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Dateline Dayton –
Notes from 
Hamvention 2016
 

Joe Kornowski, KB6IGK
Editor 
Photos: Keith Baker, KB1SF/ 
VA3KSF 
Treasurer 

AMSAT achieved resounding success at 
Hamvention 2016, from the satellite 
demonstrations outside Hara Arena 

and the action at the AMSAT booth to the 
AMSAT/TAPR dinner and the AMSAT Forum 
presentations. AMSAT delighted, informed, 
educated and added a number of new 
members to its ranks in Dayton.

This year AMSAT’s booth generated 
approximately $38,892, including 41 new 
memberships, 121 renewals and 4 life 
memberships. That represents something 
of a record, at least compared to the last 
several years.

AMSAT/TAPR Banquet
The tenth annual AMSAT/TAPR dinner was 
held at the Kohler Presidential Banquet 
Center in Kettering, Ohio. 

Michelle Thompson, W5NYV,  AMSAT’s Team 
Leader for the design and execution of the 
AMSAT Ground Terminal, presented the 
keynote, “It’s Just Software, Right?” 

She discussed highlights of the Ground 
Terminal project, including who, what, when, 
where, why and how the team is designing 
open source radio solutions for the next 
generation of AMSAT satellite payloads. 

She reviewed the project goal of creating 
a 5 and 10 GHz (“Five and Dime”) digital 
SDR transceiver that will support both data 
and voice modes usable both for general 
amateur radio contacts and for emergency 
communications purposes. 

The Ground Terminal is intended for 
the Phase 4B satellite as well as the next 
generation of AMSAT satellites. The design 
focus is to develop a relatively inexpensive 
amateur radio ground terminal that would 
cost tens of thousands of dollars, if developed 
commercially, for less than $1,000.

Michelle described some of the complexities 
of designing radios for highly capable 
digital communications as part of AMSAT’s 
microwave strategy that includes projects 
such as Phase 4B, Phase 3E, the Cube Quest 
Challenge and similar missions. These radios 
need to permit sharing of text, voice, voice 
memo, images, data and perhaps video. 

This new generation of microwave radios also 
must meet the needs of a diverse amateur 
radio community, from those operators 
who want to build their own to others who 
prefer an off-the-shelf solution. Whether 
through comprehensively documented 
recipes for do-it-yourselfers, kits or plug-and-
play commercial rigs, the radio is intended 
to work for both satellite and terrestrial 
microwave operations that would use a 
“groundsat” on a mountaintop or tower 
instead of a satellite. Michelle noted that the 
team already has had several discussions 
with FlexRadio Systems, which has expressed 
interest in building the commercial radio.

The design and development team actually 
is working two projects simultaneously: 
the radio(s) and the satellite payload. To 
avoid encumbering the radio/ground team 
members with the discussion restrictions 
imposed by ITAR controls, Michelle described 
how they creatively decided to split the 
teams. While the satellite team adheres to 
the strict ITAR controls, the ground team 
can pursue a non-ITAR open process. The 
two teams communicate and collaborate 
through a common air interface document 
that specifies the waveforms recognized 
by both the radio on the ground and the 
orbiting payload.

The team already has begun to define the 
system and identified a framework for Phase 
4 Ground using Digital Video Broadcasting 
(DVB) standards, specifically adaptations 
of DVB-T2 for terrestrial and DVB-S2 for 
satellites, to ship data. Another standard, 
Generic Stream Encapsulation, offers a 
method to turn IP packets into data streams 
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that easily can be handled by DVB.

Michelle explained that the team expects to 
provide a variety of designs for the various 
intended uses envisioned. As an example, 
while some fixed location stations may 
prefer a two-antenna dish solution for “five 
and dime” full duplex, a portable solution 
intended for emergency communications will 
require a single antenna.

Michelle expressed appreciation for the 
dedicated help of high-quality teams at 
Virginia Tech, led by Bob McGwier, N4HY, 
and Rincon Research in creating the Phase 
4B payload. She referred anyone who is 
interested to volunteer, noting that all 
software and documents are hosted at 
github.com/phase4ground.

Following Michelle’s remarks, the other 
highlight of the evening was the Dayton 
Amateur Radio Association’s (DARA) 
presentation of a $5000 donation to AMSAT. 
Mike Kalter, W8CI, DARA’s Treasurer 
presented AMSAT President Barry Baines, 
WD4ASW, with the donation check, for 
which Barry expressed sincere appreciation.

AMSAT Forum

Barry Baines, President

AMSAT President, Barry Baines, kicked off 
the forum presentations, recognizing the 
current members of the board of directors 
in attendance and announcing the upcoming 
election for directors’ positions. Barry 
described the nomination and election 
process, noting that Tom Clark, K3IO, Lou 
McFadin, W5DID, and JoAnne Maenpaa, 
K9JKM, would be up for re-election to the 
board this year, though JoAnne announced 
that she would not be running.

After introducing the senior leadership team, 
Barry turned next to AMSAT’s purpose, 
“Summarizing our vision statement,” Barry 
stated, “it is keeping amateur radio in space.”
He explained that the organization has 
evolved since it was started in 1969. 

“The key to our success as we see it right 
now is partnerships, opening opportunities, 
collaborating with groups and organizations, 
with corporations, with universities, with 
other non-profits. That’s how we are able to 
come up with our ability to keep amateur 
radio in space,” Barry explained. 

As an example, Barry cited last October, the 
launch of AO-85, which was AMSAT’s first 
CubeSat launch initiative, and the opportunity 
to work with NASA. It contained university 
student experiments that provided NASA 
with the justification to provide us with a 
free launch.

The spacecraft is working well, he noted, 
adding that there are some lessons learned 
that Jerry Buxton, V.P. Engineering, N0JY, 
would talk about. 

Barry outlined the upcoming launch of 
Fox-1Cliff and Fox-1D, which involves 
collaborators -- Virginia Tech, Penn State, 
Vanderbilt, Rochester Institute of Technology 
and the University of Iowa. He described the 
diversity of launch opportunities. NASA gives 
us a free launch as part of the CSLI [CubeSat 
Launch Initiative] program, but it may take 
three, four or five years until actual launch 
depending upon the queue and the orbit that 
they’re offering. 

Barry explained that the other option is to 
buy your way to space and cited the contract 
with Spaceflight Industries, Inc., noting that 
Fox-1Cliff and Fox-1D will be flying on one of 
their launches later this year.  AMSAT is paying 
for that launch and needs funding to cover 
that cost. While the cost already has been 
paid, AMSAT needs to replenish its coffers 
from members and outside sources to pay 
for future projects down the road.

In terms of other satellites, Barry also 
highlighted future launches, including the 
RadFxSat (Fox-1B) that has been designated 
for launch, hopefully in January of next year. 
That would be followed by a fifth CubeSat 
launch opportunity with Fox-1E. One 
difference with that satellite, unlike the 
other CubeSats, is that it will carry a linear 
transponder with SSB and CW modes.

Other examples of collaborative relationships 
include a memorandum of agreement with 
Virginia Tech. That has opened the door to 
new payload opportunities in geosynchronous 
orbit. Under the arrangement, Virginia Tech 
will pay for the payload itself, its integration 
into the spacecraft and the launch fee. The win 
for Virginia Tech is that students get involved 
in the design and development of that payload. 
AMSAT benefits because Virginia Tech handles 

the government regulation part of it in terms 
of spacecraft development.

AMSAT is responsible to pay for the 
combination study that determines whether 
to place that payload in the spacecraft. 
AMSAT already has paid the $100,000 for 
that study, completed earlier this year. 

AMSAT also has responsibility for developing 
the ground terminal. AMSAT is building the 
amateur radio transceiver that will allow 
communication through that payload. AMSAT 
will also be the control operator for that 
payload once in orbit.

AMSAT additionally is responsible for IARU 
frequency coordination, as well as notifying 
the FCC of AMSAT’s intent to place that 
payload in orbit, providing the API used to 
notify the FCC and the ITU of this project.

“One of the reasons for building the terminal 
is not just for P4B,” Barry explained. “We 
see potential opportunities to use that in 
other possible projects down the road.” 
Among those, he mentioned the Cube Quest 
Challenge that Ragnarok Industries is involved 
in. AMSAT has been working with them to 
provide the communications package to be 
placed on their satellite. Also, AMSAT has had 
conversations about placing a 6U CubeSat in 
high-elliptical orbit that would have to use a 
similar technology to be successful given the 
size and distance used in that potential idea.

Barry proceeded to highlight the significant 
transition of ARISS over the past two years 
in terms of roles and responsibilities of what 
AMSAT, the ARRL and NASA are responsible 
for. That was codified with the Space Act 
Agreement signed back in February.  Among 
the three justifications for placing amateur 
radio onboard the International Space 
Station, Barry observed, the last, the capability 
of ISS for crew communications by amateur 
radio. While NASA originally downplayed the 
idea, it now recognizes the value of having an 
amateur radio emergency communications 
backup if required.

Among the other changes, Barry explained, 
NASA is no longer selecting the schools that 
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are involved in the ARISS program; AMSAT 
and the ARRL are collaborating on the school 
selection process. Also, NASA is no longer the 
lead on funding for ARISS operations. Now, an 
additional funding requirement is putting new 
equipment aboard the ISS. NASA will not pay 
for the equipment or the space qualification 
of that equipment. So, we’ll need to do some 
fundraising if we want to see some upgrades 
to the equipment that is onboard.

Barry touched on the collaboration occurring 
with ISS between the U.S., Russia, Japan and 
Europe activities and the celebration in March 
of ARISS’ 1000th school contact since ARISS 
was initiated in 2000, showing the strength 
and impact that ARISS has had on students, 
teachers and parents throughout the years. 
Also, the first Ham TV contact occurred with 
a school contact in February with equipment 
that will continue to operate down the road.

Barry described the editorial change at The 
AMSAT Journal in the last year with a new 
editor, Joe Kornowski. 

“Joe is the guy who keeps The AMSAT Journal 
going,” Barry stated. “Joe certainly has a 
professional background that makes him well 
qualified to help us provide a quality product 
– something that I consider to be the finest 
amateur satellite magazine available anywhere 
today. He has certainly done a lot of work 
to enhance the quality. If you are an AMSAT 
member, and you’ve been receiving the 
Journal since the last November/December 
issue, you’ve seen his mark in what’s being 
published today.”

Barry went to explain that the Journal 
needs people to submit articles, photos and 
other content. The goal is to create a pool 
of material for the Journal that includes 
people talking about their experiences, their 
interaction with contests, equipment and 
stories associated with amateur satellites 
because we learn from one another. Members 
may not think their ideas are of interest, Barry 
noted, but he encouraged them to contact Joe 
and tell him what you’re considering writing 
about. And he’ll give you some feedback on 
how you might go forward on that particular 
idea.

“And, of course, the more people who are 
writing,” Barry commented, “the more we 
spread the workload around. So, it’s not 
just Barry writing the ‘Apogee View’ or 
Jerry writing about engineering. We’ve got a 
variety of articles that are of interest to our 
membership.”

In terms of membership, itself, Barry noted 
an uptick in membership this year from last 

year. Maybe it’s because of the launch of Fox-
1A, he speculated. Maybe it’s because people 
are starting to see what we do and want to 
become part of the team. But we’ve seen an 
increase to 3,177 members. Barry explained 
that, while the membership increase was 
good news, AMSAT needed to have a much 
higher membership count if we wanted the 
membership to be the basis for keeping 
the organization going, and therefore use 
donations for projects and the like, we need 
to have a much higher membership count to 
equalize the expenses we have. If we don’t, 
then either we take reserves out of our bank 
account to pay the operational expenses, or 
we take unspecified donations that could go 
to a project and use them to help keep the 
organization functioning. Barry stated that 
he would much rather use the membership 
dollars from a larger membership base 
to keep the organization functioning and 
members benefit from getting the AMSAT 
Journal and supporting the organization versus 
spending money to keep the organization 
running on a day-to-day basis.

In terms of financial trends, Barry highlighted 
the real concern of how to draw in the 
younger generation as members, speculating 
about possible reasons why they may not be 
joining. He questioned whether new launches 
in 2016 would bring in new members. Barry 
urged those in attendance to help AMSAT 
recruit new members, explaining that word 
of mouth was the most effective way to bring 
in members.

Barry shared that member dues do not 
support satellite launches and urged members 
to help support AMSAT’s satellite projects 
through donations. Members should think of 
AMSAT as a charity organization worthy of 
member support.

AMSAT also needs volunteer support, Barry 
stated. Specific areas where volunteer help 
is needed usually appears on the back page 
of the Journal.

Barry concluded his comments with a 
description of the AMSAT Space Symposium 
at Sea, November 10-14, the itinerary and 
how to make reservations.

Jerry Buxton, V.P. Engineering

Jerry began his comments by describing the 
AMSAT Engineering team that is all-volunteer, 
and that is why he is looking for anyone who 
is interested to join the team.

Jerry reviewed the Fox-1A launch from the 

P-Pod and showed a video of its deployment. 
He shared how the family of the late Tony 
Monteiro, the previous V.P. of Engineering, 
attended the launch and that the voice of 
Tony’s daughter, Veronica, is the “voice” of all 
the Fox satellites’ voice ID, which transmits 
after the transponder has been idle for two 
minutes.

With about eight months on orbit, everything 
looks to be working very nicely. The battery 
is very good; we’re getting good power from 
the solar panels. The temperatures are much 
warmer than predicted; our thermal modeling 
indicated we would be somewhere around 
zero C. But the range has been 8 C to about 
50 C. And we’re very happy that we don’t 
have to use the battery heaters.

Jerry next reported on the Vanderbilt 
radiation experiment, one of the experiments 
on Fox-1A/AO-85. They provided two boards 
to passively study radiation effects. They are 
very excited with the data they’re getting from 
it. It exceeded their modeling expectations. 
They use it to compare against ground based 
models that are used to determine the 
suitability of various commercial, off-the-shelf 
semiconductor chips and such that are used 
in satellites. 

The MEMS [Micro-Electro-Mechanical 
Systems] gyros – we have three MEMS gyros 
provided by Penn State University students 
as part of an experiment to measure our x, 
y and z axis rotation, and that is providing 
some exciting information about the attitude 
of the satellite. The satellite is passively 
magnetically stabilized so that it generally 
points to the north magnetic pole. The spin 
is induced by the sunlight, Jerry explained, by 
the offsetting of our solar panels. The MEMS 
gyro experiment, because the bar magnet is 
offset and not in the center of the satellite, 
is going to wobble a bit. We’re taking a good 
look at that to determine exactly how the 
thing is pointed.
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The downlink strength is very strong, if any of 
you have heard it. I often go in the backyard 
with my HT, take the cats for a walk, and I’ll 
just tune in if there is an AO-85 pass. I can’t 
work it with my rubber duck, but I can sure 
hear it very well. 

There’s a wonderful amount of telemetry 
being processed by all of you hams who are 
using the FoxTelem program. That telemetry 
is extremely helpful to us. And the fact that it 
is Data Under Voice, along with the FM signal, 
I think helps in the amount of telemetry being 
gathered because you can work the satellite 
and get data at the same time. 

“That stuff is a gold mine,” Jerry asserted. “All 
of that information.”

In terms of the satellite’s operation, Jerry 
revealed, “The satellite reception, we have 
noted, is being reported as not being as 
sensitive as we had advertised so that you 
could work it with an HT and an Arrow 
antenna. We believe the problem that caused 
that is that the receive antenna actually was 
broken when we had the flight modeling.” 
The receive antenna came out of the solder 
that holds it on. We used a conductive epoxy 
to repair it, but the epoxy got on both the 
tip and the root of the antenna, and one of 
the solar cells was slightly overlapping one of 
the antenna traces – all of which changed the 
impedance to a large degree, and effectively 
detuned the antenna. 

The receive frequency at the satellite is about 
10 kilohertz lower than it was designed to 
be. That’s a temperature effect because it’s 
running warmer.

Looking to future missions, Jerry shared that 
the current launch date for Fox-1Cliff and 
Fox-1D will be no earlier than July 28, 2016. 
It is going to be from a Spaceflight “SHERPA,” 
which is a big ring that has several CubeSat 
deployment mechanisms, “quad packs,” that 
will hold 90U of CubeSats. Ours will be 
one of five CubeSats to be launched. It is 
the maiden flight of the SHERPA. This is the 
launch that Barry mentioned that already has 
been paid for. 

Jerry explained, “We initially paid for Fox-
1Cliff. We originally intended Fox-1D as 
the flight spare. It came up that some other 
customers were not able to deliver to 
Spaceflight, so we negotiated with them to 
fly the spare as well. That is why we’re getting 
two for one here.”

This will be an exciting launch from 
Vandenberg, Jerry asserted, and the satellites 
will be placed in a polar orbit, a sun-

synchronous orbit. 

The Fox-1Cliff payload will include the first 
MPPT, which is designed for “maximum 
power point tracking” for the power supply, 
originally intended to fly on Fox-1A. The 
MPPT will take every bit of power it can get 
from the solar panels and put it into the bus 
and the battery.

We also have onboard the Penn State 
“MEMS” gyro experiment. That is something 
that is integral to the IHU, and it will fly on 
every Fox satellite. It’s very useful, and that 
is a good reason to want it on every flight.

Vanderbilt has the radiation experiment, 
which is the flight spare for Fox-1A. So, it is 
the same two experiment portions that we’ll 
fly on Fox-1Cliff.

“The Virginia Tech camera will be the ‘new 
kid’ in town here,” Jerry noted. “Virginia Tech 
has designed an experiment that is a VGA 
camera that will be 640 by 480 pixels. And it 
will be able to take images of the Earth and 
send them down in a high-speed downlink, 
about 9600 bits per second. And FoxTelem 
is capable of decoding that,” Jerry continued, 
“and you’ll be able to see pictures on your 
PC from that camera.”

Jerry explained, “We’re only able to take 
images of Earth because of license issues with 
NOAA, and all of the three-letter agencies 
of the government because we can’t encrypt 
them, and anybody can receive them. So, 
you will only see images of Earth and it will 
only likely be active over North America or 
possibly Western Europe.”

Next, Jerry talked about the L-band 
downshifter, which was the subject of an 
article in a recent issue of The AMSAT 
Journal. A team of engineers worked on an 
upconverter, and they created a 70-centimeter 
to 23-centimeter uplink in order to be able to 
access the L-band downconverter. The L-band 
reception that we have on Fox-1Cliff and –D 
is adapted for the board on the satellite; it 
uses the UHF antenna for receiving, which 
seems very well matched for L-band. And it 
will simply downconvert it to a 70-centimeter 
typical input frequency of 435.xx. Now, we’ll 
be able to command that on, at will, and put it 
into that mode. That will offer some different 
opportunities for people to exercise this 
band. And if you don’t have any equipment, 
Jerry stated, we’re working on producing the 
plans, and possibly the parts, for you to make 
your own L-band upconverter.

Fox-1D will have many of the same 
experiments as in previous ones. It will have 

the MPPT, the Penn State gyro, a Virginia Tech 
camera – this one we have set Fox-1D to 
be 320 by 240 pixels because, in testing the 
Fox-1C, with the 640 by 480, we noticed that 
the frame buffer had to take two pictures to 
get a full frame. If the satellite is moving, that 
can cause some distortion in the pictures. 
So, they scaled this one down to 320 by 
240. FoxTelem will automatically receive and 
decode that for you.

The L-band downshifter also will be there. 
Fox-1D also has a new experiment from the 
University of Iowa, which they call HERCI, 
which is the “High Energy Radiation CubeSat 
Instrument.” Their students did a project to 
recreate what Dr. Van Allen did back in the 
‘50s, when he discovered the Van Allen belts. 
And they are going to use the experiment to 
map the radiation belts. Some of the data will 
be available in the DUV [Data Under Voice], 
so you’ll see that in FoxTelem. But they will 
occasionally, when over the U.S., enable it in 
high-speed data mode in order to downlink 
all their data. You will be able to see that as 
well in FoxTelem.

We also have Fox-1B, the active project right 
now. This is an entirely Vanderbilt radiation 
experiment. In fact, it is their satellite, 
RadFxSat. They submitted the CSLI for it. 
The flight model is under construction right 
now. January 20,  2017, is the estimated launch 
date for that. 

RadFxSat-2 is another CSLI submitted by 
Vanderbilt. They are extremely pleased with 
what we’re capable of doing. We’ve already 
been offered a launch by NASA, which 
we’ve accepted. Jerry averred, “I can’t say any 
information about that just yet because they 
haven’t lined everybody up for that, and they 
want to make a public announcement, but my 
guess is 2018 for the launch.”

He announced that Vanderbilt will fly a new 
experiment that is the same kind of thing 
that they have done in the past but with new 
“FinFET” chips. AMSAT is going to fly a new 
radio; we’re working on a 30 kilohertz-wide 
linear transponder that will fly on Fox-1E. It 
will provide VHF uplink, UHF downlink – a 
mode J, and 1200 bit per second telemetry 
beacon that will contain the experiment data 
as we have done with Data Under Voice, 
except that it will be on a separate channel 
in this case because of the transponder. So, it’s 
a Fox-1 1U with some new avionics. 

University of  Washington contacted us a 
couple of years ago. They have a CubeSat 
project they are working on, and they wanted 
to know if we wanted to fly a radio on it. So, 
we’re working with them, planning on flying 



 The AMSAT Journal  May/June 2016  www.amsat.org 7

a Fox-1E-type transponder. We will have 
another opportunity to have a 30-kilohertz 
wide transponder, mode J again, flying on a 
satellite that they expect to launch also in the 
2018 timeframe. Theirs is going to be a 3U 
flying in a LEO type orbit.

CQC, Cube Quest Challenge, is something 
that NASA has issued for people to come 
together and see what they can do with a 
6U CubeSat orbiting the Moon. Ragnarok 
Industries contacted us about providing 
communications for that. We agreed to do 
that in return for their agreement, that once 
the satellite is orbiting about the Moon, it will 
become an amateur radio satellite. So, we’re 
expecting that somewhere around 2019. If 
they are able to complete all of the hurdles to 
get to launch, we would have the opportunity 
to put a Phase 5 satellite around the Moon. 

A Phase 4 ground station, the AMSAT ground 
terminal, is being designed to be able to work 
that, as well as for us to be able to command 
and perform the mission. The AMSAT ground 
terminal is a 5 gigahertz uplink, 10 gigahertz 
downlink – or “five and dime,” based on 
SDR. It’s an open design. It’s not ITAR. There 
are many countries working on it. It is open 
source and everything is on the GitHub. 

Elaborating on the ground terminal, Jerry 
said, “We’re very excited about it because it’s 
applicable to many satellites we’ll do in the 
future. It’s something we can finally do with 
other countries because it’s entirely ground-
based. So, we don’t have to worry about ITAR. 
The idea is that we’ll be able to use it with 
future satellites that we’re planning and that 
it will be able to be produced for $1000 or 
less by vendors we’ve already talked to about 
it. They’re doing some testing in Southern 
California, with software development 
underway everywhere. If you’re interested, 
you can also help participate.

We’re planning a HEO satellite of our own, a 
6U, learning from all of these current projects 
that are going on because the technology 
and the five and ten gigahertz gives us an 
opportunity to finally get back to HEO. I see 
that, within the next three years, it could be 
possible to launch our own 6U HEO satellite 
again. 

We’ll also pursue LEO. Lots of universities 
are coming to us looking for opportunities. 
They’ve heard of the success of Fox; they’ve 
seen it. With all of this, we’re building tons of 
great relationships.

Jerry concluded his remarks by stating, “What 
all of this work is doing is that we’re at a great 
point with AMSAT Engineering, and there are 

lots of great opportunities ahead of us.”

Bob McGwier, Director of Research,
Hume Center for National Security 
and Technology, Virginia Tech

Bob addressed the forum about the Highly 
Elliptical Spacecraft project. He referenced Dr. 
Karl Meinzer who, with AMSAT OSCAR-7, 
put a single payload in orbit. 

“My trajectory at Virginia Tech is nearly 
identical to Karl’s,” Bob confided, “in that it 
is he who I have wanted to emulate most. He 
took seven years to get from his first major 
payload on AO-7 to the HEO spacecraft AO-
10 up, and I’m trying to do it in less than seven 
years. But I’m now believing it will take me 
more than seven years from the time I came 
to Virginia Tech to get a HEO or a GEO up.”

So, the original target was to launch in 2018. 
Bob explained that we needed $15 million 
to do that launch. That was from the U.S. 
government because he was going to do 
things on it that they wanted him to do. The 
$15 million was solely determined by the 
short amount of time it was going to take 
to get the P3E from Germany, bring it to the 
U.S., make sure that nothing secret had been 
hidden in it, put everything they wanted on 
it, put  AMSAT’s payload on it. We could not 
integrate it by next summer, which is when it 
had to be integrated. And, if they were going 
to do it, it is $15 million. They actually raised 
$6 million for this program. So, $15 million 
was too much; $6 million is not too much. 
That is a lot of money. So far, ownership of 
most of the vehicle was an issue because it 
is sitting right now on a closet in Germany. 

“Lack of trust and doing integration in time 
was an issue,” according to Bob. “Virginia 
Tech has no flight heritage with that entity 
in the U.S. government building a spacecraft. 
We are working as quickly as we can to gain 
their trust.”

“HEO funding and proposal underway for 
launch after 2018. Now, you cannot ask me 
a question because the answer is classified, 
not ITAR.”

Bob asserted that the schedule does not 
now drive the cost, and P3E does not drive 
concerns. Sufficient funding is available, but 
the question now is will they be interested 
after 2018. “And the only answer I’m allowed 
to give you is, so far, yes,” Bob said. “They want 
me to do something unique, and I would like 
to do it.”

Among the goals and attributes:
•  Test software defined radio capabilities 
and survivability;
•  Do a Hohmann Transfer from one 
elliptical orbit to another with no plane 
change;
• The initial orbit will be attained as a 
secondary satellite carried directly to a 
12-hour Molniya orbit without need for 
propulsion and then change the orbit to 
a new target HEO orbit for experiments;
•  Characterize the environment in the 
new orbit because no vehicle has ever 
flown there;
• Use Rincon Research Corporation 
AstroSDR already known to be 
radiation-hardened; and
•  U.S. government pays for the entire 
thing from beginning to end.

In terms of the GEO mission, with Millennium 
Systems, Bob described the orbit and what 
will be in that box. With an inclined orbit, 
it will draw a figure eight over the Earth 
because it will be inclined to the equator. A 
Rincon AstroSDR, radiation tested so hard 
it can fly to any orbit, period, will be capable 
of tuning from 50 megahertz to 6 gigahertz. 
“Whatever we want to do with this, we can,” 
Bob noted.

Bob indicated on a slide the reset-receiver 
input providing the capability of the spacecraft 
to do “control-alt-delete.” He explained, “On 
occasion you want to do control-alt-delete 
on a spacecraft to get it to restart or if you 
want to change the software for any reason, 
you’d fire the reset receiver and hit control-
alt-delete, and then load a new operating 
system. So, that’s how you reload a spacecraft 
if you’re smart enough to include control-
alt-delete.”

Bob next described the initial software load 
developed by Rincon, which may or may not 
be what actually flies in the spacecraft. Bob 
stated that sufficient time likely existed for 
this not necessarily to be the initial software 
load.
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As for funding, Bob announced, “An 
anonymous donor, Mike Valentine W8MM, 
and Franklin Antonio N6NKF, have donated 
the necessary $150,000 to VT for us to 
complete the preliminary design. So, we 
thank them!”

Bob reported that FEMA has said on its 
blog, “If you build it, we will use it.” They will 
request ARRL to put 100 units in their go-
kits. They will also request ARRL to support 
training using the units. They will make 
specifications available to us to incorporate 
our communications satellite capabilities into 
their communications infrastructure. “That is 
a big deal!” Bob declared, because it means 
that they trust us enough that they will use it.

“We can go according to the USG. We can 
build it. We can staff it. We can operate it. And 
people will use it,” Bob asserted.

“And what is the bottom line of every talk 
you’ve heard this morning?” Bob asked the 
attendees. “We, AMSAT and Virginia Tech, 
have done our job. They will let us go. FEMA 
will use it. It will work as we have said it will 
work. What do we need? We need 7 million 
more dollars.”

Bob went on to say that he would continue, 
personally, to try to raise the money any 
way he can, but that without community 
involvement, it will not fly. Bob described 
several high net-worth individuals are likely 
to support this project.

Bob apologized for the restrictions the 
federal government has placed on him in 
terms of what he can disclose, feeling that he 
has kept the AMSAT community ill-informed 
and hated every second of it.

Drew Glasbrenner, V.P. Operations

Drew, KO4MA, described three things he 
wanted to share:

1. highlights of some of the things 

that have occurred in the past year in 
amateur satellites and amateur satellite 
operations
2. some of the resources AMSAT 
provides, primarily on the website to 
help users become aware of those 
activities, and
3.  a brief update on some of the satellites 
that will be launching within the next 
year or so.

AO-85 has worked very well with the 
exception of the sensitivity issue. It’s in a 
great orbit: 500 by 800 kilometers, 65-degree 
inclination. We were making contacts on the 
second or third pass. There wasn’t much 
to check out. There was not a whole lot of 
tweaking that needed to be done to it. 

The satellite is easy to be heard, Drew 
emphasized. With an HT, you can turn the 
squelch down, tune it to 145.980, and you’ll 
hear it.

Drew talked about the sensitivity issue on the 
uplink and that one of the ways to get around 
that is to be very aware of the polarity issues.  
Both antennas are linear whips on the same 
plane, one out of one end, and one out of the 
other end. Generally, with mode J satellites, 
we’re used to twisting the Arrow antenna to 
peak on receive. Well, if we peak it for receive, 
your transmit is 90 degrees out of phase. So, 
you’re 20 db down. Drew explained, “The 
one little trick that will make you happy is 
that, when you transmit, turn 90. If you peak 
on your receive, turn 90, talk, then go back. 
It makes a world of difference.”

Drew showed slides of twitter posts 
from pleased AO-85 users, including an 
operator who made contacts as low as 2 
degrees elevation with an Elk antenna. “The 
current distance record for AO-85 is 5751 
kilometers,” Drew reported, “almost 200 
kilometers more than on AO-51. This satellite 
works. The footprint covers the entire U.S. 
on the mid-passes.”

Next Drew highlighted the XW-2 Chinese 
satellites launched on September 19, with a 
500 by 550 kilometer orbit. Nine satellites 
that were part of that launch carried 
amateur radios on board, with six mode B 
transponders at once in orbit, and one FM 
repeater that was active for awhile.

The satellites did not pass through the IARU 
coordination process completely. Some of 
them did. Some of the satellite frequencies 
chosen were outside of the agreed-upon 
band plan for 2 meters. But in general, people 
have been using them and there have not 
been any issues with it. 

Drew described the six transponder 
satellites, with sizes ranging from CubeSats 
to something a bit bigger than AO-51. And 
there is LilacSat-2, or CAS-3H, which is 
the FM repeater. Drew also highlighted the 
footprint of these cluster satellites, which 
often is overlapping, sometimes allowing 
multiple QSOs over a short period of time, 
such as every ten minutes.

Claimed record for distance: 4645 kilometers. 
While not the highest satellites out there, 
they are very strong and good opportunities 
to get on the air.

This year, with the ARRL National Parks on 
the  Air event, we’ve seen a lot of participation 
with satellites, Drew reported. One of the 
coolest ones is Paul, N8HM. He lives in D.C. 
and went to the National Mall with his totally-
portable station – Elk antenna, and a couple 
of FT-817s in a bag – and worked a couple of 
FO-29 passes, and activated that one. Doug, 
N6UA, operated from Rocky Mountain 
National Park and a bunch of other ones, and 
he did it off of his motorcycle. 

4U70UN was active on satellites this year. 
The U.N. station in New York City counts as 
a separate DXCC entity. This effort has been 
ongoing for a long time by Mike, N1JEZ. They 
made quite a few contacts on FO-29 in tough 
conditions – drizzling rain and tall buildings 
all around them.

KG5CCI, in Arkansas, set a lot of records 
this year on our LEO satellites. He has 
achieved 8000 kilometers on AO-7 – a long 
ways – all the way to PY2RN down in Brazil. 
Drew indicated, “This pass was particularly 
interesting in that this pass did not go 
between the two stations. It was leaving one 
and coming to the other one – a very short 
window.” They also have worked into central 
France on FO-29 from Arkansas. Of course, 
the ace up his sleeve is that he operates 
from a mountaintop in Arkansas. He does 
everything portable.

Drew next turned to the AMSAT resources 
that can help users get active on satellite. 
Drew showed a slide of the AMSAT website 
that included the pass predictor, as well as the 
live satellite status page, which allows users to 
report what they’ve heard. Users can go to 
this page, enter in their callsign, pick a time, 
and pick a report.

Upcoming satellite operations is a page that 
Paul Stoetzer is maintaining right now that 
lists all the known trips that are coming up, 
links to Twitter feeds and where you can go 
to get more information. 
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Drew advised, “All you have to do is drop 
Paul an email, and he’ll put your information 
in there and publicize your grid expedition.”

If you are participating in a grid expedition or 
DXpedition, and you need some equipment 
or technical advice or publication, AMSAT has 
two full-size satellite loaner rigs: an ICOM-
910 and FT-847. We will be happy to loan to 
a member doing an activation of some sort 
of DXpedition. We have antennas, 817s – the 
same equipment that K1N used last year. 
We’re also happy to publicize on email lists, 
Facebook or Twitter any information about 
your operation.

New satellites coming soon – Jerry already 
talked about Fox-1Cliff and Fox-1D. We 
should expect these things to be operational 
nearly as soon as AO-85 was. It will be 
interesting to see if they are in a similar orbit 
and how long it takes them to drift apart. 
Drew emphasized that AMSAT would have 
four satellites operating by next year.

NUSAT will be launched by AMSAT Argentina 
no earlier than May 30. It’s going to a 
500-kilometer sun-synchronous orbit and 
will have a linear transponder onboard. It 
will be roughly equivalent to an AO-73 type 
transponder.

Nayif-1 is the United Arab Emirates first 
CubeSat, and they are doing it collaboration 
with a Dutch company, Innovative Solutions 
in Space, AMSAT-UK, and AMSAT-NL. Nayif-1 
will be launched along with Fox-1Cliff and D 
on the Spaceflight SHERPA launch. It’s very 
similar to the other FunCube satellites except 
that the transponder has a little stronger of 
an output. It’s 500 milliwatts, 30-kilohertz 
wide mode B.

Frank Bauer, V.P. Human Spaceflight

Frank, KA3HDO, began by describing ARISS’ 
focus and station locations. “Our primary 
goal is amateur radio and human spaceflight 

promotion, backup communications, 
experimentation and astronaut relationships. 
We’re in three different locations in the Space 
Station. The U.S. segment is the Columbus 
Module area. And then in the Russian 
segment we have the Service Module and 
the ATV [Automated Transfer Vehicle]. We 
have antennas in all those areas. Our primary 
stations are in the Columbus Module and in 
the Service Module.”

Frank explained that ARISS does both VHF 
and UHF in the two primary locations, as 
well as Slow Scan Television. The astronauts 
have been absolutely critical in everything 
ARISS does. From Expedition 1 in 2000 
to Expedition 48 today, ARISS has been 
continuously operational.

In terms of accomplishments from an 
operations perspective, ARISS currently has 
done about 1020 contacts since December 
2000, when ARISS did its first amateur radio 
contact. Frank reported, “Since I was here last 
year, we’ve done 61 contacts, 21 countries 
and 17 states.”

He mentioned that ISS astronaut, Tim Peake, 
from the U.K. has been doing a phenomenal 
job in his Principia Mission. They had 10 U.K. 
contacts as part that project.

Frank highlighted an ARISS milestone this past 
year – completion of ARISS’ 1000th contact 
in March. It was with one of the new states, 
Frank noted, the North Dakota Space Grant 
Consortium. They had a phenomenal set of 
educational activities going on. They did it with 
Tim Copra, KE5UDN, through a telebridge 
station W6SRJ in Santa Rosa, California. 
Charlie Sufana, AJ9N, was the mentor for 
this 1000th contact. Charlie was not only the 
mentor for this historic contact but also the 
operator for the very first contact, “so it was 
a very interesting – and actually, for Charlie, 
an emotional – opportunity,” Frank explained.

NASA even produced three videos honoring 
ARISS’ achievement that included both 
astronauts and students talking about their 
experiences with ARISS contacts. The first 
video Frank showed was astronaut Sunni 
Williams, KD5PLB, who volunteered the 
impact ARISS contacts had on her:

So, you have the questions [from students] a 
little bit beforehand to help you through it. 
And then you go through it and get a report 
about how many people were at that event, 
and how long and how much preparation 
those kids took to actually understand ham 
radio and work with it. And I felt myself 
getting choked up every time I would read 
one of those reports and it was like, ‘Oh my 

God, this is great!’ I didn’t realize that maybe 
a thousand kids are at an event.

In one of the first HamTV videos, U.K. 
astronaut Tim Peake, GB1SS, responded to a 
lighter question from a student at Norwich 
Schools, Norwich/East Anglia, U.K.:

Student: Hi, this is Austin. Are there any 
protocols or guidance in place if George 
Clooney comes knocking on the front door, 
as he did in the film ‘Gravity,’ over.
Peake: Hi, Austin. Well, as far as I’m aware, 
we’re the only six human beings in space up 
here. So, if anyone comes knocking on our 
hatch, I’m not opening it, over.

Frank went on to describe other significant 
accomplishments over the past year, including 
the first-ever formal agreements between 
ARISS and NASA, as well as ARISS and the 
Center for the Advancement of Science in 
Space (CASIS). The NASA agreement – the 
first bi-lateral agreement between NASA and 
ARISS in ARISS’ 20 year history -- lays out key 
elements of the relationship: identifying Space 
Communication and Navigation, NASA’s 
program office for space communications, 
as ARISS’ primary benefactor; defining NASA 
and ARISS roles and responsibilities; partially 
funding ARISS’ payloads and operations 
support; and enabling AMSAT/ARISS to 
channel support funding into NASA. The 
CASIS agreement: defines the CASIS/AMSAT-
ARISS roles and responsibilities; promotes 
ARISS at CASIS events and as STEM activity 
as a part of the ISS National Laboratory; and 
partially funds ARISS payload and operations 
support.

This past year also saw the first HamTV 
operations with schools, with the ARISS 
contact between U.K. astronaut Tim Peake 
and the Oasis Academy Brightstowe, Bristol, 
GB1OAB, which took place on February 19, 
2016. In order to support Ham TV, Frank said 
that ARISS-NA needed “chained” ground 
stations – three to five stations in various 
parts of the U.S. aligned to the ISS ground 
track.

Additionally, ARISS undertook development 
of a vitally needed upgrade to the hardware 
system on the ISS to support future contacts 
with schools. The new interoperable radio and 
power supply system is intended to: improve 
the Columbus Module downlink signal 
reception with a higher power radio; develop 
a standardized VHF/UHF radio and power 
supply system that will be interoperable 
across all ISS segments and modules; and 
certify, launch, install and operate a JVC 
Kenwood D710GA radio system with an 
ARISS/AMSAT-built interoperable power 
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supply and supporting cabling.

These enhancements will improve the 
audio during voice contacts, as well as 
reduce HamTV downtime through a 
dedicated power supply. The more robust 
radio software/firmware will help prevent 
accidental programming and reduce repeater 
mode command steps, while the new JVC 
Kenwood D710 fan will support continuous 
repeater mode operations.

To help make these upgrades a reality, 
Frank explained, ARISS was kicking off a 
substantial fundraising initiative – the On-
Orbit Hardware Capital Campaign -- and 
appealed to attendees for support. The 
fundraising effort already received a jumpstart 
from JVC Kenwood, which has donated 
D710GA radios and the required engineering 
modifications.

ARISS will celebrate its 20th Anniversary of 
the first international ARISS meeting held 
in Houston, Texas, in November 1996. To 
commemorate this anniversary, ARISS will 
hold its next ARISS International meeting 
in Houston November 15-18, just after the 
AMSAT Symposium Cruise. Special tours of 
NASA Johnson Space Center and a special 
operations event are planned.

Frank concluded by noting that this has been a 
transformative year for ARISS.  ARISS now has 
proven the utility of HamTV and is developing 
new and robust hardware and software 
systems to expand and improve ISS contacts. 
And, in order to sustain this momentum and 
continue growing, ARISS needs to expand 
its volunteer team and achieve sufficient 
funding to support hardware development 
and sustain its operations.

Joe Spier, V.P. Educational Relations

Joe, K6WAIO, began his remarks noting 
that both ARISS and university experiments 
reflect  AMSAT’s educational mission and that 
amateur radio helps bridge the gap between 
what is taught in schools and the reality of 
STEM (Science Technology Engineering and 
Math).

He explained that the goal of the education 
community has been to integrate STEM and 
what is called “common core” – or Common 
Core State Standards – which is a list of 
goals that the educators must tick off that 
have to be met for that year. The common 
core subjects include English language and 
Mathematics. Where is the science? Where 
is the engineering? Where is the technology?” 

“The technology piece comes in under that 
English part,” Joe explained. “That’s been our 
focus and we need to reach out to educators 
to let them know that.”

In terms of where amateur radio fits into 
Math, Joe stated, “we can do a little bit of 
calculation, so everybody remembers Ohm’s 
Law; that’s where we first learn mathematics. 
So, we have to get back to that ‘Ohm 
moment.’”

Joe explained, “it also is in terminology and 
media. So, one of the thoughts we’ve had, to 
provide more opportunities, is that we’ve 
been focusing on ground stations,” such as 
the Phase 4B and ARISS ground stations.
“Where is the next generation ‘crystal radio 
set’ going to come from?” Joe asked. “Well, 
maybe it’s going to come from a little antenna 
and a FunCube-type dongle in the classroom 
that becomes a ground station for telemetry 
that they can use in the future for their 
own experiments to fulfill some of these 
obligations for common core.”

Where we are being successful, Joe shared, 
is at the university level. “In the K through 
16 goal, we’re reaching people at 12 through 
16,” said Joe. “And this is because we get 
experiments on the spacecraft that the 
colleges and universities actually produce.”

Joe discussed the challenges with student-
designed experiments, citing the use of 
MPPT 1 and MPPT 2 to maximize power 
on the Fox satellites. Rochester Institute of 
Technology did the design. One challenge is 
that the design teams have graduated already, 
Joe explained, “so some of the results you get 
back by the time the spacecraft flies, we no 
longer have the support mechanism to do 
some of the analysis.” 

“This is especially true at Penn State,” Joe 
continued. “Our folks at Penn State developed 
the MEMS gyros. They’ve graduated and 
moved on. There’s no one doing the analysis 
of the altitude determination experiment, 
which is what the MEMS gryos are.”

“Vanderbilt has been fantastic! They have 
some chips that they have put on the 
radiation experiments. These chips are 

basically high-end DRAM like what you would 
use in your computers. These memory chips 
run a subroutine over it and look for a single 
event upset or SEU.” 

Their design team has been really great, 
said Joe. “In fact, Vanderbilt in this design 
team said that one of the things that is key 
to AMSAT and how we can get launches 
to space. “  When AO-85 went up, there 
were three CubeSats that were launched 
together, including AO-85, Joe stated. Of 
those three satellites that deployed, one 
failed immediately and another lasted only 
a few days. 

Joe described the tremendous benefit 
universities like Vanderbilt derive from 
working with AMSAT:

At Vandenberg [during the AO-85 launch], 
Robert Reed and Robert Weller said that 
‘we get to do what we do at universities well. 
We get to design experiments. We get to 
collect the data. We get to benefit from that 
worldwide telemetry network of amateur 
radio operators to get our information 
back. We don’t have to worry about building 
a spacecraft frame, designing a solar panel 
system, using non-conforming materials that 
fail in space immediately because we don’t 
have the experience with it. We rely on 
AMSAT as a partner for that platform.’ So, 
that’s been our best success so far.

Next, Joe described AMSAT’s collaboration 
with Virginia Tech, which has been building 
two cameras along with ground stations. The 
benefit of the two cameras on two different 
satellite missions is that we will now have 
the benefit of two different resolutions, plus 
they are command-switchable, on Fox-1Cliff 
and Fox-1D, to change the configuration 
depending on what we want to see out of 
those cameras in the future.

Bob McGwier, Zach Leffke and their team 
are building their own ground station at 
Virginia Tech. “So, my goal,” Joe stated, “is to 
get another one on the west coast, a couple 
in the middle of the states and combine some 
of these ground team elements that we’re 
trying to patch together.”

“University of Iowa is conducting another 
radiation detection experiment,” Joe 
continued. “This goes back to the days of 
Explorer 1 because the University of Iowa 
was involved in that program. It’s called the 
High Energy Radiation CubeSat Instrument 
or ‘HERCI.’” Joe described, “This is going to 
be a radiation-mapping experiment to map 
the location of impulses of higher radiation 
so that they can determine what may be 
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better orbits sometimes for these types of 
components.”

Notice how many amateur radio operators 
with new callsigns are part of these university 
experiments. They go get their licenses 
because they are involved with amateur 
radio in space.

Vanderbilt’s newest experiment is the Low 
Energy Radiation Detection 2 experiment. 
It is similar to the memory chip experiment 
for SEU but using a new chip called FinFET. 
It is able to increase the computing power of 
today and increase Moore’s Law by up to 40 
percent. “That’s a fantastic software defined 
radio that you can fly if you have those chips 
in it,” Joe asserted. “It alleviates a lot of these 
performance problems that we have in chips.”

Joe presented a slide listing what experiments 
are on which spacecraft. He noted that, where 
open experiment slots existed on various 
missions, the AMSAT Engineering team was 
ready and able to fill those slots with their 
own experiments.

Joe highlighted the challenge of “where we 
can get that ‘ARISS-contact’ type of joy 
that we see on students’ faces to meet the 
common core initiatives for the K through 
8 grades. That’s something we need to focus 
on. And how do we develop that telemetry 
data into a spreadsheet that the educators 
can use to sort of grab them.” 

“And the next is that we take that information 
and put it into some kind of modeling 
software that actually graphically displays this. 
So, we don’t view the educational resources 
as developing lesson plans for teachers. What 
we do is give them some tools so that they 
can pick and choose where they need to meet 
it in the common core standards.”

Joe elaborated on the idea of what he 
referred to as “next generation crystal radio,” 
for which students don’t need a license 
because it’s just a receiver, a dongle that plugs 
in and attaches to an antenna on the roof of 
the school or nearby outside. “We get to 
use the telemetry from that,” Joe explained, 
“and they get to use their own data for 
experiments or app into the server to pull 
the data that way.”

In terms of opportunities, Joe urged attendees 
to write articles for The AMSAT Journal. As 
one of the rotating editors for the AMSAT 
News Service, Joe indicated that they are 
always looking for other editors to help. For 
those who are in education or like teaching, 
get involved with the educational relations 
department or ARISS.  As his parting thought, 

Joe shared, “Remember the choices you 
make today because they determine your 
tomorrow.”

Speaking of Satellites – 
FlexRadio Systems®

The Journal caught up with Gerald  Youngblood, 
CEO of FlexRadio Systems, and Steve Hicks, 
V.P. of Engineering, to talk about Flex’s 
involvement in some of the satellite issues 
trending at Hamvention.

Gerald: I think one thing that’s very important 
about satellite operations is all FLEX-6000s 
are now full duplex enabled – the 6300, etc.

Journal: You’ve had that since last year, right?

Gerald: Right. So that, in itself, is a key piece 
of the puzzle. 

The second thing is that the Maestro provides 
a very user-friendly operating environment 
for SDRs. Historically, SDRs have been mainly 
PC-based. 

Journal: If you didn’t have a laptop or desktop, 
you’re kind of in trouble.

Gerald: You are kind of in trouble. So, what 
we’ve now done is that all of our radios 
are servers – they are radio servers. Think 
about that for just a moment. That means 
that the radio has a Linux operating system 
that is running the radio. So, we’re digitizing 
the antenna port, and we’re in bits now. And 
then everything is mathematics.

And all of our radios have a high-end ARM 
processor, a high-end DSP running it, like 1.2 
to 1.4 gigahertz. They have very a large FPGA, 
Xilinx FPGAs. They have about four other 
processors and another DSP. That’s all in the 
box. Effectively, it’s like a Cray computer of 
maybe 10 or 12 years ago that is in that box. 
So, we have enormous processing power 
in the radio that we can update with just a 
download. So, that’s a server. 

In my house, I’ve got a rack -- actually, my 
radio, a PC server, and all of those things in the 
rack. It rolls under the desk all neat and clean. 
And then I have a choice of how I operate.

I can use a Maestro. Maestro is a portable, 
wired or wireless control surface for our 
FLEX-6000 series. 

Journal: It’s currently wireless.

Gerald: Yes. You can use it either way; it has a 
gigabit Ethernet port and a dual-band Wi-Fi 
built into it, 5 gigahertz or 2 gigahertz Wi-Fi, 
and Bluetooth. The Bluetooth would be for 

headsets, keyboards, etc., like that. So, basically, 
when I’m in the station, I can plug it into 
Gigabit Ethernet and DC power, and run it 
right there by the radio. 

Journal: So that can be your knob radio if you 
want to go that way, right? 

Gerald: Exactly.

Journal: You can do away with the whole 
computer interface if you want to.

Gerald: You do not need a computer if you 
have a Maestro. It completely runs the radio. 

Now, if you want to run logging software, 
Fldigi, satellite tracking software – all of those 
kinds of things – they still run on a PC or a 
laptop, or a Microsoft Surface, or whatever. 
So, you can still do that. And all of those things 
are clients to the server.

I want to give you an example of a client that 
you might not think of. We have something 
called Digital Audio Exchange – DAX – that 
can connect some third-party piece of digital, 
like Fldigi. Fldigi talks to DAX; DAX talks to 
the radio. It doesn’t go through Maestro. It’s 
a client. 

Another might be CW Skimmer. There’s 
a third party applet that was written 
by somebody to talk to our application 
programming interface, and Skimmer talks 
through that to the radio. So, you can have 
Skimmer running on a PC. You can have four 
instances of Skimmer running on four bands 
over here, with Maestro running the radio. 
They’re both talking to the server.

So, here’s another example. Now, notice 
I’m not talking all about satellites here. Last 
night, we had a dinner. We had a Maestro 
that was talking 5 gigahertz Wi-Fi across the 
room to a box on a Raspberry Pi that was 
talking to LTE, to a cell phone gateway that 
was running a contest super-station, K9CT, in 
Peoria, Illinois, with full waterfall – real-time 
panadapter waterfall – and audio, and I’m 
holding it in my hand.

Journal: So Maestro is now fully remote 
access?

Gerald: Today, from VPN. In the future, we’re 
going to embed that so that it’s plug and play.

From a satellite standpoint, there will come 
a day when you can sit by your pool, and 
operate satellite on your station that’s in 
the shack, and rotate the antennas, and all 
that, from Maestro. That’s where we’re going. 
In other words, totally integrated station 
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automation in that interface. It could also 
be on an iPad. There’s an iPhone app right 
now – all of those things because it’s a server.

Journal: And today, you can operate that 
station. You just don’t have that full integration 
to do all the things that are now handled by 
third party applications? 

Gerald: That’s right. You’ll see in our booth 
Ethernet-based antenna switching and control. 
We partnered with Sky Sat [Communications] 
4O3A for station integration and control 
using Ethernet as the backbone. We’re just 
announcing a new kilowatt-and-half amplifier 
that has Ethernet on the back port. It will be 
totally integrated, so when you use Maestro 
remotely, it will show 1500 watts, SWR 
coming out of the amplifier. It will show the 
voltage and current – all coming out of the 
amplifier. Eventually, you’ll see that my rotor 
is pointed at 90 degrees. 

Journal: So, you’ll have the full view of what’s 
going on?

Gerald: You’ll have the full view of what’s going 
on – singular station integration. And that 
can apply to satellite operation as well. Why 
be tied to the shack if you want to operate 
satellites?

Journal: Without getting out your Arrow 
antenna and your handheld.

Gerald: Yeah. So, that’s kind of the vision. 
It’s taking complex things and making them 
simple so you can operate.

Journal: With a lot of math.

Gerald: With a lot of math, that’s right.

Journal: Okay, so tell me a little bit about the 
radio that you are developing with the Phase 
4 Ground folks. [See Michelle Thompson’s 
article, “AMSAT Phase 4 Ground Project 
Update,” The AMSAT Journal, March/April 
2016.]

Gerald: Okay, N4HY, Bob McGwier, is a long-
time colleague and friend of FlexRadio, and 
we’ve been working on projects for years. 
And he’s now at Virginia Tech. He approached 
us not too long ago because they were 
working on this project. And it really is a SDR 
in the sky, if you think about it. And there 
needs to be a ground station that is, I guess 
you’d say, that takes advantage of all the things 
SDR can do, and we share kind of a common 
vision of how that could happen. And it needs 
to be something that … And we really need 
to have Steve in this conversation, too … 
We’re just talking about the Phase 4 …

Journal: Yeah, the Phase 4 Ground station for 
which you’re building the commercial radio 
for people that use that ground station. 
Which parts are you handling and which parts 
are being handled by the software, if you can 
talk about that?

Steve: We haven’t made a final decision about 
what we’re going to do yet. We’ve made 
an offer that we would be interested. As a 
hobbyist, my personal interest is I want to 
see devices somebody can buy off the shelf 
to use the satellite without building it. And I 
recognize that there are a lot of hams that 
want to go build their own thing. But for a 
lot of hams, they want to go buy what they’re 
going to use and get the capability to do it. 
And I would like to be the company that does 
that, that offers that. And so, we’ve talked with 
the folks that are working on the ground 
station effort.

Journal: Michelle Thompson, Bob McGwier…

Steve: Michelle Thompson, Bob McGwier, and 
those guys, and offered to go do that. And 
they asked us a bunch of questions about 
how actually you would go do it if you were 
going to do it? What components would 
you use and all that. So, we had a detailed 
conversation about how we thought the 
hardware architecture should flush out. And 
I think they liked all those answers. And we 
agreed that we were interested in working 
together.

The major issue, if you will, for us is around 
funding because if we go invest a bunch of 
money in this, and then the project falls apart 
-- there’s not a ride, or the rocket explodes 
on lift-off …

Journal: All of those things that can happen.

Steve: Then we’re concerned that the 
investment we’ve made won’t pay off. And 
we’re a pretty small company, and it’s a 
substantial investment. We’ve talked about all 
that, and there’s been discussions about how 
we’re going to fund the project. So, this is kind 
of the phase we’re in right now is figuring out 
how we’re going to fund it.

Assuming we get funding, and all that happens, 
we’d like to go build the hardware.

Journal: And you envision that hardware 
playing with the other Flex products, or 
would it be a standalone 5 and 10 gigahertz 
radio?

Steve: We haven’t talked a lot about that. I 
think it would be a standalone device. I told 
Michelle that, if I had my druthers, what it 

would be is something that every ham would 
look at and say, “I’ve gotta have one of those.” 
So, it would be a James Bond-style briefcase 
that you open up, that has the nickel and dime 
hardware in there with a collapsible antenna 
that you can point at the satellite. So you 
could carry this thing out there – the site of 
a hurricane or something, lay it out on the 
ground, and you’re on the air.

Journal: I could see the ad in the Journal now!

Steve: Yeah, it’s a complete solution. 

Journal: That’s great!

Steve: So this is what I’d like it to be. I know 
they have a lot of folks that have a lot of ideas 
already about the software architecture. The 
ideas are different than how we’re doing 
things on our radio. So, I tentatively told them 
that my thinking was that they’re responsible 
for the software. We would do the hardware, 
but we would do the software required to 
make the thing boot up and all that sort of 
thing. So, we would provide them a hardware 
platform that had Linux, and it would boot, 
and it would have space to store things, and 
all that, and then they would worry about all 
of the control software and stuff like that. It’s 
yet to be seen how all that’s going to pan out, 
but that’s the idea.

Journal: But that’s the concept, and these are 
the early stages, and stay tuned for more?

Steve: Yeah.

Journal: And do you have any other thoughts 
about the future of Flex and satellites, or is 
that what you’ve bitten off for now?

Gerald: That’s the biggest thing right there. 

Steve: Yeah, if we get involved in this project, 
we won’t have time to think about any other 
stuff. Incidentally, the other thing about the 
hardware is, because it’s using Digital Video 
Broadcasting signal format, there’s discussion 
about using the “S” [satellite] and the “T” 
[terrestrial] variety, and that these devices 
could also be used for terrestrial use. So, 
that’s also part of it.

Hamvention 2016 Volunteers
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appreciative handshake and tip of the hat 
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who made Hamvention 2016 a tremendous 
success for AMSAT. You made it happen!

Don Agro, VE3RW
Barry Baines, WD4ASW
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AMSAT Hamvention 
Photos

A large crowd was on hand for the Friday evening AMSAT/TAPR banquet.

Just before opening Friday at the AMSAT booth.

TAPR President Steve Bible, N7HPR, addresses the 
gathering at the AMSAT/TAPR Banquet.


