the dynamic analysis 

 Value 

Satellites Mass (kg) 2 X 1000 

Central Hub Mass (Kg) 320 

Booms Mass (Kg) 2 X 0 

Booms length (m) 2X50 

 
Error! Reference source not found._5.5-3 reports the analog analysis performed for FIRI, 
with the evidence of the dissipation factor. 



 
Figure_5.5-3. Analysis performed for FIRI, with the evidence of the dissipation factor for the transient 

response of the telescope deceleration for 5% and 0,5% of critical damping. 

 
In the following the results of the performed analysis are shown. The two telescopes are 
initially positioned at 50𝑚 away from the HUB, the system will be posed in rotation with a 

tangential velocity equal to 𝑣𝑇 = 𝜔 ∙
𝐼𝑇𝐷

2
= 0,04 𝑚/𝑠2, in this case, with 𝐼𝑇𝐷 = 100𝑚, the 

interferometer rotates at an angular velocity equal to 𝜔 = 8 ∙ 10−4 𝑟𝑎𝑑/𝑠; after a rotation 
of 180° the ITD will be reduced of 1𝑚 applying to the telescope a radial acceleration of 
sinusoidal shape for a time of 20𝑠. This radial acceleration besides the reduction of the ITD, 
produces also a transient in the interferometer that will be damped with a time constant 
equal to 𝜏 = 𝑄1/𝜔𝑖𝑛𝑡_1 . Remembering that 𝜔𝑖𝑛𝑡_1  is the angular velocity of the first 
interferometer normal mode, after every 180° of rotation the procedure is repeated. 
When the ITD is changed, due to the momentum conservation law, the angular velocity 
increases. The thrusters can act to keep it at the assigned value by means of a control loop 
so that the tangential velocity will remain at a constant value equal to 0.04𝑚/𝑠. We assume 
the two thrusters are able to give a force equal to ∓2.5 10−2𝑁 with the loop gain fixed at 
1000. The control system and the kind of thrusters determine the time and modality of the 
control. 

5.5.1 Trajectory description 

In Error! Reference source not found._5.5.1-1 the distance between one telescope and 
the HUB as function of time is shown during the 
whole procedure that brings the two telescope to 
a 𝐼𝑇𝐷 = 24𝑚. 

 
 

 
Figure_5.5.1-1. Distance between one telescope ad the 
HUB vs the time, during the whole procedure that 
brings the two telescopes to 𝐼𝑇𝐷=24𝑚. 

In figure_5.5.1-2 the position of the telescopes is shown as they rotate around the ILS in an 
inertial reference frame and in the plane perpendicular to the ILS, describing their 
trajectories during the whole procedure that brings the two telescope to 𝐼𝑇𝐷 = 24𝑚. 
 



 
Figure_5.5.1-2. Position of Telescope 1 (left) and both telescopes (right) that rotate around the ILS 

in an inertial reference frame and in the plane perpendicular to the ILS, during the procedure to 
acquire the whole 𝑢, 𝑣 plane. 

Concentrating on the transient movements during the 1-m change of radial distance at each 
180 degree position, Error! Reference source not found._5.5.1-3 shows the trajectory of 
one telescope in an inertial reference frame and in the plane perpendicular to the ILS 
during this phase change. Error! Reference source not found. shows tangential velocity 
during this phase change, coming back to the assigned velocity of 0,04 𝑚/𝑠2 controlled by 
the control loop. Error! Reference source not found._5.5.1-4 shows the tangential 
velocity during the entire radial scan. 
Error! Reference source not found._5.5.1-5 shows the radial acceleration needed for one 
telescope to come back to the assigned velocity of 0,04 𝑚/𝑠2 controlled by the control loop, 
and Error! Reference source not found._5.5.1-6 and Error! Reference source not 
found.5.5.1-7 show the temporal evolution of radial position and accelerations and 
tangential velocity and acceleration, in full scales and zoomed scales, respectively. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure_5.5.1-3. Position of one telescope in an 
inertial reference frame and in the plane 
perpendicular to the ILS, describing its trajectory 
during the phase to change its radial position of 
1𝑚. 

Figure_5.5.1-4. Tangential velocity of one 
telescope in an inertial reference frame and in the 
plane perpendicular to the ILS, the tangential 
velocity increase describing the ITD change 
phase, to come bake to the assigned velocity of 
0,04 𝑚/𝑠 controlled by the control loop. 

 
 
  



 
 

 

Figure_5.5.1-5. Same as Error! Reference source not 

found., covering the duration of a radial scan. 
Figure_5.5.1-6. Particular of the radial 
acceleration of one telescope in an inertial 
reference frame and in the plane 
perpendicular to the ILS, describing the ITD 
change phase, to come bake to the assigned 
velocity of 0,04 m/s^2 controlled by the 
control loop. 

 
 

 

 

 
Figure_5.5.1-7. Graphs showing particulars of 

some physical quantities, describing the ITD 

change phase, to come back to the assigned 

velocity of 0,04 m/s^2 controlled by the control 

loop. 

Figure_5.5.1-8. Same as Error! Reference 

source not found._5.5.1-7 with zoomed vertical 
scales. 

5.5.2 Thruster power 

Error! Reference source not found. shows the action of the two thrusters during all the 
observation time to cover all the u, v plane (left) and a zoom on one of the phase change 
(right). The integrated thruster force is shown in Error! Reference source not 
found._5.5.2-2, and the resulting change in angular momentum is shown in Error! 
Reference source not found._5.5.2-3. 
  



  
 

Figure_5.5.2-1 Action of the two thrusters during all the observation time to cover all the u, v plane 
(left) and during an ITD phase change (right). 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Figure_5.5.2-2. Thruster forces integration 
action during the whole observation period. 

Figure_5.5.2-3. Angular momentum change in 
the same time of the previous graph. 

5.5.3 Transient movements 

Transient acceleration and displacements are shown in Error! Reference source not 
found._5.5.3-1 and Error! Reference source not found._5.5.3-2, respectively. Oscillations 
of peak-to-peak amplitude of 2 10-6g at a frequency of 0.2Hz, resulting in a displacement of 
10 microns, are observed. 
 
 

 

 
 

 

Figure_5.5.3-1 Transient response in 
acceleration of each single telescope, after the 
shutting off the thrusters. The full vertical scale is 
40 m/s2 or 4 10-6g. 

Figure_5.5.3-2 Transient response in 
displacement of each single telescope, after the 
shutting off the thrusters. The full vertical scale is 
30microns. 



5.6 ACCELEROMETER FOR A FIR INTERFEROMETER 

In this subsection we report on the activities concerning the study and caractherizations of 
the implemented accelerometer with high sensitivity that offer the possibility to be used in 
a FIR Interferometer for space use. The use of an accelerometer in a FIR space 
interferometer, offers a unique opportunity to satisfy the metrological requirements 
imposed to the mission. Precision positioning of the satellites and control dynamic of the 
interferometer during the on target observation modes of the interferometer will have a 
great benefit in the use of a high accuracy accelerometer. In particular the accelerometer 
can be a key element of a control loop that guarantees the necessary precision during the 
observation modes. The activity here reporte his related to the task 2.2, dedicated to the 
examination of the technical challenges to implement an appropriate accelerometer to 
satisfy the requirement of such FIR space mission. 

5.6.1 Heritage: ISA Accelerometer for BepiColombo mission to Mercury 

In this subsectios are reported the heritage that is at the base of this study concerning the 
use of the accelerometer in a Far Infrared Space Interferometric mission is reported. In 
particular we report on the activity related to the use of the accelerometer ISA (Italian 
Spring Accelerometer) selected for the BepiColombo ESA Cornerstone mission to Mercury, 
and on the main aspects and problems of its integration on the MPO (Mercury Planetary 
Orbiter) that had very strong similarity with the possible use of an accelerometer in a FIR 
space mission. The described activity includes the results of a pluriannual work performed 
by the “Experimental Gravitation” team and the AGI srl, in the field of the fundamental 
physics research in gravitation and in the development of accelerometers, gradiometers 
and other instruments for geophysical applications.  
In the BepiColombo mission, ISA (Italian Spring Accelerometer) is one of the main payloads 
devoted to a class of space experiments indicated as Radio Science Experiment (RSE). In 
these experiments the use of tracking techniques to measure the position and velocity of 
the satellite is combined to the use of an accelerometer to measure the acceleration acting 
in a specific point of the satellite, i.e. where it is installed, allowing to refer the Precise Orbit 
Determination (POD) with respect to this point, that can be regarded as in free fall, if the 
acceleration acting on it will be removed. BepiColombo is the first ESA interplanetary 
mission direct to a planet (Mercury) especially challenging because Mercury’s orbit is so 
close to our star, and difficult to reach due to the enormous gravity of the Sun. It will be 
launched in 2017 with an Ariane 5 rocket from ESA Spaceport in Kourou, French Guiana, 
and it will arrive at Mercury in 2024. 
The scientific goals of the RSE are related to the study of the planet (its structure and its 
gravitational field) and aim to test the general relativity to an unprecedented level of 

accuracy, by means of the measure of the post-Newtonian (PPN) parameters  and . 

Apart from the transponder and the accelerometer, the RSE uses also the information of a 
star tracker for the absolute attitude of the spacecraft and a camera to determine the 
angular displacement of MPO, with respect to the Mercury surface.  

5.6.1.1 The ISA  accelerometer 

The accelerometer selected for the BepiColombo mission – the Italian Spring 
Accelerometer (ISA) – has been developed at IAPS/INAF and is now under development for 
space use by Thales Alenia Space - Italia. A prototype with a sensitivity of  10−9  𝑚 ∙

 



𝑠−2/√𝐻𝑧 , one order of magnitude better of what is required for the RSE, in the required 
frequency band (3 ∙ 10−5 ÷ 10−1 𝐻𝑧), has already been implemented and tested for a long 
time. 
The implementation and integration of the ISA accelerometer on the MPO take into account 
several requirements and conditions; among them we can recall the following ones: 

 Sufficient sensitivity and appropriate frequency band of the accelerometer. 
 Thermal and mechanical interfaces with the MPO, including constraints on 

vibrations, accommodation with respect to the MPO CoM (position, position 
accuracy and stability), interface temperature excursion and short-term stability, 
and the thermal design of the accelerometer, with the goal of minimizing its mass. 

 Minimizing of the effects of any disturbances unlikely to be eliminated by spacecraft 
design (small-amplitude, low-frequency vibrations). 

 Identification of suitable calibration methods and strategies. 
We notice that all the indicated activities have to be performed also in case of the use of 
accelerometers in a FIR Interferometric space mission. 
In Figure_5.6.1_1 it is shown the envelope of the total noise considered for the RSE, coming 
from the accelerometer and the tracking, in terms of equivalent accelerations. The red line 

represents the ISA noise, considered as white and at a level of . The green 

line represents the thermal noise due to a possible white noise at a level of , 
present at the mechanical interface between the MPO and ISA, attenuated by the passive 
thermal filter of the MPO. The blue line represents the total noise for the tracking 
expressed in acceleration. The black line represents the total noise (quadratic sum of the 
previous ones). This plot is a good guideline to set the limits of the vibrational noise 
allowed on the MPO. 

 
Figure_5.6.1_1 Total noise considered for the RSE, coming from the accelerometer and the tracking, 
in terms of equivalent accelerations. 
 
Instrument System Description 
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The ISA Instrument configuration is based on two units: the “ISA Detector Assembly” (IDA) 
and the “ISA Control Electronics” (ICE) which interfaces electrically the MPO. In 
figure_5.6.1_2 is shown the general architecture of the instrument, where it is possible to 
see the three sensors with the relative sections for biasing the transducers and to pick-up 
the signal, amplify and read-out it after the demodulation. Also indicated are the modules 
for accelerometer calibration, thermal control, reference, processing and control. 

 
Figure_5.6.1-2 General functional instrument architecture. 
 
Mechanical arrangement 

The implementation of the three-axes accelerometer is made by three mechanical elements 
arranged with their centers of mass along the same axis (which, if possible, will be made 
coincident with the MPO rotation axis). This choice allows avoiding the inertial effects due 
to the nominal angular velocity and angular acceleration, equal to zero for points lying 
along the rotation axis; the gravity gradient effects will be minimized too, especially if the 
sensitive element with axis parallel to the rotation one is positioned with its center of mass 
coincident with the spacecraft CoM. In Figure_5.6.1.3 are shown the three accelerometer 
elements with the sensitive axis of the central element aligned along the satellite rotation 
axis (Z axis); the origin of the reference frame is the spacecraft nominal CoM. 

 
Figure_5.6.1-3 Arrangement of the three sensitive axes 



 
The criteria used to implement the electronics for the accelerometer are the following 
ones: 

 obtain the right sensitivity of the apparatus; 
 be very compact; 
 have the lowest level of power dissipation; 
 be very stable with respect to temperature changes. 

A very stable reference is used by a modulator to generate an alternate voltage that biases 
the capacitive bridge. The modulated signal is sent to a low-noise amplifier followed by a 
demodulator; after the demodulation the signal is sent to an analog-to-digital converter 
(A/D) that uses the same reference signal. A microcontroller commands the demodulation, 
the averaging, the filtering and the other functionalities of the accelerometer. 

5.6.1.2 The ISA  accelerometer 

The accelerometer selected for the BepiColombo mission – the Italian Spring 
Accelerometer (ISA) – has been developed at IAPS/INAF and is now under development for 
space use by Thales Alenia Space - Italia. A prototype with a sensitivity of  10−9  𝑚 ∙

𝑠−2/√𝐻𝑧 , one order of magnitude better of what is required for the RSE, in the required 
frequency band (3 ∙ 10−5 ÷ 10−1 𝐻𝑧), has already been implemented and tested for a long 
time. 
The implementation and integration of the ISA accelerometer on the MPO take into account 
several requirements and conditions; among them we can recall the following ones: 
Sufficient sensitivity and appropriate frequency band of the accelerometer. 
 

5.6.1.3 Instrument operations concept and error budget 

The accelerometer continuously measures the three components of the acceleration acting 
on the MPO as well as the inertial and gravitational gradient components acting on its proof 
masses. The concept of the instrument operation is to detect all the accelerations that 
perturb its pure gravitational orbit. In fact the MPO in orbit around Mercury is a not an 
inertial system; in every points on it (in particular in the center of mass of each proof mass) 
acts an acceleration given by the following formula: 

 
where 𝑉(𝑟, 𝑡) is the gravitational potential, Ω⃗⃗⃗ the angular velocity, 𝑟 the position vector on 
the satellite from the reference origin to a point on the MPO (center of mass of each proof 
mass), 𝑣⃗ its velocity vector, and 𝛼⃗(𝑡) any linear acceleration acting on the MPO. The first 
three terms on the right-hand side can be easily recognized as gravitational, centrifugal and 
Coriolis accelerations, respectively. The last term depends on the variation of the angular 
velocity. On the reference system of the “free falling” MPO it is possible to measure also the 
acceleration gradients.  
Inertial Effects - These effects are related with the last four terms of the previous formula. 
We can divide them in linear and angular accelerations. 
Linear accelerations - Every point in the satellite is under the same action of linear 
accelerations; these can be external to the satellite, as the solar radiation pressure, and 
internal to the satellite, as in the case of the motion of the mechanical parts (reaction 
wheels among them), fuel sloshing, and mechanical vibrations with high mechanical merit 
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factor. These accelerations are the main components that need to be measured in order to 
reduce the effect of perturbations on the gravitational orbit of the MPO. It is necessary to 
remember that ISA is not an absolute accelerometer and therefore it is not able to measure 
constant accelerations, and the reliability of its output is only for measurements in its own 
dynamic range. 
Angular accelerations - For the angular accelerations the effect on the satellite is different 
on points at different distances from the rotation axis; to avoid these effects the 
accelerometer must be installed with its center of mass very close to the MPO CoM 
(possibly coincident). Also in this case it is necessary to underline that ISA cannot detect 
constant angular accelerations, but only terms varying with time and, clearly, if the MPO 
center of mass is away from the center of mass of the ISA proof masses. 
Coriolis acceleration - This effect arises only if there is a motion of the proof masses. 
Recalling that the accelerometer is hard mounted on the MPO and each proof mass can 
move only with one degree of freedom, the Coriolis acceleration, acting perpendicularly to 
this direction has no effect on it. 
Gravitational effects - The gravitational effects on the ISA proof masses can be induced by 
a mass in the satellite and by a mass external to it. The gravitational effects induced by the 
satellite mass are, in general, constant and so, they are not detected by ISA. Gravitational 
effects induced by masses, which are in motion on the satellite, produce effects that are 
variable with time and likely to be detected. Such effects can be due to reaction wheels, fuel 
sloshing, level change of the fuel, and so on. Gravitational effects induced by masses 
external to the satellite are mainly due to Mercury and to the Sun. 
Thermal effects - Thermal variations inside the MPO have very strong implications on the 
performance of the accelerometer, acting directly on it and inducing perturbations through 
the thermoelastic deformation of MPO structure. Recalling that the accelerometer stability 

is , this means that to avoid the impact of the thermal effects on it, the 

thermal variations must be less than  in the frequency range of the 

accelerometer. 
Inertial effects induced by the thermal variations -  ISA is not an absolute instrument and 
cannot detect constant signals (gravitational and inertial), but depending on the 
temperature change, inertial and gravitational constant effects can be “modulated” by the 
change of the center of mass position of the proof mass and by the change of the sensitive 
axis direction. 
Intrinsic accelerometer noise - The last noise term that we mention here is the intrinsic 
accelerometer noise. It is necessary to recall that this noise is flat in the ISA frequency 

range, and at the level of .  

Here we report schematically the error budget of ISA, with the purpose to introduce the 
main parameters of interest and to deduce the requirements imposed by the on board 
accelerometer to the MPO spacecraft. The ISA error budget can be estimated taking into 
account separately the two kinds of noise: 
i) sinusoidal or pseudo-sinusoidal contributions; 
ii) random contributions. 
In Tables_5.6.1_1-2 are specified the contribution of each type of error with respect to the 
accelerometer accuracy A0 = 10−9 g. The noise of the first kind is mainly due to Mercury’s 
gravity gradients (i.e., its tidal forces) and to the apparent forces on the rotating spacecraft, 
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while the noise of the second kind is mainly due to the angular-rate and angular-
acceleration noise due to the MPO attitude control, necessary to guarantee the spacecraft 

nadir pointing. The displacement  of each proof mass with respect to the 

spacecraft CoM can be seen as the sum of four different terms: 

 

where  represents the proof mass position in the MPO frame with respect to the nominal 

position of the spacecraft CoM,  represents the errors in knowledge of such position. 

The spacecraft CoM is not fixed in position in the MPO frame because of the fuel 

consumption and sloshing and the high gain antenna (HGA) movements. The  term 

accounts for such displacements that therefore impact on the accelerometer 

measurements. The last term  accounts for the error in the knowledge of the MPO 

CoM movements: the errors in the determination of . In other words, and  define 

the time–independent part of the proof masses positions with respect to the spacecraft 

CoM, while,  and  are the time-dependent part of the proof masses positions with 

respect to the CoM of the spacecraft. The value of the main involved parameters are 
determinate so as to keep the error budget for the pseudo-sinusoidal terms below 108 

m/s2 and that of the random contributions below . 
As we can see, the first kind of error is directly connected to the determination of the ISA 

positions ( ), imposing requirements on them, while the second kind of error is 

connected directly to the ISA positions ( ), imposing requirements on these 

positions as well as in the attitude control errors ( ). 
 

Table_5.6.1-1. Error budget for the pseudo-sinusoidal noise.  

Type Due to Spectral content requirement on Error % A0 

Gravity-gradients  Orbital period P and ½P 

;  85 

Apparent forces  Orbital period P and ½P 

Thermal effects 2 °C Orbital period P   15 

Components 

coupling 

Misalignment 

angle 
Orbital period P  Negligible 

Total 100 

 

In the previous table, n represents the MPO mean motion ( ),  ( ) 

and  ( ) are, respectively, the MPO angular rate and angular acceleration,  

and  are the displacement errors (see the text), 2 °C represents the amplitude of the 

thermal effect (that will be attenuated by a factor 700 by the ISA active thermal control), 

finally  represents the error (orbital period component) of the time-independent 

misalignment angle of the accelerometer. The MPO orbital period P is about 8355 s. The 
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last column gives the maximum percentage of error over one orbital period of the MPO 

with respect to the requested accuracy A0 (with ). 

We define nominal effects, or nominal noise, the acceleration errors coming from the sum 
of the gravity-gradients effects with those produced by the apparent forces. The maximum 
disturbing accelerations produced by these nominal effects are function of the 
accelerometer proof masses displacements X, Y and Z with respect to the MPO CoM (

 and  ). The 85% impact for the maximum error from this nominal noise arises 

from the 15% constraint for the thermal effect. This is dictated by the thermal stability of 
the accelerometer to the temperature variations (about ) and to the thermal 

attenuation that we are able to reach inside the accelerometer band, in particular in the 
low--frequency part of the accelerometer bandwidth, i.e., in the 104÷103 Hz band. The ISA 
active thermal control guarantees attenuation by a factor of 700. The thermal effect at the 
MPO orbital period has amplitude of about 2 °C; we therefore obtain for the thermal 
disturbing acceleration: 

𝐴𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑟𝑚.|𝑜𝑟𝑏. ≅ 2 °𝐶 ∙ 5 ∙ 10−8 𝑔

°𝐶
 ∙

1

700
= 1.4 ∙ 10−10 𝑔                           

           
 

which is about 15% of the requested accuracy. With regard to the misalignment angle, 
estimated to be 1/3000 radians, its contribution to the error budget is negligible. Indeed, 
the maximum non-gravitational acceleration at the MPO orbital period is due to the direct 
solar radiation pressure, and it has been estimated to be ; we therefore 

obtain:                                     

that is about 3% of the requested accuracy, and therefore negligible with respect to the 
other contributions. 
 
Table_5.6.1-2. Error budget for the random noise.  

Type Due to 
Spectral 

content 

requirement 

on 
Error %A 

Apparent forces  Random ;  60 

Thermal effects  Random  30 

Noise on the MPO 
Movements due to the HGA, 

fuel sloshing, …  
Random  10 

MPO CoM 

displacement 

Movements due to the HGA 

and fuel consumption, …  
Random  70 

Components 

coupling 
Misalignment angle Random  Negligible 

ISA intrinsic noise  Random  Negligible 

Total (not correlated noise) <100 

 

In the previous table, the vectors  and define, respectively, the ISA position matrix 

and the MPO CoM movements due to the HGA and fuel consumption. The quantities and 
 are due to the attitude control necessary to keep the MPO at its nominal angular rate 

and nominal angular acceleration,  represents the amplitude of the thermal effect 
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(that will be attenuated by a factor of 700 by the ISA active thermal control),  is the 

random acceleration noise arising from the error part of displacement of the CoM as 
function of time, finally  represents the error (random component) of the misalignment 
angle of the accelerometer. The last column gives the maximum percentage of error with 
respect to the requested level of noise A (with ), here assumed equal to the 

accelerometer sensitivity. The errors are assumed not correlated. 
With regard to the results shown in Table_2.1.2-2, it is assumed that the random noise 
sources are not correlated and we add their contributions in a root-sum-square fashion.  

5.6.2 Precision required to the accelerometer. 

In the previous sections we have given information about the level of acceleration signals 
and frequency band acting on a FIR space interferometer, determining the range of 
accelerations to be measured; here we give a simple evaluation of the precision required of 
the accelerometer, which represents its basic element. The precision, together with the 
level of the acceleration value necessary to be measured, determines the dynamics 
necessary for the accelerometer. 
If the accelerometer will be used to determine the ITD, associated to the measure of an 
IMU, no matter if it is used in an open loop or as elements of a feed-back loop, also to 
control the ITD(t) law, the considerations to derive its measuring precision follow. 
For every wave-length of the spectrum in the interval[𝜆𝑚𝑖𝑛  𝜆𝑚𝑎𝑥] = [25 𝜇𝑚  500𝜇𝑚], the 
distinct spatial harmonics will be obtained for variations of the ITD at steps of 0.5𝑚, an 
imprecision on the steps at level of 3𝑚𝑚 seems a good requirement. In this case, the 
following equations hold for the acceleration and its noise: 
 

𝑎 + 𝛿𝑎 = 𝜔2 ∙ 𝑅 = (𝜔0 + 𝛿𝜔)2 ∙ (𝑅 + 𝛿𝑅) ≈ 𝜔0
2 ∙ 𝑅 + 𝜔0

2 ∙ 𝛿𝑅 
 
 This holds if the angular velocity is measured with high precision with a STR or IMU, in 
order for the error in the 𝛿𝜔 to be negligible. To obtain the desired precision 𝛿𝑅 = 3𝑚𝑚, it 
is necessary to employ an accelerometer with resolution better than: 
 

𝛿𝑎 = 𝜔0
2 ∙ 𝛿𝑅 = (

2 ∙ 𝜋

𝑇
)

2

∙ 𝛿𝑅 = 9 ∙ 10−9 𝑚/𝑠2 

 
The proposed accelerometer has a precision, experimentally measured on the ground of 

10−9 𝑚

𝑠2 /√𝐻𝑧 , so able to perform the measure with the necessary precision also at a rate 

higher than 10Hz. 

5.6.3 General description of the Accelerometer 

In this section a description of the high sensitive accelerometers that are thought to be 
used in the FIR Space Interferometer is reported; the description is related to its main 
features and gives information about the possibility to implement an accelerometer 
compatible with its use on such a mission. In particular the focus has been made in its use 
in a feed-back loop intended for the control of the dynamics followed by the interferometer 
during its observation modes. 
It should be emphasized that what is reported in the following is the '"heritage" of several 
years of activities performed by the group of the experimental gravitation of the IAPS/INAF 

tR

HzgA 
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in the development of accelerometers with high sensitivity, to which later was added the 
activities carried out by AGI Ltd. in the development of accelerometers for geophysical use. 
The proposed accelerometer is a three axial instrument able to work in space conditions on 
board of a satellite in “free-fall” and so, not subject to the Earth gravity. Apart its high 
sensitivity and dynamic, its main feature lies in the possibility to perform its calibration on 
ground and so in presence of the Earth gravity. 

5.6.3.1 General Description 

The proposed accelerometer uses the know-how acquired in the development of high 
sensitive instruments to detect accelerations, as for the high sensitivity accelerometer ISA 
(Italian Spring Accelerometer), a tri-axial accelerometer for space applications (i.e. 
BepiColombo ESA mission), or gravitational effects, as in the GReAT (General Relativity 
Accuracy Test), an experiment to test the WEP (Weak Equivalence Principle). 
Its fundamental characteristic, from which it is derived the ISA name, is determined by the 
fact that the test mass of each individual sensing element is attached to its reference 
structure by means of a mechanical spring that allows its movement only along a direction 
(sensitive axis), securing it tightly in the other two directions. 
Every single axis of the accelerometer is constituted by three main parts: 
 

 the mechanical oscillator, 
 the signal detection, 
 the actuation and control. 

 In the Figure_4.1-1 it is possible to see its general scheme. 

  
 

 
 
 
Figure_5.6.3-1 Schematic drawing of the 
accelerometer scheme 

 

5.6.3.2 Mechanical Oscillator 

The mechanical oscillator can be regarded as a test mass connected to the reference frame 
through a spring with low elastic constant; the acceleration acting on its reference frame 
(the same of the satellite) is seen as an inertial acceleration acting on the test mass. To 
detect these accelerations it is necessary to measure the consequent displacement of the 
proof mass with respect to the reference frame.  
 



 
Figure_5.6.3.2-1 Accelerometer mechanical structure. 

 
Figure_5.6.3.2-1 shows the mechanical part of the accelerometer. It consists of a central 
plate, in which the proof mass is connected to an external rigid frame by means of an elastic 
element (flexural or torsional) constituting a harmonic oscillator. Usually the sensitivity 
axis is perpendicular to the face of the proof mass. Four additional plates are connected on 
the opposite sides of the central one and electrically separated by insulating washers, 
forming plain capacitors. A couple of these capacitors provide the reading of the signal. The 
other couple has more than one function. It could be used: to lower the electromechanical 
frequency of the oscillator; to bring the capacitive bridge to its equilibrium position, by the 
application of a constant voltage; as an actuator, to excite the mechanical oscillator with 
known electrical signals. 
Referring to the angle rotation of the test mass around its rotation axis, the harmonic 
mechanical oscillator is described by the equation: 
 
 𝐼 ∙ 𝜃̈ + 𝜂𝑡 ∙ 𝜃̇ + 𝑘𝑡 ∙ 𝜃 = 𝑁.  
 
Where: 𝑘𝑡  represents the elastic constant, 𝐼 the proof mass moment of inertia, 𝜂𝑡  its 
dissipation coefficient and 𝑁 the magnitude of the external torque.  
Equivalently, we can refer to the displacement of its 𝑐𝑜𝑚 (center of mass) using the 
formula: 
 
 𝑀𝑥̈ + 𝜂 ∙ 𝑥̇ + 𝑘 ∙ 𝑥 = 𝐹,  
 
with the following positions: 

  𝐹 =
𝑁

𝑏
, x = θ ∙ 𝑏, M =

𝐼

𝑏2
, 𝜂 =

𝜂𝑡

𝑏2
, 𝑘 =

𝑘𝑡

𝑏2
               

 
Where b is the distance between the CoM and the rotation axis. 
With this assumption the formulae for the evaluation of the mechanical resonance 
frequency and for its quality factor are respectively: 
 

 𝑓0 =
1

2𝜋
√

𝑘

𝑀
=

𝜔0

2𝜋
   and 

 

  𝑄−1 =
𝜂

𝑀𝜔0
 . 

 



As we can see, the quality factor is connected to the oscillator brownian noise. 
The accelerometer works at frequencies lower than the resonance frequency of the 
mechanical oscillator, where the transfer function between the acceleration of the sensitive 
mass and its displacements is: 𝑥(𝜔) ≈ 𝑎(𝜔)/𝜔0

2 . 

5.6.3.3 Signal Detection and noise analysis 

The two opposite sensing capacitors,𝐶1 and 𝐶2, with the fixed external capacitors, 𝐶𝑎 and 
𝐶𝑏, inserted in a bridge configuration, provide the extraction of the signal. The bridge is 
driven by the transformer with an alternate voltage 𝑉𝑝 = 𝑉𝑝0 ∙ cos (2𝜋𝑓𝑝𝑡). 

The mechanical signal causes the variation of the capacity of the two detector capacitors 
and the subsequent modulation at the signal frequency of the residual output voltage. This 
signal is seen as an unbalance of the bridge. The output of the capacitive bridge is sent to a 
low noise amplifier, characterized by input impedance 𝑍𝑖  with very high value, an 
equivalent generator of voltage noise 𝑒𝑛 and an equivalent generator of current noise 𝑖𝑛. 
Table_5.6.3.3-1 shows a list of the elements that appear in the scheme of Figure_5.6.3.1-1, 
with their meaning. 
 

Table_5.6.3.3-1 List of elements appearing in the electric scheme 
Element Description 

𝛼 𝑥 Voltage generator associated with signal 

𝑣𝑏 Generator associated with Brownian noise 

𝑒𝑛 Generator associated with amplifier noise 

𝑖𝑛 Current generator associated with amplifier noise 

𝑍𝑖 Amplifier input impedance 

𝑉𝑟𝑠 Voltage generator associated with loss capacitors 

 
 
We analyze now the different contributions to the noise of the system, starting with an 
indication on the signal level, represented in the scheme with the 𝛼 ∙ 𝑥  generator. 
If the distance between the two faces of the capacitors is 𝑑1 ≈ 𝑑2 = 𝑑 the formula 
establishing the relationship between the amplitude value of the mechanical signal at 
frequency 𝑓𝑠  and the value of the signal at the bridge output, at frequency  𝑓𝑝 + 𝑓𝑠  or 𝑓𝑝 + 𝑓𝑠  

is: 𝑣𝑠 = 𝛼 ∙ 𝑥, where 𝑥  is the displacements of the 𝑐𝑜𝑚 of the test mass and 𝛼 = 𝑉𝐶𝐷/(2 ∙ 𝑑) 
represents the transducer factor (maximum value of the electrical field inside each single 
detection capacitor). 
Brownian noise associated to the harmonic oscillator  
The dissipation of the mechanical oscillator is associated with a generator of Brownian 
noise that causes acceleration in the unit band, equal to: 
 

 𝑎𝑏
2(𝜔) =

𝐹2(𝜔)

𝑀2
=

4𝑘𝑏𝑇𝜂

𝑀2
=

4𝑘𝑏𝑇𝜔0

𝑀𝑄
 

 
In this equation 𝑘𝑏 is the Boltzmann constant, 𝑇 is the thermodynamic temperature of the 
oscillator, 𝜔0 is its resonance frequency, Q is the mechanical quality factor, 𝑀 is its mass 
and 𝜂 is the mechanical dissipation factor. It is clear that in order to have a low level of 
Brownian noise we need to have a mechanical system with a high mechanical quality 
factor. 



Electrical dissipation and total Brownian noise. 
It is easy to see that the electrical dissipations present in the transducer coupled to the 
mechanical oscillator produce a lowering of the total electromechanical merit factor, given 
by the following formula:  

1

𝑄𝑡
=

1

𝑄
+

1

𝑄𝑑𝑒
 

           
Where 

1

𝑄𝑑𝑒
= 4

𝜔0∙𝑡𝑔𝛿

Ω𝑝∙𝛽
 , 

 
and having indicated whit 𝑡𝑔𝛿 the angle of loss of the electrical part of the transducer and 

with 𝛽 the electromechanical coupling factor given by the following formula =
𝛼2𝐶

𝑀∙𝜔0
2 , with 

C the transducer capacitor. 
Taking into account of this dissipation, the total Brownian noise can be written as: 
 

𝑎𝑏
2(𝜔) =

𝐹2(𝜔)

𝑀2
=

4𝑘𝑏𝑇𝜂𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑀2
=

4𝑘𝑏𝑇𝜔0

𝑀𝑄𝑡
 

 
Where  𝜂𝑡𝑜𝑡 = 𝜔0/𝑄𝑡. 
It is necessary to note that also the resonance frequency will slightly change when the 
transducer is biased. 
Preamplifier noise 
We can underline that an equivalent voltage noise generator and an equivalent current 
noise generator can model the amplifier noise contribution by means of the following 
formulas:  

 
 
Where 𝑍𝑛 and 𝑇𝑛 are respectively the noise impedance and the noise temperature of the 
amplifier, defined with the following relations: 
 

 𝑍𝑛 = 𝑒𝑛/𝑖𝑛,                    𝑇𝑛 =
𝑒𝑛∙𝑖𝑛

4∙𝑘𝑏
 

 
These noise generators act in two different ways: directly to produce a voltage at the input 
of the ideal amplifier; producing a fluctuation of charge across the detection capacitors and 
a consequent acceleration in the harmonic oscillator. 
Total system noise 
Using the previous indications, the total noise in acceleration, from the point of view of the 
mechanical oscillator, can be expressed by the formula: 
 

𝑎𝑡
2(𝜔) ≈

4 ∙ 𝑘𝑏 ∙ 𝜔0

𝑀
[

𝑇

𝑄𝑡
+ 𝑇𝑛

4𝑍𝑛𝐶𝜔0

𝛽
] ∆𝑓 



                                
Where ∆𝑓 = 1/∆𝑡  is the inverse of the acquisition time for each single measurement.  
 

5.6.3.4 Use of the control capacitors 

In this subsection we will give indications about the use of the control capacitors that can 
produce modifications of the frequency of the oscillator, electrical variation of the 
capacitive pick up-bridge, and as electromechanical actuator. 
 
Electrical lowering of the frequency of the mechanical oscillator 

Applying a constant voltage 𝑉 across one of the control capacitors a torque is produced 

that, for small 𝜗, is given by: 

                              
 

 

where 𝑏 is the distance between the center of mass of the central plate and the rotation 
axis,  is the rotation angle,  is the capacity of the capacitor, when the plate is in its 

equilibrium position, V is the voltage on it and  is the distance between the two faces of 

the planar capacitors.  The term depending on  has the effect of a negative elastic 

constant that reduces the torsion elastic constant of the oscillator, causing a lowering of the 

system resonance frequency. The new frequency is given by: 

                                     

  

where we have introduced the electromechanical transducer factor 𝛽: 

                                           
 

The simultaneous application of the constant voltage on two opposite capacitors gives a 

factor of 2 in the previous formula and allows maintaining the proof mass in its equilibrium 

position. We must say that this procedure, essential to increase the accelerometer 

sensitivity, reduces its frequency band. 
 
Electrical variation of the equilibrium conditions of the capacitive bridge 
The term in equation of the momentum, that doesn’t depend on 𝜗, represents a constant 
torque that changes the position of the proof mass and therefore the four capacitors 
capacitance values. Simple evaluations indicate that the value of the capacitor on which the 
constant voltage 𝑉 is applied and that of the adjacent capacitor, increases according to the 
equation: 

                      

On the other hand, the capacitors capacity decreases. It is clear that if we want to have a 

low frequency and get large variations of capacity, we need to have high values of 𝛽. We 

must notice that if 𝛽 = 1 the frequency becomes zero, two capacities go to infinity and two 
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to zero (this in principle). This means that the system becomes unstable; the attraction 

force, determined by the electric field between the two faces of the capacitor, is equal to or 

larger than the elastic restoring force. 

 

Electromechanical actuator 

To characterize the system it is useful to have the possibility to excite it at known 

frequencies. This possibility is obtained using the control capacitors as an actuator. 
Superimposing an alternate voltage  to the constant voltage V, from 

equation 3 we can see that, besides the terms seen before, a torque results at frequency

, given by: 

                                                   , 
 

At 2 , the torque is equal to: 

                                                   . 
 

Terms causing small variations of the elastic constant are not considered. Such an actuator 

could be used to calibrate using an electrical signal. 

5.6.4 Accelerometer calibration 

In this section the concept for the ISA accelerometer calibration on the ground and in space 
is described. As already said, the difficulties to calibrate an apparatus for gravitational 
measurements on-ground are mainly due to the presence of environmental noise and of 
Earth’s gravity. We start remembering that for the accelerometer here considered, of the 
ISA kind, that must operate in a frequency band: , it is almost impossible 

to insulate the apparatus from the environmental noise; so, any calibration must be 
performed while trying to circumvent the unavoidable seismic noise, or forcing it at a level 
of excitation well above it. 

5.6.4.1 Parameter measurements 

A first way to calibrate the accelerometer is by means of the measurements of all the 
fundamental parameters that determine its characteristic in terms of sensitivity and to 
evaluate it by means of calculation. In the previous section the formula for the evaluation of 
the accelerometer total noise has been given, both electrical and of mechanical nature for 
every single axis of the accelerometer; in tables_5.6.4-1/2 are shown the main mechanical 
and electrical parameters necessary to be measured experimentally so to evaluate the 
accelerometer intrinsic acceleration noise.  
 
Table_5.6.4-1 Mechanical parameters of the oscillators 

M Proof mass 0.22 kg 

I Inertia 
kg/m2 

 Mechanical resonance frequency 3.5 Hz 

 Mechanical quality factor (environment vacuum)  
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Table_5.6.4-2 Electrical parameters of the accelerometer 

 Detection and actuation capacitors 300pF 

 Angle of electrical loss in the 
capacitors 

 

 External fixed capacitor 300pF 

 Angle of electrical loss in   

 Equivalent voltage noise generator  

 Equivalent current noise generator  

 Amplifier noise temperature 0.38K 

 Amplifier input impedance  

A Amplification 50 
 Transducer factor  

 Electromechanical transducer factor  

Let us recall that the mechanical quality factor  is tightly related to the vacuum 

conditions in which the sensor is located, being strongly dependent on the gas trapped in 
the gap between the faces of the plain capacitors. The two values indicated in table_5.6.4-1 

for  are related to the pressure of 103 and 10-4 mbar. 

From the values reported in the Table_5.6.4-1/2 it is possible to evaluate the sensitivity of 

the accelerometer; this gives a value equal to  in vacuum and  

at atmospheric pressure (limits due to the Brownian noise). For the BepiColombo ISA 

accelerometer we chose a  equal to 100, so that the resulting sensitivity is  

5.6.4.2 On Ground calibration 

The analysis of the noise sources and the theoretical evaluation of the performance of the 
accelerometer are not satisfactory and, consequently, direct experimental tests are 
necessary. In the Figure_5.6.4.2-1 we show a prototype of the implemented accelerometer. 
The main parts of this instrument are the three mechanical units (with their own 
preamplifiers) arranged in order that their sensitive axes are perpendicular to each other. 
In the same box are also included the microcontroller and all the electronics for power 
supply, demodulation of signal and acquisition of data. 
For on-ground calibrations the accelerometer is disposed on a base equipped with three 
support points, controlled with micrometer screws. By adjusting these screws, the gravity 
acceleration can be set parallel to a sensitive axis (e.g. z) and perpendicular to the other 
two axes (x, y). In these conditions the unit with sensitive axis along the vertical is 
subjected to acceleration equal to 1 g; the other two units are sensitive to a component of 
g depending on the angles , from the horizontal plane. For small variations of , 

their value in radians corresponds to the acceleration in g to which the unit is subject. 
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Figure_5.6.4.2-1 Prototype of  ISA 
accelerometer. 

Figure_5.6.4.2-2 Output of the accelerometer 

excited with d.c. accelerations. 

Measurement of transducer factor and linearity 

The calibration of each single unit of the accelerometer is performed applying to it a known 

component of the gravity acceleration by varying the proper angle ( ) and by reading 

the related output. In this case the connection between the input acceleration and output 
voltage is direct and enables an evaluation of the transducer factor. To perform an 
evaluation also of the system linearity, the micrometer screws are replaced with a 
piezoelectric element, able to give a very small displacement with a sonsequent small 
change of the angle. Figure_5.6.4.2-2 shows the output of a single unit of the accelerometer, 
excited with d.c. accelerations, step by step. The x-axis represents the acceleration 
measured by the accelerometer, while the y-axis represents the voltage given to the 
piezoelectric. It also represents the inclination in radians (multiplied by a conversion factor 
equal to ). The plot shows the linearity of the accelerometer response, for a 

wide range of accelerations. 

Measurement of the electromechanical actuation factor  

Biasing one of the control capacitors with a constant voltage V, and superimposing an 

alternate voltage , a torque equal to  at frequency  will 

arise, where 𝐶3 is one of the two control capacitors, b the distance between the rotation 
axis of the oscillator and the proof mass CoM, and 𝑑3 the distance between the two faces of 
the plane capacitor. From the experimental measurement of the parameters that appear in 

the formula, it is possible to evaluate the actuation factor . Another possibility is to 

measure it experimentally. The measure is performed applying to the accelerometer 
elements to be calibrated a well-known torque by changing the component of gravity acting 
on them, by means of the micrometric screw system and measuring the voltage necessary 
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to produce the same torque. We have to remember that in this case the torque is given by: 

. 

Usually in the use of the electromechanically actuator, the two actuators capacitor are used 
simultaneously in order to avoid the bias voltages producing a constant torque that 
unbalances the pick-up bridge.  

Measurement of the accelerometer transfer function (resonance frequency and mechanical 
quality factor) 
An important requirement of an accelerometer is to have a flat transfer function in its 
frequency band; in our case this is obtained because the accelerometer transfer function is 
primarily related to the mechanical harmonic oscillator that operates at frequencies well 
below its resonance frequencies, while the actuation system and its pick-up (amplifier, 
demodulator) give a contribution flat in frequency (very narrow band around the pick-up 
bridge bias frequency). The measurement of the transfer function can be performed in two 
ways: exciting the system using the electromechanical actuator with a constant amplitude 
voltage swept in the frequency range where the transfer function must be evaluated, or 
exciting the system with a direct acceleration, using the micrometer screw so to change the 
component of g acting on the specific element with sensitive axis initially in the horizontal 
plane.  
The Figure_5.6.4.2-3 shows the transfer function of one single axis of the accelerometer. In 

this case,  is kept low by avoiding high vacuum conditions, so to allow the use of a 

dynamic signal analyzer, which does not work correctly if  is high. As it can be seen, 

above the fundamental frequency, equal to 3.5 Hz, the system has a second harmonic at 
16.6Hz. 

 
Figure_5.6.4.2-3 Transfer function of the accelerometer. 

 
From the previous arguments it follows that the parameters necessary to characterize the 
transfer function are the mechanical frequency, the mechanical quality factor and the 
response of the system at zero frequency. The correct determination of the transfer 
function is evaluated with a precise determination of these parameters. The measurement 
of the mechanical frequency and of the high mechanical Q (100 in this case) is performed 
placing the accelerometer in a vacuum chamber, exciting the mechanical oscillator at its 
resonance at high level and looking at its free exponential decay.  

VbV
d

C
M att 2

3

3
1

mQ

mQ

 



Measurement of the intrinsic noise of the system 

Every single axis of the ISA accelerometer can be calibrated on ground under the action of 
gravity by placing it in a horizontal plane so to null the Earth gravity effects. Differential 
measurements, performed with two accelerometer elements with sensitive axes parallel, 
permit to reject the horizontal seismic noise present in the laboratory, leaving to check 

their sensitivity at levels better than 10−10𝑚/√𝐻𝑧. In the figure_5.6.4.2-4 are shown the 
signals recorded by two ISA accelerometer elements arranged with their sensitive axes 
parallel. As it is possible to see, every 

 
Figure_5.6.4.2-4 Difference of seismic signals recorded by two ISA elements arranged with their 
sensitive axes parallel between them. 

 
element detects the seismic noise present in the laboratory, showing a minimum equal to 

10−8𝑔/√𝐻𝑧 at frequencies of about  10−1 𝐻𝑧 (red and blue line). The estimate of  the 
sensitivity of the apparatus at the lowest level and in such low range of frequencies has 
been possible only using differential measurements methods. In the same figure the level of 
the difference between the two previous signals is shown; the residual level is obtained 
adjusting the parameters for the comparison of the two accelerometers output in order to 
obtain a Common Mode Rejection factor bigger than 104.  This residual acceleration at a 

level of 10−10 𝑔/√𝐻𝑧 can be retained as an indication of the level of the accelerometer 
intrinsic noise. To be noted that the indicated residual noise is reached in a large band of 
frequencies i.e. 10−3 − 5 ∙ 10−1 𝐻𝑧. 
 
 

 
 

 

 

Figure_5.6.4.2-5 Arrangement of the two 
mechanical elements disposed with their 
sensitive axes parallel and in a horizontal 
plane.  

Figure_5.6.4.2-6 Arrangement of the two separate 
electronics with only a common element to perform 
the rejection.  

 
In the following figures_5.6.4.2-5/6 we reported the arrangement used to perform the 
previous calibration. The first one showing the mechanical arrangement, with the two 



mechanical elements disposed with their sensitive axes parallel, while the second one 
showing the two separate pick-electronics chains. 
 

Measurement of the ISA thermal stability 

One of the main characteristics for an accelerometer is its thermal stability, i.e. its 
capability to be immune from changes of temperature in the environmental in which it 

operates. The proposed accelerometer has a thermal stability equal to . The 
stability figure means that, a temperature change of one degree, on the electronics or 
mechanical parts, produces a spurious accelerometer output equivalent to an accuracy of 

. The only possibility to reduce this effect is to reduce the thermal variations of 

the environment, by means of a thermal control system. The thermal attenuation can be 
obtained using an active control loop or a passive one. The advantage of the active control 
resides in the possibility to attenuate the temperature variations at very low frequency, but 
this requires additional power dissipation. The passive control method consists in the 
employment of a system with a very large time constant for its thermal inertia, in order to 
have a system with a very low cutoff frequency, ensuring the required thermal attenuation 
inside the measurement frequency band. The calibration of this parameter is performed 
inserting the device into a thermo-vacuum chamber in order to change its temperature and 
control the corresponding signal at the output of the accelerometer due to the change in 
temperature. 

In flight calibrations 

Also if the accelerometer is calibrated on ground, at the launch of the satellite, it will be 
subject to very strong shock acceleration that can change its fine adjustment and so its 
calibration; the use of the actuators described in the previous section can permit to 
calibrate in flight the accelerometer, submitting it to a known electrical force, providing 
that the actuators have been calibrated on ground and counting on the fact that this 
calibration, depending only on the values of the applied voltages and on the distance 
between the two faces of the actuator capacitor, do not change at the moment of launch. 
 

5.6.5 Accelerometer Characteristics 

In this section we report the main characteristics of the implemented accelerometer; as it is 
possible to see from the reported data sheet it is well representative of the accelerometer 
that could be used on board a FIR space interferometer and it is actually the same type that 
has been employed in the on-ground test-bed as well as in the test-bed using the nano-sat. 
In the table_5.6.5-1 the main characteristics for every one of the three axes of the 
implemented accelerometer are reported 
 
Table_5.6.5-1 Main Accelerometer Characteristics for every single axis of the implemented 
accelerometers. 

Parameters Value 
Sensitivity 1e-8  g/sqrt(Hz) 
Frequency band 10-3 Hz – 10 Hz 

Dynamic pre-processing (dB) 120 

Dynamic post-processing (dB) 140 

Csm //105 27

27 /105 sm



Weight (𝐾𝑔) 2.5  
Dimensions 155x125x125 mm 
Acquisition system with preprocessing 24bit 
Acquisition frequencies (𝐻𝑧) 0.1,0.2,0.5,1,5,10,20  
Output  Analogic or digital 
Data rate (10Hz Acc. And one  T)  (𝑏𝑦𝑡𝑒/𝑠)   500  
Internal thermometer Pt10000 Precision better than 10−4 °C 
Interface of communication RS232 full-duplex/ RS485 (with 

adaptor) 
Standard of communication NMEA 
Dimensions of a single axis mechanical element 
(𝑚𝑚) 

80 x 60 x 25 (H x L x A) 

Electronic dimensions for a single element (𝑚𝑚) 95x95 
Voltage supply via USB or external (𝑉) 5 
Power dissipation (𝑚𝑊) 75  
Linearity > 80 dB 
Internal memory SD 2Gb 
Pre-processor embedded for pre-elaborations, control and acquisition 

 

In the figure_5.6.5-1 a picture of the three axes implemented accelerometer is shown, while 
in the figure_5.6.5-2 one of the three mechanical elements with its proximity electronics is 
shown. In the figure_5.6.5-3/4 the single mechanical oscillator and the particular of the 
elastic elements are shown. 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Figure_5.6.5-1 Picture of an open view of the 
implemented three axes accelerometer. 

Figure_5.6.5-2 Picture of one of the three 
mechanical elements with its proximity 
electronics. 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure_5.6.5-3/4 Mechanical oscillator and the particular of the elastic elements. 

 



In the last three figures we show respectively: a picture of an open view of the 
accelerometer showing the implemented electronics; the conceptual scheme of the 
electronics; and the scheme of the front-end amplifier.  
 
 

 
 

 

 

Figure_5.6.5-5 A picture of an open view of the 
accelerometer showing the implemented 
electronics. 

Figure_5.6.5-6 Conceptual scheme of the electronic 
section. 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Figure_5.6.5-7 Scheme of the front-end pre amplifier. 

 

5.7 CONCLUSIONS OF THE SECTION 

 
The objectives associated to the Del_2-3 concerned the study related to the use of a high 
sensitive accelerometer as one of the principal elements of a control loop, for the precise 
metrological control of a FIR Interferometer space mission. The activity has been divided in 
four main parts, here after briefly described them, together with the relative conclusions:  
 

1) A preliminary study concerning the context of the accelerometer use, with the evaluation of 
the dynamical acceleration, arising during the observation mode and the acceleration noise 
acting on the FIR interferometer, in the frequency band where the interferometric signals will 
be detected and out of it. 

The possibility to use a high sensitivity accelerometer in a FIR Interferometer for space use, 
so to help satisfy the metrological requirements imposed to the mission has been studied, 



with particular attention to the precise positioning of the satellites and to control the 
dynamics of the interferometer during the observation modes. 
Preliminary studies have been done in order to have a detailed knowledge of the kind of 
acceleration signals and noise present on a FIR space interferometer. In particular two 
classes of acceleration have been analysed: 

a) Acceleration and gravity gradient acceleration arising on the whole structure of the 
interferometer during its observation mode and connected to its dynamics. 

b) Acceleration noises present on the interferometer due to the appendices 
movements (RW, SA, HGA) and to the transient oscillation of the whole structure of 
the interferometer, when the thrusters are used. 

The first class of accelerations are the ones to be measured and controlled so to maintain 
the interferometer in its proper dynamics, following the appropriate movement so to fill 
the whole 𝑢, 𝑣 plane. The second class is that concerning the acceleration noises acting in a 
frequency band where the spectroscopic signals are sent by means of the optical path delay 
and seen as a phase noise or piston effects.  
Concerning the accelerations at point a) has been evaluated the gravity gradient 
acceleration acting on a system of two satellites placed in L2 and the consequent gravity 
accelerations due to the dynamics of the interferometer arising during observation. The 
conclusion concerning this part of study is that the gravity gradient acceleration is 
negligible and only the one due to the dynamics must be considered in the control 
loop. Several possibilities to perform the observation mode using different laws to change 
the ITD have also been studied, and for every one we have determined the frequency band 
and amplitude of the arising tangential and radial accelerations. 
Concerning the accelerations included in point b), a structural analysis of a FIR 
interferometer with the two telescopes interconnected to a central Hub by means of two 
booms has been performed, so to have a possibility to reach a max 𝐼𝑇𝐷 = 100𝑚, and 
determine its resonance frequencies, that will been excited during the transient phase (as 
the ITD change); this information is taken into account in the determination of the more 
appropriate FIR control dynamics. We also investigated the level of noise acceleration 
present in a satellite in the frequency band where the spectroscopic signal will be detected 
and out of this band due to its possible influence as aliasing effects and saturation of the 
accelerometer itself. 
The conclusion concerning these activities is related to the methodology to use for the 
choice of the frequency range where the spectroscopic signal can be translated by means of 
an appropriate sledge velocity, where its level is at the minimum. The same analysis can 
give the opportunity to set appropriate requirements for the level of acceleration noise that 
can be present on the FIR Interferometer. 
 

2) Activity concerning the possibility to implement a control-loop for the dynamical movements 
of the interferometer by means of appropriate simulation, followed by an experimental activity 
with an on-ground test bed. 

Using the information obtained by the activity described at the previous point, an activity 
concerning the implementation of a control loop has been performed; in the performed 
analysis the characteristics of a FIR Interferometer, with the two telescopes interconnected 
to a central Hub by means of two booms, respecting the real dimensions (𝐼𝑇𝐷 = 100𝑚) and 
weight has been considered. This theoretical activity has been accompanied with 



simulation of the system with an on-ground test bed. The conclusions are that it is possible 
to implement such kind of control loop using accelerometers, in a simple way also by 
means of a PID (Proportional, Integrative, and Derivative) control. The on ground test-bed 
activity has given a good idea on what happens during the control procedure. 
 

3) Activity concerning the definition of an accelerometer that meets the requirements imposed by 
its use in a FIR interferometer space mission and implementation of a prototype of 
accelerometer with such characteristics. 

In this part of the activity the characteristics of an accelerometer useful to be one of the 
main elements of a feed-back control loop for the FIR Interferometer have been defined. In 
the definition of such an accelerometer the main output relative to the previous parts of the 
study and the entire heritage derived from the implementation of the ISA (Italian Spring 
Accelerometer), the accelerometer developed for the ESA cornerstone mission for the 
exploration of Mercury has been used. The conclusion is that such accelerometer has 
been defined and implemented; the performed tests demonstrate its perfect 
adherence to the requirements imposed by its use in a FIR Interferometer. 
  

4) A last activity has been devoted to the participation to a space test-bed using a nano-sat, 
where an accelerometer will be tested.  

This last activity was devoted to test a single sensitive axis accelerometer, which has 
characteristics close to those that must be used in an interferometric mission. The test-bed 
will permit to verify the sensitivity of the accelerometer element in space, due to the fact 
that the orbiting nanosatellite has a sufficiently low noise level; while it is foreseen that a 
"big" acceleration will be detected, especially in the phases of its insertion in orbit, so to 
verify the functionality at a high level. A more complex test foreseen is to verify the 
frequency response of the accelerometer. Due to the low power available in the 
nanosatellite, it is not possible to use a temperature control system, so the accelerometer 
will have a spurious response in temperature that could mask the low frequency 
accelerometric signal; to mitigate these effects the accelerometer will be accompanied with 
a thermometer which should allow in part the reconstruction of these effects. The 
accelerometer element has been completely projected, taking into account also the 
mechanical and electrical interfaces. 
 



6 VALIDATION OF KEY TECHNOLOGIES WITH NANO-SATELLITE 

Space‐born tests of key technologies, as offered by a nano‐satellite mission, will be an important 
ingredient to improve the FIRI Technology Readiness Level (TRL) and the Task 2.3 of this study has 
been dedicated to the validation studies of the key technologies of FIRI with nano‐satellite. The 
study regarded the technology validation test‐bench and associated support equipment of several 
optics, mechanics, and electronics parts. 
Preliminary parts of study have been focused to the definition of the concept of nano‐satellite and 
resources (mass, volume, power, telemetry) typically available for the payload. 
The second part of the study has been devoted to the selection of the FIRI key technology to be 
studied and implemented as first technological valifation. 

6.1 NANOSATELLITE AND CUBESAT OVERVIEW 
The nanosatellite shall provide a validation test in space for a key technology of FIRI. In this section, 
the main characteristics of the nanosatellite and resources available for the payload are described.  
One reason for miniaturized satellites is to reduce the cost: while classical satellites require large 
and costy rockets, smaller and lighter satellites require smaller and cheaper launch vehicles and 
can sometimes be launched in multiples. They can also be launched in 'piggyback', using excess 
capacity of launch vehicles. 
Besides the cost issue, the main rationale for the use of miniaturized satellites is the opportunity to 
enable missions that a larger satellite could not accomplish, such as: 
 

 Constellations for low data rate communications 

 Using formations to gather data from multiple points 

 In‐orbit inspection of larger satellites. 

 University Related Research 

6.1.1 Nanosatellite 

The term "nanosatellite" or "nanosat" is applied to an artificial satellite with mass between 1 and 10 
kg. For example, Figure_6.1.1_1 (left) shows the nanosat called WebSat which was developed by 
Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne. It is a 3 kg nanosatellite which is intended to broadcast 
Earth pictures on‐line in real time from a 400 km Sun synchronous orbit. 
 

 

 

 

  

Figure_6.1.1-1  – LEFT: 3D view of WebSat: a nanosatellite broadcasting Earth pictures on‐line in 
real time. MIDDLE: Picture of Cute‐I, a 1U cubesat developed to tests commercial components. RIGHT: 
Picture of Quake Sat, a 3U cubesat developed to detect low frequency emissions during 
earthquakes. 

 



6.1.2 Cubesat General Description 

A cubesat is a type of nanosatellite for space research that usually has a volume of exactly one liter 
(10 cm cube), mass no higher than 1.33 kg, and typically, it use off the‐shelf commercial 
components (COTS) for its electronics. 
Beginning in 1999, California Polytechnic State University (Cal Poly) and Stanford University 
developed the cubesat specifications to help universities worldwide perform space science and 
exploration. The cubesat specification accomplishes several high‐level goals. Simplification of the 
satellite's infrastructure makes it possible to design and produce a workable satellite at low cost. 
Encapsulation of the launcher‐payload interface takes away the prohibitive amount of managerial 
work that would previously be required for mating a piggyback satellite with its launcher. 
Unification among payloads and launchers enables quick exchanges of payloads and utilization of 
launch opportunities on short notice. 
The term "CubeSat" was coined to denote nanosatellites that adhere to the standards described in 
the cubesat design specification. Cal Poly published the standard in an effort led by aerospace 
engineering professor Jordi Puig‐Suari. The specification does not apply to other cube‐like 
nanosatellites such as the NASA "MEPSI" nanosatellite, which is slightly larger than a cubesat. 
In 2004, with their relatively small size, cubesats could each be made and launched for an estimated 
$65,000– $80,000. This price tag, far lower than most satellite launches, has made cubesat a viable 
option for schools and universitie. Because of this, a large number of universities and some 
companies and government organizations around the world are developing cubesats — between 40 
and 50 universities in 2004, Cal Poly reported. 
As example, Figure 1 (Middle and right) shows two cubesats: Cute – I (developed by Tokyo Institute 
of Technology) and Quake Sat (developed by Stanford University), a 1U cubesat and a 3U cubesat 
respectively. The first one is designed to test COTS components whereas the second one aims to 
detect extremely low frequency radio emission of seismic activity during earthquakes. 
The standard 10 × 10 × 10 cm basic cubesat is often called a "1U" cubesat meaning one unit. 
Cubesats are scalable along only one axis, by 1U increments, allowing for simple implementation of 
"2U" (20 × 10 × 10 cm) and "3U" (30 × 10 × 10 cm) cubesast. 

6.1.2.1 Cubesat deployment system 

Since cubesats all have cross‐section 10x10 cm regardless of length, they can all be launched and 
deployed using a common deployment system. Cubesats are typically launched and deployed from 
a mechanism called a Poly‐PicoSatellite Orbital Deployer (P‐POD), also developed and built by Cal 
Poly. The P‐POD is a rectangular box with a door and a spring mechanism, as shown Figure6.1.2.1-
1. 
P‐PODs are mounted to a launch vehicle and carry cubesats into orbit, deploing them once the 
proper signal is received from the launch vehicle. P‐PODs have deployed over 90% of all cubesats 
launched to date (including un‐successful launches), and 100% of all cubesats launched since 2006. 
The P‐POD Mk III has capacity for three 1U cubesats. Since three 1U cubesats are exactly the same 
size as one 3U cubesat, and two 1U cubesats are the same size as one 2U cubesat, the P‐POD can 
deploy 1U, 2U, or 3U cubesats in any combination up to a maximum volume of 3U. 
 



 

 

Figure_6.1.2.1-1 – Cubesat deployment system P‐POD 
 

6.1.2.2 Cubesat background 

The first cubesats were launched in June 2003 on a Russian Eurockot, and approximately 75 
cubesats have been placed into orbit since August 2012. We have elaborated a statistical survey of 
success rate based on available data. Unfortunately, for many cubesat missions insufficient detail is 
available to be considered in our survey. Figure_6.1.2.2_1 shows the status of 66 well‐documented 
cubesat missions. 
Overall, 66% of these missions have succeeded. In 2006, 14 cubesats were destroyed due to launch 
failure (the launch vehicle disintegrated during launch). For the rest, the failure is resulting from a 
communication problem. 

 
Figure_6.1.2.2_1 – Cubesat missions success statistics. 
 

6.1.3  Cubesat main characteristics and specifications 

The purpose of the cubesat project is to provide a standard for design of nanosatellites to reduce 
cost and development time, increase accessibility to space and sustain frequent launches. 
Table_6.1.3_1 sums up the main characteristics of the past 10 years missions and gives us a glimpse 
of what can be done with cubesats. 

 
Table_6.1.3_1 – Summary of main characteristics of cubesat missions since 2003. 



 
More details about cubesats and missions are available at: 

 http://mtech.dk/thomsen/space/cubesat.php#3 

 http://www.utias‐sfl.net/nanosatellites/CanXProgram.html 

 https://directory.eoportal.org/web/eoportal/satellite‐missions 

 
Following a thorough study of available COTS components and their cost and performance, we have 
elaborated cubesat platforms of type 1U, 2U and 3U, see Figure_6.1.3_1. This section defines the 
main interfaces and available resources for the payload hosted by each one of these options. The 
proposals for technology validation experiments should meet these specifications. 
 

 

 
 

Figure_6.1.3_1 Cubesat platforms of type 1U, 2U and 3U proposed for the FISICA study. 
 

6.1.4 Cubesat General and Physical Requirements 

In the following are listed the cubesat geeral requirements. 
 All parts shall remain attached to the cubesat during launch, ejection and operation. 

No additional space debris shall be created. 

 Pyrotechnics shall not be permitted. 

 No pressure vessels over 1.2 standard atmosphere shall be permitted. 

 Pressure vessels shall have a factor of safety no less than 4. 

 Total chemical energy shall not exceed 100 watt‐hours. 

 Total Mass Loss (TML) shall be ≤ 1.0% 

 Collected Volatile Condensable Material (CVCM) shall be ≤ 0.1% 

https://directory.eoportal.org/web/eoportal/satellite‐missions


In the following are listed the cubesat physical requirements. 
 Cubesat physical characteristics shall meet the specifications listed in 

Table_6.1.4_1. 

 The cubesat center of gravity shall be located within a sphere of 2 cm from its 

geometric center. 

 
Table_6.1.4_1 – Cubesat height and mass 
 1U 2U 3U 

Base 100 x 100 mm 100 x 100 mm 100 x 100 mm 
Height 113.5±0.1 mm 227.0±0.2 mm 340.5±0.3 mm 
Maximum weight 1.33 kg 2.66 kg 4.00 kg 
 

6.1.5 Interface with payload and performance 

In the following are listed the cubesat interface requirements parameters with the payload. 
 The payload shall operate using unregulated power, 3.3V or 5.5V 

 The payload characteristics shall be compliant with the specifications listed in table_6.1.5_1. 

These specifications derived from configurations based on off‐the‐shelf equipment 

compatible with our top level needs. 

Table_6.1.5_2 gives the attitude capabilities corresponding to the chosen cubesat configurations. 
 
Table_6.1.5_1  Payload Characteristics 

 
 

Table _6.1.5_2 Cubesat Attitude Capabilities 

 
 

6.1.6 Overview of the potential key technology fields 

6.1.6.1 Formation Flying 

Formation Flying (FF) is the concept of flying multiple satellites in a desired geometry to synthesize 
the function of a large virtual instrument. The initial FIRI proposal suggested using 3 telescopes 
separated by several hundreds of meters, even up to 1 km. 



The scope for using Formation Flying is broad, but all formation flying missions have the following 
main generic features: the number of satellite is larger than one, the satellites operate in relative 
proximity, and relative motion control constraints must be applied to maintain the formation. 
In the case of FIRI, the satellite relative motion will be determined principally by spacecraft 
propulsion. This type of formation is called “Non‐Keplerian”. The satellites are controlled 
autonomously on‐board: the relative position and attitude are controlled in closed‐loop based on 
relative metrology systems between the spacecraft. 
A representative demonstration of FF (involving relative metrology, micro‐propulsion, guidance 
and navigation control in closed‐loop including safe deployment, reconfiguration, collision 
avoidance …) is clearly too demanding for any cubesat configuration. 
It is worth noting that the purely technological mission PRISMA launched in 2010 has already 
demonstrated the capability of two satellites to operate in formation. 
However, cubesats could be used to validate elementary bricks involved in the formation flying. 
Regarding the relative metrology, it exists typically 3 complementary classes of accuracy: 

 Centimeter Class (coarse metrology): this accuracy is achieved with Radio Frequency (RF) 

metrology systems. Such systems have been validated (TRL9) on‐board PRISMA. 

 Millimeter Class (fine metrology): this metrology is achieved by using optical systems. 
These optical systems differ in function of the FF configuration. 

 Micrometer Class (accurate metrology): this metrology is mainly achieved by laser 
interferometry. 

All these systems are already under development and/or validation in laboratories and industries. 
Usually their physical characteristics are not compatible with the available resource of a cubesat. 
In conclusion, except for novel elementary bricks (such as the accelerometer, see Proposal A) the 
use of cubesat for FF demonstration seems too challenging and not realistic in the FISICA 
timeframe. 

6.1.6.2 Pointing and positioning 

Pointing accuracy is vital for FIRI. Technology in this field is fairly advanced and it might be 
perceived that there is not much that a cube‐sat can do to improve this with the limited 
Attitude Control and Positioning. An alternative form of motion could perform vital testing 
in prolonged microgravity conditions. Proposal B (Section 2.4.2) corresponds to this 
category. 

6.1.6.3 Telescope dishes 

FIRI will require large telescopes. There is existing heritage for specific materials in 
Primary and Secondary mirrors of existing and planned space telescopes. With 
nanosatellites, potential new mirror materials or miniaturized deployable mechanisms 
could be tested. However, the testing referred to here should be that which cannot be 
performed in a space‐like environment on the ground. 

6.1.6.4 Mechanisms (delay lines) 

Cubesat does not offer much in terms of distance. But micro‐gravity could allow a noise‐
test on certain mechanisms in representative conditions. The Proposal A corresponds to 
such a validation. 

6.1.6.5 Relevant optical techniques 

Space‐based astronomical observations are until now done using single‐dish devices. The 
upcoming James Webb Space Telescope (JWST) is also a single‐dish telescope although the 



use of segmentation introduces new problems of alignment and phasing of individual 
mirrors. The use of multiple‐dish systems will be required in order to achieve the next step 
in angular resolution, beyond what can be achieved with JWSTstyle single‐dish devices. 
Significant studies of multi‐dish systems have already been done (SIM, Darwin, TPF, FIRI, 
…), but so far none of these concepts have been selected for construction and launch. While 
technological readiness of key elements like deployment, formation keeping, etc clearly 
constitute major risks, more conceptual issues are also seen as risk elements. Will a multi‐
dish system provide useful scientific images? A demonstration of a multi‐dish concept, even 
on a miniature platform, would therefore in itself be of interest. 

6.1.7 Potential candidates and context 

In order to identify the appropriate payload for the nanosatellite testbed, an internal “call 
for Payload proposals” has been opened in the consortium. The FISICA team proposed four 
technical solutions that are reproduced in the next sections. 

6.1.7.1 Proposal A: An accelerometer as key element of a FIRI control loop 

This proposal describes the main concept of a nanosatellite testbed to demonstrate the use 
of an accelerometer as fundamental element of the Formation Flying control loop. 
 
Context 

The FIRI interferometer will be placed in the Lagrange point L2 and maintained in this 
position by means of traditional techniques of attitude control, at which will also be 
entrusted the task to point the telescope to the sources. In the next phase of operation of 
the interferometer, it will rotate around the axis passing through the sources and for its 
HUB (axis ILSHUB), reducing the distance between the two outer satellites telescopes 
(R1(t), R2(t)), see Figure_6.1.7.1-1, so to cover the uv plane. 
In a first idea the two satellites go through a spiral at a constant tangential velocity (about 
one meter in 25sec) with an appropriate control law that will govern the distance between 
the two telescopes and the rotation speed of the interferometer, so to ensure maximum 
coverage of the uv plane, in respect of its functionality from both the spatial and 
spectroscopic point of view; it is clear that also other modalities to cover the u,v plane will 
be considered, as for example to readjusting the satellites baseline every half turn. In L2 the 
dominant accelerations acting on the interferometer are essentially the inertial 
accelerations, determined by its rotation, in particular the centrifugal accelerations are of 
the order of 10−3 g. The measurement of these accelerations with precision 10−8 g, should 
allow the control of the system (this at least for the tethered and booms connection 
between the two telescopes) through the variation of the distance between the two 
satellites, its rotation and according to the law of conservation its momentum. The 
variations of these accelerations are expected at periods of about 24 hours, which 
represent the estimated time to walk the spiral so to cover the entire plane u, v. Also, we 
can underline the fact that the difference between the two measured accelerations is 
connected to the angular system rotation and to the distance between the two points at 
which the radial accelerations are measured: 

𝑎𝑑 = 𝜔(𝑡)2 ∙ 𝑅(𝑡)  where  𝑅(𝑡) = 𝑅1(𝑡) + 𝑅2(𝑡) 

Formula that gives the opportunity to recover the absolute distance between the two 
telescopes, if ω is measured (star sensors or gyroscope). 



 
Figure_6.1.7.1-1  Possible scheme of the interferometer control loop. 
 

Technology 

What we propose is the test of a single sensitive axis accelerometer, which has 
characteristics close to those that must be obtained in the interferometric mission. In terms 
of signal levels, it is thought that the orbiting nanosatellite has sufficiently low noise levels, 
so as to verify the precision of the accelerometer, while we trust in quite "big" acceleration 
present in the phases of its insertion in orbit so to verify the functionality at a high level. A 
more complex test is to verify the frequency response of the accelerometer; due to the low 
power to disposition in the nanosatellite, it is not possible to use a temperature control 
system, so the accelerometer will have a spurious response in temperature that could mask 
the low frequencies accelerometric signal, to mitigate these effects the accelerometer will 
be accompanied with a thermometer which should allow in part the reductions of these 
effects. The preliminary analysis of the characteristics of the nanosatellite seems to indicate 
its suitability for this test, both for the mechanical and electrical interfacing point of view.  
In Table_6.1.7.1-1 are reported the characteristics of the single axis accelerometer, while in 
Figure_6.1.7.1-2 are reported its mechanical and its electrical parts. 
 

Sensitivity da 1e-7 a 1e-8  g/sqrt(Hz) 

Acquisition frequencies (Hz) 0.1,0.2,0.5,1,5,10,20,50,100  

Output  Analogic or digital 

Data rate (10Hz one acc. And one  T)  [byte/s]   250  

Internal thermometer Pt10000 Precision better than 10−4 °C 

Interface of communication RS232 full-duplex/ RS485 (with 

adaptor) 

Standard of communication NMEA 

Dimensions of a single axis mechanical element  80 x 60 x 25 (H x L x A) 

Electronic dimensions for a single element [mm] 75X55X12 

Voltage supply via USB or external [V] 5 

Power dissipation 75 mW 

Weighs [Kg] 0.200 

Linearity > 80 dB 

Internal memory SD 2Gb 

Table_6.1.7.1-1 – Single axis accelerometer characteristics. 
 
 



 
 

Figure_6.1.7.1-2 LEFT: Mechanical part of the accelerometer. RIGHT: Electronic part of the 
accelerometer. 
 

Interfaces for the accelerometer and the cubesat 
Here below are reported the entire interface between the accelerometer element 
implemented and the nano-satellite. All the interfaces have been implemented togheter 
with the mechanical and electronic parts. 
 
Electrical interface 
Power supply Requirement 

Voltage 5 V  

Current <30 mA  

Power <150 mW <200 mW 

Data Interface 

Data Interface 

Type Serial Asynchronous 

Standard RS232 or TTL (if compatible with CSP, 

see below) 

Data Rate >19200 baud 

Parity N 

Data bit 8 

Stop bit 1 

Encoding ASCII 

 
Connector 
Requirement:  
2 different connectors 

1. electrical power,  
2. data transfer. 

Standard: PC/104 pin connectors like SAMTEC ESQ-126-49-G-D or compatible. 
 
Data Protocol 
Required: Cubesat Space Protocol (CSP) 
References:  



 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cubesat_Space_Protocol 

 https://github.com/GomSpace/libcsp 

 https://code.google.com/p/cubesat-space-

protocol/source/browse/libCSP/trunk/include/csp/csp.h 

 
Scientific Data Rate 
The data rate depends on the sampling frequency that should be at least 1 Hz. Some 
examples are shown in the following table. 
Scientific Data Rate Example 

Bytes per 

sample 

Sampling frequency (Hz) Byte per second 

(B/s) 

bit per second 

(bps) 

33 1 33 264 

33 2 66 528 

33 10 330 2640 

33 20 660 5280 

Weight 

Weight Requirement 

320 g <300 g 

 

Mechanical interface 
In the following figures the drawing of the one-axis accelerometer, mechanically interfaced 
with the cube-sat is shown. 
 

 
 
Figure_6.1.7.1-2 Mechanical interface of the accelerometer with the cub-sat structure unit. 
 

The main elements are: 
1) the supporting plates on the top and on the bottom of the accelerometer; 
2) the sensor; 
3) the electronic pre-amplifier for the accelerometer; 
4) the analog electronics; 
5) the digital electronics. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cubesat_Space_Protocol
https://github.com/GomSpace/libcsp
https://code.google.com/p/cubesat-space-protocol/source/browse/libCSP/trunk/include/csp/csp.h
https://code.google.com/p/cubesat-space-protocol/source/browse/libCSP/trunk/include/csp/csp.h


 

Figure_6.1-7.1-3 Mechanical interface of the accelerometer with the cub-sat structure unit, without 
the support plate. 
 

 
Figure_6.1.7.1-4 Mechanical interface of the accelerometer with the cub-sat structure unit, with the 
indication in green of the space dedicated to it. 
 
In the figure_6.1.7.1-5 is shown the drawing of the mechanical interface, that reports the 
dimensions. 
 

 
 



 
Figure_6.1.7.1-5 Drawing of the mechanical interface, that reports the dimensions. 
 

To seen the DEL_2.5/6 for the description of the on ground  experimental tests. 

6.1.7.2 Proposal B: Thermal emission/absorption steering 

 
Rationale 

ETE‐Enhanced Thermal Emission could be considered as a viable means for microsteering 
when produced at the extremities of a long connected structure and in opposite directions. 



The scope is to attempt to micro‐steer by controlling the temperature and/or the emission 
of purposely defined satellite surfaces. 
Relevance 

Long baseline structures requiring micro‐pointing corrections could benefit by applying 
small amounts of torque to the structure via differential radiative emission (or differential 
response to photon pressure). This could produce non‐negligible savings in the 
consumption of hydrazine (commonly used for spacecraft steering). The latter is the most 
efficient propellant and is also a very dangerous and toxic substance which has been on a 
list for both ESA and NASA for research of a suitable alternative due risks in its preparation. 
Method/Technique 

Different locations in space are subject to different amounts of solar wind and Sunrelated 
photon pressure. While in Pioneer‐like surroundings thermal emission might be the 
dominant source of non‐gravitational acceleration, in L2 and more so in LEO this will not 
be the case. To study the effects of variations in thermal emission with the purpose of 
specific accelerations the cube‐sat should be designed in a way to either strike a balance 
between the solar photon pressure, the Earth’s thermal emission and the cube‐sat self‐
emission, or to make sure such contributions can be differentiated. 
The cube‐sat is placed in a decaying orbit so there will be virtually no control on satellite 
trajectory and the acceleration will be constantly varying, but a 2U or a 3U (which offers a 
higher degree of attitude accuracy) could perform tests where we attempt to impart 
angular momentum along an axis orthogonal to the cubesat elongation (lower energy 
required). If electro‐chromia (property of changing color by application of an electric field) 
is achieved (even minimally), differential acceleration could be measured with respect to 
solar photon pressure (on the dayside) and due to combined thermal emission/absorption 
of Earth thermal emission (on the night side).  
There are two main ways in which this could be attempted: controlling either the surface 
temperature or the surface emission (or both). Ultimately both techniques will require 
power. Post‐launch the satellite will begin thermalization and this will be modelled 
accurately in order to account for this as well as for the decaying orbit acceleration. Surface 
temperature can be easily controlled by active Joule dissipation while surface emissivity is 
more challenging. A “simple” active mechanism that allows a single (IR black/white) panel 
rotation would produce maximal effect. The scenario where small versions of such a 
mechanism are placed on a more complex satellite is not as attractive due to the added 
complexity of many small moving parts. An alternative is an IR version of electro‐chromia 
which could have interesting applications per sec. 
 
Orders of magnitude of the effects 

1‐Solar photon pressure: Given the solar constant and an area of exposure of the two 
panels of interest (at the sides of a 3U) of A=0.01 cm2 each, the momentum imparted to 
such panel from the solar photon pressure is 5e‐8 Ns on absorption and twice that on total 
reflection. Hence if we assume that we have a starting emissivity of 0.5 on two panels and 
that we can electronically alter these by only 0.1 in opposite ways (0.4 vs 0.6), we will 
obtain a torque of ~10‐9 Nm (for 1kg units). Application of this torque for 10 minutes 
should produce a rotation of the unit of ~5 arcminutes which is easily monitored within the 
pointing accuracy and control. 



2‐Thermal emission from Earth: Calculations using an Earth blackbody radiative 
temperature of ~230K shows a photon pressure generally a factor 10 smaller with respect 
to contribution #1. While this is measureable, a general homogeneity in the cubesat panels 
facing Earth should allow us to neglect this effect. 
3‐Controlled Emission via Joule dissipation: Assume that a panel is mounted (Figure 
7, right) with a weak thermal link to the cube‐sat and that we can dissipate 1W of Joule 
power relatively uniformly (this can be achieved using a thin graphite sheet glued on a 
layer of printed electronic dissipators. Given the numbers in appendix for the structure and 
weight of the panel, a differential temperature of ~20K should be achieved between a 
satellite T of 250K and the panel which could provide a torque between a factor 5 and 10 
smaller than that of case #1. This could hence be easily tested by having homogeneous 
emissivity on all panels (thereby cancelling most of #1 and #2) and applying such power. 
4‐Atmospheric drag: This is by far the strongest force acting on the satellite with the 
worst case imparting an estimated 10uN at a 300km orbit. This is 3 to 4 orders of 
magnitude greater than the momentum created by photon pressure or emission. 
While a specific calculation will depend on the actual entire structure geometry, this will be 
an almost constant force which should not vary on short time constants and could be hence 
separated when monitoring the units’ position and orientation. 
 

 

 

 
Figure_6.1.7.2-1 LEFT: A 3U concept (for maximum AC and sensitivity to torque) where the surface 
emissivity (either controlled or pre‐established) is purposely asymmetric to generate torque on the 
structure via either photon absorption/reflection or thermal emission. RIGHT: A single panel is heated 
to produce differential thermal emission and impart torque (note: all faces of cube would identical 
panels to balance photon pressure from both Sun and Earth). 
 

Technology 

Temperature control is substantially easier as it involves the use of printed electronic 
circuits which can be glued/mounted at the back of high‐emission panels (graphite or IR‐
black on thin metal panels). These can be driven with moderate power sources (solar?). 
Emissivity control, as mentioned, is trickier and specific materials should be investigated. 
 



6.1.7.3 Proposal C: A thermal interferometer for Earth Observing 

The exploitation of the interferometric beam‐combination to improve the angular 
resolution can take many forms. In this case, given the low sensitivity that a small and 
relatively cheap camera can offer, a thermal imaging camera could be pointed towards the 
ground (Earth) while receiving combined beams from two apertures. 
Scope 

Proof that this technique is viable in the thermal infrared could open the possibility (given 
sufficiently fast detectors) to design a future satellite of modest size but with extendable 
arms (and small dishes at the extremities) to provide high‐spatial thermal resolution on the 
ground without having to resort to extremely large dishes. 
Method 

A 3U would be necessary for this concept: with two small collecting optics on each of the 
external units and the camera core in the center one. (see Figure_6.7.3-1). Simple scanning 
of the satellite pointed to the ground should provide sufficient information to allow 
collection of data with a synthesized beam with a factor of 10 greater than if the camera 
lens ~2cm were pointed at the ground. 
Technology 

Among the issues with this proposal is the need for a pressurized central part (for the 
camera and electronics), data rate transfer (most commercial cameras 120x160 or 
240x320 have a 30Hz acquisition with an 8 bit dynamic range). The latter suggests a data 
rate short of 20Mb/s... so we could decide to reduce the portion of camera read to a small 
amount of pixels (20x20) for a 100kbit/s. 
 

 
Figure_6.1.7.3-1 Concept diagram of how a dual input synthetic interferometer 3‐Unit cubesat would 
look like. The camera core and optics (C) could also be replaced by a single MIR or LWIR photodiode if 
the complexities of the design are excessive. 
 

6.1.7.4 Proposal D: Hypertelescope 

We propose to build an extremely simple nano‐satellite demonstrator of what a 
multiaperture imaging interferometer could achieve. Apart from one of the high‐precision 
guiding probe on the Hubble Space telescope, it would, to the best of our knowledge, be the 
first ever space‐borne interferometer. 
 
Concept of multi‐aperture interferometer 

While a dual aperture (2A) system is at first glance less complex than a triple (3A) or more 
(nA) system, the requirement for full imaging capabilities sets much more stringent 
performance requirements, hence complexity and cost, to a 2A system.  



Indeed, while 2A systems require absolute measurement of pupil geometry to quarter 
wave accuracy (order of a micron for a 10μm system), in a 3A or more systems, which can 
deduce this absolute knowledge from the scientific measurements themselves thanks to 
the closure phase, requirements for absolute pupil geometry control is reduced to the 
order of Rλ where R is spectral resolving power and λ is wavelength.  
For R=1000 at λ=10μm, the pupil geometry controlled requirement is of the order of a cm, 
hence significantly reducing system complexity. 
Multi‐pupil interferometric recombination systems can become extremely complex, but 
this is not necessarily the case. The hyper telescope recombination scheme, following the 
original idea proposed by Labeyrie (A&A 1996), where all pupils are brought to interfere in 
a common focal plane creating a complex two‐dimensional interference pattern, provides a 
simple and efficient recombination scheme without the use of beam splitters. Individual 
apertures, in the form of reflectors carried by freeflying or structurally interconnected 
spacecrafts located on a curved surface, can focalize light towards a common focus where 
the interference pattern is recorded using a bi‐dimensional detector array. The focal plane 
spacecraft could potentially just contain a detector, but will in practice contain beam 
collection and exit‐pupil arranging optics. The hyper telescope exit pupil does not need to 
reproduce its entrance pupil. In particular, the exit pupil could be densified, as in Labeyrie's 
original proposal (and in Michelson's famous experiment). In a scheme appropriate for a 
general imaging facility like FIRI, we believe the entrance pupil should be fully redundant, 
allowing for as many u‐v points as possible to be collected in a single image. Making the 
pupil geometry evolve over time, the u‐v plane for a given instrument pointing would be 
built up during the course of the observation. 
Nanosat configuration 

We propose to construct a nano‐satellite version of a FISICA hypertelescope. To simplify, 
we would avoid free‐flyers by selecting an object that can be observed with sufficiently 
small baselines to fit all in a small box: the Sun. Observed at 10μm, the sun is unresolved by 
millimetric apertures and resolved by a decametric aperture. The concept would consist of 
a 100mm‐baseline hypertelescope composed of, seven 1mm diameter apertures feeding an 
infrared array detector. This would provide 21 baselines per image. 
This system would fit into a 3U cube sat, with one unit for the telescope, one unit for the 
detector system (a Nano640E un‐cooled array), and one unit for the satellite functions. A 
simpler option could consist of a visible webcam with a scaled‐down aperture mask in 
front of it, essentially 0.1mm holes for a 10mm diameter telescope.  
This could possibly fit into a 1U cubesat. 
The system would demonstrate fringe stability and capacity to record and combine 
baselines to reconstruct an image. A parallel camera could be implemented to record real 
images simultaneously (on the same detector) for reference. We could possibly also 
implement a second interferometer channel with only two apertures, allowing a 
comparison of the two interferometer concepts. 
Basic interferometric considerations 

We consider a 7‐aperture system to observe the Sun from Earth orbit at 10μm. We choose 
aperture size (D) in order to not resolve the sun (full sun within the aperture main 
diffraction lobe FWHM). Hence, for λ/D = 0.5°, D = 1.14mm. We fix D=1mm.  



The size of the nanosat fixes our baseline to B=100mm, allowing a final resolution element 
100 times smaller. The total number of resolution elements on the sun surface is therefore 
(B/D)^2 π/4 = 7900. 
a b c d 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

Figure_6.1.7.4-1 a) Proposed aperture distribution. b): Instantaneous u‐v plane coverage. c): First‐
cut raytracing of the HyperCube. d): First‐cut mechanical design in a 3U CubeSat. 
 

Entrance Pupil Arrangement 

An n‐aperture, non‐redundant pupil provides N=n(n‐1)/2 baselines. Our n=7 system 
therefore gives N=21 baselines in a snapshot. We can arrange the pupils in such a way as to 
make sure no two baselines are equal, and that they sample evenly the baselines from an 
inner minimum baseline b to the maximum baseline B. If we assume a polar orbit allowing 
pointing the sun during a complete orbit, stabilizing the satellite such that one of its sides 
always faces the earth then gives a rotation of the entrance pupil with respect to the sun of 
360° in typically 1.5h, providing a full coverage of the u‐v plane. For B=100mm and 
b=20mm, the N=21 baselines give a radial sampling of (B/b)/(N‐1)=4mm. One possible 
aperture distribution is shown in Figure 9 (a). 
Exit Pupil Arrangement 

Several options can be taken for the exit pupil arrangement. The simplest option is to do 
nothing, in which case the longest baseline will produce 100 fringes across the unresolved 
solar image. If all the apertures are perfectly phased this arrangement may give some kind 
of image of the solar disk. In the absence of phasing, just making sure optical paths are 
coherenced, ie within the coherence length L = λ2/Δλ = Rλ, The image will be a collection 
of some 7900 speckles from which the u‐v plane information (21 visibilities and phases) 
can be retrieved by Fourier analysis. Retrieving this information requires at least four 
detectors per speckle, ie an array of 200x200 detectors. 
We can reduce the number of speckles, hence detectors, in the image by densifying the 
pupil: increasing the size of each individual pupil relative to their separation reduces the 
size of the unresolved image while maintaining the fringe spacing. The optimal amount of 
densification must be determined through end‐to‐end modelling which will be done in 
collaboration with UCL. The main parameter here is detector noise, see estimation below. 
We consider an exit pupil densified by a factor 5, reducing the number of detectors to 
40x40 =  1600. 
We can also rearrange the aperture pattern: as long as both entrance and exit pupils are 
redundant we can recover the on‐sky u‐v points after Fourier analysis of the recorded 
image. In our case, where we need 7 optical elements precisely positioned in the 20mm 



diameter exit pupil, we propose to place the apertures regularly spaced on a circle, hence 
optimizing space while remaining non redundant. There is also a choice to be made 
between pupil‐plane and image‐plane recombination; to be further studied. 
Detector and preliminary power budget 

We propose to use the ULIS Nano640 un‐cooled bolometric array with 640x480, 25μm 
pixels. This array, while never flown, is space qualified by CNES in preparation for missions 
such as Marco Polo‐R. It provides a noise equivalent temperature difference at 300K of 
NETD<60mK, which corresponds to a noise equivalent power of some 20pW. For our 
40x40‐detector images, we therefore collect a total noise power of 0.8nW. Observing the 
sun from earth orbit at 10μm with a 10nm wide filter (R=1000) through 7 holes of 1mm 
diameter we collect a total of 30nW. As a first‐order design this appears reasonable, but 
further analysis and optimization will be performed in the early design phase. 

6.1.8 Critical analysis 

Each proposal (A to D) described in Sections 2.4.1 to 2.4.4 have been rated using the 
following criteria: 

 Interest for FISICA (weight 4): either directly applicable (e.g. interferometry techniques, 

formation flying, …) or strongly relevant (e.g. pointing stability, noise issues, …); 

 Novelty (weight 3) 

 Technological Readiness Level (TRL) gain (weight 3): this excludes the novelty but 

includes the potential industrial gain. 

 Scientific interest (weight 2): by scientific here we refer mainly to astronomical or 

observational data prodcuts. 

 Feasibility (weight 3) 

 
Table_6.1.8-1 summarizes the evaluation of each proposal. 
 
Table_6.1.8-1 Proposals rating 

 
 

Proposal A is interesting since it intends to validate a key technological brick (the 
highprecision accelerometer) involved in the formation flying control loop. However, our 
current knowledge on the operational conditions (orbits, stabilization, and thermal 
stability) is not sufficient to guaranty the complete validation of the accelerometer with the 
nanosat platform. Indeed, orbits and attitude that can be achieved will generate both low 
and high frequencies disturbing the output of the accelerometer. 
Furthermore, the thermal environment will not be stabilized and the accelerometer will be 
affected by these temperature variations (then adding another noise). 



Therefore, a nanosatellite fully dedicated to the validation of the accelerometer seems too 
risky at this time. 
Proposal B intends to demonstrate a promising method based on thermal emission for 
fine navigation while avoiding mechanical moving parts and combustion‐based systems. 
The proposed payload is quite simple and could fit in 1U (even if the 3U configuration is 
preferred to enhance the torque effects). 
Proposal C describes a thermal interferometer observing Earth. This payload is not 
complex except for 1) the optical path which has to be accurately maintained since the 
temperature will not be controlled in the nanosat; and 2) the camera which has to be 
pressurized. 
Proposal D is the most interesting for both its capacity to provide a very first 
demonstration of space‐based interferometric imaging; and its feasibility within the 
nanosatellite constraints. This payload is simple, mature and does not require stringent 
operational conditions. 
It is worth noting that there would be sufficient volume, weight, and power allocations 
within a 3‐unit cube‐satellite to include the accelerometer (Proposal A) within the 
nanosatellite. This would also optimize the mission profile, since the current Proposal D 
would need very little observing time (essentially one orbit) while it would require a long 
lifetime for data transmission. The concept would therefore allow for long‐term 
measurements of accelerometric data, and allow for the use of on‐board navigation 
capacities already present on the platform in order to provide stability and controlled 
excitation movements of the satellite. 

6.2 CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE STEPS 

The performed activity demonstrate that a nanosatellite can be a suitable element to 
perform demonstration experiments capable to increase the technological readness levels 
of elements usefull for applications in FIR interferometer space missions.  In particular, a 
single, 2‐unit cube satellite was found appropriate to provide an optimal mission concept 
for the combination of the proposals before described in the points D and A. 
The on-ground experiments used a low-cost CubeSat platform for the technology validation 
is space. The experiments are based on a two-unit (2U, 10x10x20 cm3) CubeSat allowing 
the validation of a high-performance accelerometer and the implementation of the first 
ever space-borne imaging interferometer.  
To validate the accelerometer, it is mounted at the extremity of a well-balanced 2U CubeSat 
for which the rotation can be controlled by a reaction wheel in such a way as to provide a 
controlled variation in centrifugal acceleration. The ground-based demonstration of this 
concept is achieved by hanging the CubeSat in a string, simulating weightlessness in a plane 
with negligible friction. The experiment allowed verification of the measurement concept 
and the dimensioning of the reaction wheel. 
The interferometer is an aperture masking Fizeau interferometer simulating a future multi-
aperture space interferometer possibly based on formation flight technology. Preliminary 
dimensioning of this miniature interferometer allowing for measurement of solar radius 
and limb-darkening, for which an aperture size of 10 m and maximum baseline of 0.5mm 
is appropriate, shows that it can easily fit as a second payload within the 2U CubeSat. With 
pointing requirements of the order of 1 degree, navigation requirements are also within 
reach of off-the-shelf CubeSat technology. The ground-based demonstration experiment, 



based on the use of a CCD camera with a masked objective mounted on a sun-tracking 
telescope mount, has proven capable of producing high-quality interferometric images. It 
has also demonstrated the use of such a miniature interferometer for determination of 
solar parameters such as radius and limb-darkening function. Further study of this concept 
could lead to a proposal to its use as a high-quality solar monitoring instrument. 
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