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1
SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR USING A
RADAR TO ESTIMATE AND COMPENSATE
FOR ATMOSPHERIC REFRACTION

BACKGROUND

The present disclosure relates generally to the field of an
aircraft weather radar system for assessing weather and
ground clutter. The disclosure more specifically relates to an
aircraft weather radar system capable of compensating for
atmospheric refraction.

Aircraft weather radar systems are used to assess weather
altitudes and to separate weather from ground clutter. In
conventional aircraft weather radar systems, changes in
atmospheric refraction produce radar beam bending, which in
turn causes variations in weather and ground height estima-
tions. These variations cause errors in the assessment of
weather altitudes as well as in the weather and/or clutter
separation process.

Currently, the MultiScan® radar system manufactured by
Rockwell Collins, Inc. uses a dual beam system to generate
change in power estimates from targets within its field of
view. For a given target the change in power estimates
between the two beams is determined by the target’s angular
position in the beam set. The farther a target is below the
center of the radar beam set, the larger the difference in return
power between the two beams. For ground targets, the targets’
perceived angular position in the beam set is a function of the
aircraft altitude, physical beam pointing angles, geometry to
the curved Earth’s surface, and bending of the radar’s beam
along the path to and from the Earth. This bending, caused by
changes in atmospheric density, is known as refraction. For
ground based radars there is an accepted approximation for
estimating the bending of a radar’s beam through the atmo-
sphere due to “standard atmospheric conditions”. This
approximation assumes the atmosphere’s density and water
content is constant but the Earth’s diameter is 44 times the
Earth’s actual diameter. While generally useful, this approxi-
mation is not effective in all conditions and locations.

In extreme cases, a high vertical gradient in moisture con-
tent may cause a radar beam pointed above the horizon to
bend downwards and hit the ground at some long range. This
produces spurious ground returns from anomalous propaga-
tion or “ducting”.

Various and somewhat unpredictable atmospheric condi-
tions can make compensation for beam bending difficult. For
example, the atmosphere’s moisture gradient can contribute
to the amount of beam bending (e.g., moisture from rain may
result in increased radar beam refraction).

Therefore, there is a need for an aircraft weather radar
system that can more accurately predict weather at medium to
long ranges. There is also a need for weather and ground
return processing that more accurately separates weather
from ground clutter. There is a further need for a weather
system that may detect the altitude of weather and ground
clutter with increased accuracy. Further still, there is a need
for a system and method of compensating for the affects of
refraction on the radar beam. Yet further, there is a need for a
system and method that compensates for “beam bending” or
ducting.

SUMMARY

One embodiment of the disclosure relates to an aircraft
weather radar system that may include an antenna for casting
radar beams. The aircraft weather radar system includes an
input for receiving data associated with weather radar returns

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

2

received by the antenna. The aircraft weather radar system
further includes a processor for performing a routine to ana-
lyze radar returns associated with terrain. The processor is
configured to determine atmospheric refraction characteris-
tics based on a range and/or an angle to terrain. The routine is
based on the determination of atmospheric refraction charac-
teristics.

Another embodiment of the disclosure relates to a method
of adapting weather radar processes or thresholds. The
method includes receiving specific location information (e.g.
latitude and longitude coordinates, aircraft heading, etc.) and/
or general location information (e.g. mountainous or desert
region) and/or an indication of time and date. The method also
includes a process for automatically adjusting a calculation
associated with radar returns to compensate for atmospheric
refraction effects based upon the indication of the time of day
or the specific location information or the general location
information.

A further embodiment of the disclosure relates to an avi-
onics system. The system includes means for receiving data
associated with weather radar returns received by the
antenna. The system further includes means for performing a
routine to determine weather radar returns associated with
terrain. The system yet further includes means for providing
atmospheric refraction characteristics based on a range and/
or angle to terrain.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The disclosure will become more fully understood from
the following detailed description, taken in conjunction with
the accompanying drawings.

FIG. 1 is an illustration of an aircraft control center or
cockpit, according to an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 2 shows the front of an aircraft with an aircraft control
center and nose, according to an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 3A is a block diagram of a weather radar system,
according to an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 3B is a block diagram of a weather radar system,
according to a further exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 3C is a block diagram of a radar system, according to
an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 3D is a graph of a simplified earth radius model,
according to an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 4 is a flow diagram of a method for compensating for
an index of refraction, according to an exemplary embodi-
ment.

FIG. 5A is a flow diagram for a ground and clutter and
weather separation method, according to an exemplary
embodiment.

FIG. 5B is an illustration of radar beam bending with a low
moisture or density gradient in the atmosphere, according to
an exemplary embodiment.

FIG.5C is an illustration of radar beam bending with a high
moisture or density gradient in the atmosphere, according to
an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 5D is an illustration of a methodology for compen-
sating for radar beam bending due to refraction, according to
an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 5E is a flow diagram of a method for applying a
correction for atmospheric refraction, according to an alter-
native exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 6 is an illustration of the effects of altitude on an
aircraft weather radar system, according to an exemplary
embodiment.
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FIG. 7 is an illustration of the effects of weather on an
aircraft weather radar system, according to an exemplary
embodiment.

FIG. 8 is a process flow diagram that illustrates a process
for estimating index of refraction in low radar return environ-
ments, according to an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 9 is a process flow diagram illustrating a further
process for modeling atmospheric refraction effects and
assessing ground clutter, according to an exemplary embodi-
ment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
EXEMPLARY EMBODIMENTS

Before describing in detail the particular improved system
and method, it should be observed that the invention includes,
but is not limited to a novel structural combination of con-
ventional data/signal processing components and communi-
cations circuits, and not only in the particular detailed con-
figurations thereof. Accordingly, the structure, methods,
functions, control and arrangement of conventional compo-
nents software, and circuits have, for the most part, been
illustrated in the drawings by readily understandable block
representations and schematic diagrams, in order not to
obscure the disclosure with structural details which will be
readily apparent to those skilled in the art, having the benefit
of'the description herein. Further, the invention is not limited
to the particular embodiments depicted in the exemplary dia-
grams, but should be construed in accordance with the lan-
guage in the claims.

Referring generally to the figures, a system and method to
correct errors in radar return data due to environmental char-
acteristics is shown. The system can include various flight
displays, processing electronics, data modules, and a radar
system. The method can include applying a correction to
radar return data and/or radar return data processing based on
measured changes in environmental characteristics. For
example, the method can apply a correction to radar return
data based on changes in terrain altitude, the current season,
current weather conditions, the current geographical region,
etc.

Referring to FIG. 1, an illustration of an aircraft control
center or cockpit 10 is shown, according to one exemplary
embodiment. Aircraft control center 10 includes flight dis-
plays 20 which are used to increase situational awareness and
to enhance decision-making abilities.

Flight displays 20 provide an output from a radar system of
the aircraft. Flight displays 20 can include a weather display,
a multi-function display, a weather radar map and/or a terrain
display. Further, flight displays 20 can include an electronic
display or a synthetic vision system (SVS). For example,
flight displays 20 can include a display configured to display
a three dimensional perspective image of terrain and/or
weather information. Other views of terrain and/or weather
information may also be provided (e.g. plan view, horizontal
view, vertical view, etc.). Additionally, flight displays 20 can
be implemented using any of a variety of display technolo-
gies, including CRT, LCD, organic LED, dot matrix display,
and others. Flight displays 20 can also include head-up dis-
plays (HUD) with or without a projector.

In FIG. 2 an illustration of the front of an aircraft is shown
with aircraft control center 10 and nose 100, according to an
exemplary embodiment. A radar system 102 is shown located
inside nose 100 of the aircraft. According to other exemplary
embodiments, radar system 102 may be located on the top of
the aircraft or on the tail of the aircraft. Yet further, radar
system 102 can be located anywhere on the aircraft. Further-
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more, the various components of radar system 102 can be
distributed at multiple locations throughout the aircraft. Addi-
tionally, radar system 102 may include or be coupled to an
antenna system.

In FIG. 3A, a weather radar system 300 is shown, accord-
ing to an exemplary embodiment. The weather radar system
includes an antenna 301, radar system 302, user interface (UI)
elements 312, and flight displays 20. Radar system 302 is
coupled to an antenna 301. Antenna 301 may receive radar
returns from a target. Radar system 302 is additionally
coupled to Ul elements 312 and flight displays 20.

Referring to FIG. 3A, radar system 302 is shown to include
atransceiver 304 and processor 306. Transceiver 304 includes
a receive circuit configured to receive data from the antenna
301 and to provide the data to processor 306. Transceiver 304
also transmits signals via the antenna 301. For example, trans-
ceiver 304 can be used to transmit and receive a radar sweep.

Radar system 302 is additionally shown to include process-
ing electronics 310. Processing electronics 310 is shown to
include processor 306 and memory 308. Processing electron-
ics 310 is generally configured to facilitate and/or conduct the
activities described herein. For example, processing electron-
ics 310 can calculate locations of weather and ground clutter
based on radar returns received via antenna 301.

Processor 306 may store information in memory 308 to be
retrieved for later use. According to various exemplary
embodiments, processor 306 can be any hardware and/or
software processor or processing architecture capable of
executing instructions and operating on data related to the
radar returns. Further, memory 308 can be any volatile or non
volatile memory device. Furthermore, memory 308 can be
any internal or external device or devices. For example,
memory 308 can be local to processing electronics 310 (as
shown) or can be distributed in whole or in part from process-
ing electronics 310.

Radar system 302 is shown to be connected to flight dis-
plays 20. Radar system 302 can be configured to output data
to flight displays 20. For example, radar system 302 and
processing electronics 310 in particular can generate and
output weather images to flight displays 20.

Radar system 302 can also be configured to receive user
inputs from UI elements 312. Ul elements 312 can include
dials, switches, buttons, touch screens, or any otheruser input
device. Ul elements 312 can be used to adjust features of
flight displays 20, such as contrast, brightness, width, and
length. Ul elements 312 can also (or alternatively) be used by
an occupant to interface with or change the displays of flight
displays 20. Ul elements 312 can additionally be used to
adjust information shown on flight displays 20.

Referring to FIG. 3B, system 318 (e.g. weather radar sys-
tem, avionics system, etc.) is shown, according to a further
exemplary embodiment. System 318 is shown to include
radar system 320, controller 326, Ul elements 334, and flight
displays 20.

Radar system 320 can be any system configured to transmit
and receive data related to radar returns. Radar system 320
includes an antenna 322 and transceiver 324. Transceiver 324
can be used to transmit and receive signals via the antenna
322. Antenna 322 can be used to transmit radar beams and to
receive radar returns from a target. It should be noted that the
term “beam” as used in the present application, may refer to
aradar transmitting and receiving a pulse or a series of pulses
at a specific tilt and/or azimuth angle.

Further, radar system 320 is configured to communicate
radar returns to controller 326. Controller 326 includes pro-
cessing electronics 328. Controller 326 can generate and out-
put data related to radar returns to flight displays 20. For
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example, controller 326 can output terrain images and/or
weather images to flight displays 20 based on returns received
from the radar system 320. Additionally, controller 326 can
receive user inputs via Ul elements 334. For example, con-
troller 326 can receive an input from Ul elements 334 to
increase the brightness of images shown on flight displays 20.

Processing electronics 328 can be configured to execute
instructions and operate on data related to radar returns as
received from radar system 320. Data can additionally
include data received from Ul elements 334. Processing elec-
tronics 328 includes processor 330 and memory 332. Proces-
sor 330 can be any hardware and/or software configuration
capable of executing instructions and operating on data
related to radar returns. Processor 330 can also store radar
system return data in memory 332. Further, memory 332 can
be any volatile or non volatile memory. Memory 332 can also
be any internal or external memory device or devices.

Referring to FIG. 3C, processing electronics 340 are shown
in detail, according to an exemplary embodiment. Processing
electronics 340 can be the same or different than the process-
ing electronics of FIGS. 3A and 3B (e.g., processing electron-
ics 340 can be the processing electronics 320 of FIG. 3A
and/or the processing electronics 328 of FIG. 3B).

Processing electronics 340 is shown to include clock 344,
geolocation electronics 342, processor 346, communications
hardware 348, refraction model estimator 368, and memory
350.

Clock 344 is a device configured to determine time and to
keep time. Time determined by clock 344 can include the
hour, date, month, year, season, etc. Time determined by
clock 344 can be associated with radar returns and/or calcu-
lations performed by processing electronics 340. For
example, clock 344 can determine a time at which a radar
return was received.

Geolocation electronics 342 can be a global positioning
system (GPS), a gyroscope, a compass, and/or any other
navigational system for determining geographic location of
the aircraft. For example, geolocation electronics 342 can
determine the past, present, or future location of the aircraft
based on coordinates received by a global positioning system.

Geolocation electronics 342 can also determine the current
geographical region. The current geographical region can be
determined based upon a terrain database and/or a current
location. For example, using the determined longitude and
latitude (e.g. geographical location), geolocation electronics
can determine that the current location lies within an area
designated as a desert within the terrain database. Thus, the
geolocation electronics can determine that the current geo-
graphical region is a desert. Geolocation electronics might
additionally determine that the current location is a plain,
forest, ocean, etc.

Processor 346 can be any hardware and/or software archi-
tecture. Processor 346 can be capable of operating on data
related to radar returns. For example, processor 346 can deter-
mine whether or nota radar return is ground clutter. Processor
346 is also capable of responding to data received from user
inputs. For example, processor 346 can adjust the width of an
item displayed on flight displays 20 in response to a user
input. Processor 346 can also be configured to access, read,
and execute computer code or other instructions (e.g., resid-
ing in memory 350). The computer code can be computer
code configured to execute or describe the activities described
in the present application.

Communications hardware 348 can be any hardware used
for communication between processing electronics 340 and
other external components. For example, communications
hardware 348 can be an Ethernet port, USB port, coaxial
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cable, etc. for communicating data from an antenna to pro-
cessing electronics 340. Further, communications hardware
348 can be used to communicate data from components other
than an antenna. For example, communications hardware 348
can be used to communicate data from flight displays 20,
radar interface 358, display interface 364, Ul elements 370, or
any other source of data. Communications hardware 348 can
also (or alternatively) be communications hardware for com-
municating data to and/or from remote systems (e.g., another
airplane, a ground-based server, etc.)

Refraction model estimator 368 is configured to estimate
an atmospheric refraction model. Refraction model estimator
368 can select or adjust an atmospheric refraction model
based on data received from various sources, including but
not limited to clock 344, geolocation electronics 342, com-
munications hardware 348, memory 350, radar return data
354, weather history module 366, terrain database 352, radar
interface 358, etc. The atmospheric refraction model can be
an earth radius model. The value of the earth radius model can
be varied depending on the data received by refraction model
estimator 368. For example, as refraction model estimator
368 measures increased or decreased refraction effects, the
value of the earth radius model can be increased or decreased
accordingly.

Memory 350 is shown to include terrain database 352,
radar return data 354, geolocation module 356, refraction
models 360, clutter detection module 362, and weather his-
tory module 366. Memory 350 can be any volatile or non
volatile memory device or devices. Memory 350 can be
memory local to processing electronics 340 or can be a part of
one or more different systems, computers, or storage mecha-
nisms.

Terrain database 352 stores terrain data for use by terrain
display electronics, geolocation module 356, clutter detec-
tion module 362, refraction models 360, refraction model
estimator 368, processor 346 or other circuits or processing
modules of the aircraft. For example, terrain database 352 can
contain information regarding geographical features in the
vicinity of the aircraft.

Radar return data 354 stores information from radar
returns. Radar return data 354 can be used by one or more
circuits or processing modules for display purposes or for the
calculation of other information such as atmospheric refrac-
tion, location, geographical region, and the like. For example,
radar return data 354 can store data from a radar sweep for
later access by a processing module, processing circuit, etc.

Geolocation module 356 calculates and/or stores informa-
tion relating to location of the airplane. Geolocation module
356 can calculate and/or store information with reference to a
time given by clock 344. Geolocation module 356 can calcu-
late and/or store information relating to location as gathered
by a radar sweep, GPS, navigational equipment, etc. For
example, geolocation module 356 can store information relat-
ing to coordinates received by a GPS device in addition to at
what time the coordinates were received as determined by
clock 344.

Refraction models 360 includes various models of atmo-
spheric refraction. An appropriate atmospheric refraction
model can be selected by refraction model estimator 368. In
an alternative embodiment, refraction model estimator 368
can generate a compensated earth radius as a method for
modeling the affects of a given environment’s atmospheric
refraction. For example, refraction model estimator 368 can
estimate a correction for the atmospheric refraction that uses
a compensated earth radius in the geometry equations. This
compensated earth radius would vary with range to account
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for more refractive affects the longer the radar beam is
engaged with (or traveling through) the atmosphere.

Clutter detection module 362 calculates and/or stores
information related to areas of detected ground clutter. Infor-
mation calculated and stored by clutter detection module 362
can be accessed at any time by other processing electronics
and/or modules of the aircraft. For example, clutter detection
module 362 can calculate and store areas of detected ground
clutter based on radar returns for later access by processor
346.

Weather history module 366 calculates and/or stores his-
torical information related to weather returns. Information
stored in weather history module 366 can be accessed at any
time by other processing electronics and/or modules of the
aircraft. For example, weather history module 366 can store
information related to previously sampled weather returns for
later access by processor 346.

Radar interface 358 can include buttons, switches, levers,
touch screens or other Ul elements with which a user can
interact. Radar interface 358 is configured to change various
aspects of the radar system. For example, radar interface 358
may be used to change the range of displayed radar return
information or the specific data that is being displayed (e.g.
turbulence, weather, map, etc.).

Display interface 364 can include buttons, switches, levers,
touch screens or other Ul elements with which a user can
interact. Display interface 364 is configured to change vari-
ous aspects of the display systems. For example, display
interface 364 can be used to adjust the height, width, bright-
ness, contrast, etc. of the images on flight displays 20.

Ul elements 370 can include dials, switches, buttons, touch
screens, or any other user input device. Ul elements 370 is
configured to adjust various flight systems. For example, Ul
elements 370 can be used to adjust contrast, brightness,
width, and length of flight displays 20. Ul elements 370 can
also (or alternatively) be used by an occupant to interface with
or change the content of flight displays 20 or to change the
radar operating modes or to select displayable products. Ul
elements 370 can additionally be used to adjust information
shown on flight displays 20.

Referring to FIG. 3D, a graph of a simplified earth radius
model 389 is shown, according to an exemplary embodiment.
Refraction model 389 can be stored in refraction models 360
and/or generated by refraction model estimator 368.
Assumed earth radius 390 is shown varying with range,
thereby accounting for more refractive affects the longer a
radar beam is traveling through the atmosphere. At a range of
160 nautical miles or less, assumed earth radius 390 is held
constant at a value of Re. Between ranges of 160 nautical
miles to 240 nautical miles, the assumed earth radius 390
varies linearly. At ranges beyond 240 nautical miles, the
assumed radius 390 is held constant at a value of 1.333xRe.
Additionally, it should be noted that the value of assumed
earth radius 390 can vary nonlinearly. A more detailed model
may contain a continuously variable earth radius as a function
of range and/or azimuth angle for the entire radar return
range. Further, the value of assumed radius 390 can be depen-
dent on variables other than range. For example, assumed
earth radius 390 can additionally (or alternatively) be depen-
dent on azimuth angle.

Referring to FIG. 4, a flow diagram of a method for com-
pensating for atmospheric refraction is shown, according to
an exemplary embodiment. The method can determine an
appropriate atmospheric refraction model. The atmospheric
refraction model can be determined based on data related to
radar returns, geography, and time of year (e.g., season). For
example, Mediterranean climates have a consistently higher
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moisture gradient, resulting in higher beam bending. There-
fore, when the location of the aircraft is determined to be in a
Mediterranean location, a model with stronger effects of
atmospheric refraction can be selected for application by the
system. Furthermore, locations such as Atlanta typically have
a high moisture gradient during the summer and a low mois-
ture gradient in the winter. Thus, an atmospheric refraction
model with strong effects can be applied by the system during
the summer, and an atmospheric refraction model with weak
effects may be applied by the system during the winter.

As shown in FIG. 4, the method begins after a radar beam
is emitted in step 400, and received in step 402. The process-
ing electronics then determine the current environmental
characteristics 404 based on known data. The environmental
characteristics determined in step 404 can include location,
altitude, weather, and time of year. After the environmental
characteristics are determined, the processing electronics
determine the location type. The location type can include
desert environments, aquatic environments, plain environ-
ments, etc. The processing electronics then retrieve the appro-
priate refraction model from memory 350 based upon the
location type (step 408). The processing electronics then
apply the refraction model (step 410) determined in step 408.
For example, the processing electronics may determine that a
refraction model with strong effects is appropriate. As a
result, the processing electronics can apply the given refrac-
tion model to radar returns, thereby compensating for high
beam bending. Further, the process may be run continuously,
applying the appropriate corrections to data as it is received.

Referring to FIG. 5A, a flow diagram for a ground clutter
and weather separation method is shown, according to an
exemplary embodiment. A first radar beam is emitted (step
500). When the first radar beam is received, the return power
of the beam is stored (step 501). Similarly, a second radar
beam is emitted (step 502). When the second radar beam is
received, the return power of the second beam is stored (step
503). When power returns from both the first and second radar
beams are received, the difference in power returns is calcu-
lated by the processing electronics (step 504). Thus, a power
difference between the return powers of the first radar beam
and second radar beam is obtained. In step 508, the difference
in return power calculated in step 504 is compared to the
differences of other return values.

Strong weather seldom occupies a majority of the radar
display. Therefore, ifthe difference in return power calculated
in step 504 is not consistent with a majority of return data,
then the return is classified as weather (step 506) by the
processing electronics. When the return power calculated in
step 504 is consistent with a majority of returns, the return is
classified as a ground return (step 510) by the processing
electronics. When a ground return is detected, the radar return
is used by the processing electronics to estimate a refraction
correction (step 512). Following estimation of a refraction
correction in step 512, the refraction correction is applied
(step 514) by the processing electronics.

The refraction correction can be applied numerous ways.
For example, the refraction correction can be applied to an
earth radius model. In a further example, the refraction cor-
rection is applied directly to a ground clutter decisions pro-
cess through altering a ground clutter/weather separation
threshold.

According to various exemplary embodiments, the ground
clutter/weather separation threshold is an expected difference
in power between two or more radar beams for distinguishing
ground clutter from weather. The ground clutter/weather
threshold may be calculated based on aircraft altitude, terrain
height, radar antenna tilt, assumed earth radius and other



US 7,973,698 B1

9

inputs. According to some exemplary embodiments, the
threshold is computed using assumed atmospheric condi-
tions. By comparing the expected change in power between
the two (or more) beams to the actual change in power
between the two (or more) beams (sampled by the radar),
radar returns can be classified as either ground or weather. For
example, if the difference in return power between the two
beams is greater than the ground clutter/weather separation
threshold, then the return is classified as a ground return.
Conversely, if the difference in return power between the two
beams is less than the ground clutter/weather separation
threshold, then the return is classified as a weather return.
Atmospheric refraction can affect the actual power difference
received by the two beams, causing the return to be wrongly
classified.

Referring to FIG. 5B, an illustration of radar beam bending
in an atmosphere with a low moisture or density gradient is
shown, according to an exemplary embodiment. Aircraft 520
is shown with an emitted radar beam path 522. Emitted radar
beam path 522 is shown with minimal refraction and extend-
ing over earth 524. In this case, no atmospheric refraction
correction is necessary. Additionally, an assumed radius of
the earth is used to compute the threshold. Due to minimal
refraction, the estimated difference in power between the two
beams of a radar sweep match closely with the actual differ-
ence in power as sampled by the radar. Since the assumed
conditions match the actual conditions, the pre-computed
threshold is appropriate and leads to an accurate ground clut-
ter/weather decision. As a result, no change to the ground
clutter/weather separation thresholds is required.

Referring to FIG. 5C, an illustration of radar beam bending
in an atmosphere with a high moisture or density gradient is
shown, according to an exemplary embodiment. Aircraft 530
is shown with an expected radar beam path 532 and actual
radar beam path 534. Actual radar beam path 534 is shown
bending significantly due to a high moisture or density gra-
dient. As a result, radar beam path 534 makes contact with
earth 536. In this case, the refraction has changed the beam’s
relative position to the ground clutter (either closer to or
further from). As a result, the assumed difference in power
between the two beams of a radar sweep will not match the
difference in power computed from actual radar received
returns. This mismatch leads to an inappropriate threshold
and, therefore, an inaccurate ground clutter/weather decision.

Referring to FIG. 5D, an illustration of a methodology for
compensating for radar beam bending due to refraction is
shown, according to an exemplary embodiment. Aircraft 540
is shown with radar beam path 542. Radar beam path 542 is
shown extending through adjusted earth radius 544 and actual
earth radius 546. Further, radar beam path 542 is assumed to
be travelling through the atmosphere without bending (in a
straight line). Furthermore, the earth is assumed to have an
adjusted earth radius 544 and an actual earth radius 546.
When the radius of the earth in the geometry calculations is
changed, the refractive effects of the earth’s atmosphere on
radar beam path 542 can be estimated. Additionally, the
adjusted earth radius 544 can be applied to the ground clutter/
weather separation threshold computation. Alternatively, the
adjusted earth radius 544 can be applied to any process which
utilizes angle from aircraft 540 to the earth through the earth’s
atmosphere to assess weather or terrain characteristics.

Referring to FIG. 5E, a method for applying a correction
for atmospheric refraction is shown, according to an alterna-
tive exemplary embodiment. The method shown in FIG. 5E
can be configured to directly compute a change in the thresh-
old without computing or assuming a change in the earth’s
radius. Additionally, the method can be used in the embodi-
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ment of FIG. 5C, wherein the atmosphere has a high moisture
or density gradient. As a result, the assumed difference in
power between the two beams does not match the actual
difference in power.

Initially, the processing electronics conduct a preliminary
determination to determine if available radar returns are pri-
marily ground clutter returns (step 550). If the radar returns
are primarily from ground, then the power difference between
the upper and lower beams is calculated (step 552). Subse-
quently, a ground clutter/weather threshold is computed
based on assumed conditions (step 554). In step 556, the
actual change in power from step 552 is compared to the
expected change in power from step 554. Step 558 computes
a corrected change in expected power based on the compari-
son from step 556. The corrected change in expected power
from step 558 is then used as the new ground clutter/weather
threshold and applied to ground and weather returns (step
560). Furthermore, additional processing or filtering methods
can be used to ensure that only ground returns are being
assessed for estimating refractive effects.

An adjusted earth radius model or difference between
actual and expected power differences between the two (or
more) beams can also be combined with geographic region
and time and date to select pre-stored earth radius models or
other atmospheric refraction models.

When the refraction correction is applied, the processing
electronics can more accurately separate ground returns from
weather returns, water returns, etc. More particularly, the
aforementioned method may be used to filter out spurious
ground returns in addition to weather returns. For example, in
extreme cases, weather may cause radar beams to bend down-
ward towards the ground, producing false ground returns. The
method may detect the aforementioned false ground returns
based on detected fluctuations in return power. Once detected,
the method can appropriately detect and classify the false
ground return as weather. Thus, false ground returns due to
beam bending can be appropriately classified as weather
returns.

Furthermore, it should be appreciated that the aforemen-
tioned method is not limited to the specific configurations
thereof. For example, the above method is not limited to a
radar system using two radar beams. The method can also be
used in conjunction with radar systems using one beam, four
beams, five beams, etc.

Referring to FIG. 6, an illustration of the effects of altitude
on an aircraft weather radar system is shown, according to an
exemplary embodiment. The aircraft 600 may emit a plurality
of radar beams. Shown in FIG. 6, a radar path is directed
towards a high terrain altitude 602. A second radar path is
shown directed towards a low terrain altitude 604. As altitude
changes, the density and humidity of the atmosphere in that
region may fluctuate. As a result, the refraction effects may
vary with changes in terrain altitude. A lower terrain altitude
may have higher density and humidity than a higher terrain
altitude, increasing the potential for refraction or beam bend-
ing. Therefore, the low terrain altitude path 604 is shown with
a larger degree of beam bending. Conversely, the high terrain
altitude path 602 is shown with a smaller degree of beam
bending. In this embodiment, beam bending due to altitude
may result in spurious ground returns and/or inaccurate
weather and ground clutter separation.

In the aforementioned scenario, the method of FIG. 4 can
be applied to compensate for low terrain altitude radar
returns. Based on the radar returns, the processing electronics
can determine that aircraft 600 is in a low terrain altitude
region. As a result, the processing electronics can apply the
appropriate model of refraction to compensate for beam
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bending due to the low terrain altitude. More particularly, the
processing electronics can apply a refraction model for an
environment with a larger degree of beam bending. Further,
the method of FIG. 4 can be applied to compensate for high
terrain altitude radar returns. If the processing electronics
determine that aircraft 600 is in a high terrain altitude region,
then a refraction model that compensates for a low degree of
beam bending can be applied.

Referring to FIG. 7, an illustration of an aircraft weather
radar system operating in different weather patterns is shown,
according to an exemplary embodiment. An aircraft 700
emits multiple radar beams which travel along multiple paths,
including radar paths 702, 704 at different tilt angles and
therefore different distances to the ground. Radar path 702
points above the ground where it intersects a weather cell 706
or other region of high moisture content. As a result, radar
beams along radar path 702 may bend downward towards the
ground due to refraction from moisture. Thus, radar returns
along radar path 702 may cause the aircraft weather radar
system to produce a false ground return at a longer range. In
contrast, a radar path 704 follows a lower tilt angle and
therefore intersects the ground at a shorter range than radar
path 702. If the radar beams along radar path 704 do not come
into contact with a weather cell 706 or other region of high
moisture, then radar returns along radar path 704 may expe-
rience significantly less bending than radar returns along
radar path 702. In this case, radar returns along radar path 704
produce a more accurate and reliable reading than radar
returns along radar path 702.

In the aforementioned embodiment, the method of FIG. 5
can be used. For example, the processing electronics can
determine that the change in return power for radar beams
along radar path 702 differs from the return power for radar
beams along radar path 704. Further, returns with a change in
power similar to radar returns along radar path 702 do not
dominate the majority of the radar display. Therefore, the
processing electronics can determine that radar returns along
radar path 702 are weather related radar returns and/or spu-
rious ground returns as a result of weather. As a result, an
estimate of the refraction effects can be accurately computed,
the ground clutter/weather thresholds can be corrected, and,
finally, weather cell 706 can be accurately identified.

Referring to FIG. 8, a flow diagram of a method for esti-
mating a refraction model and calculating a threshold based
on the model is shown, according to an exemplary embodi-
ment. The threshold is a pre-computed expected difference in
return power between a first radar beam and a second radar
beam. This pre-computed threshold is dependent on an
assumed earth radius model. The pre-computed threshold
may be modified by changing the assumed earth radius model
to an earth radius model as sensed by the radar in real-time,
thereby affecting the thresholds.

As shown in FIG. 8, when the method begins, a refraction
model is used by the processing electronics based on initial
conditions. These initial conditions could be a default setting
for when no radar returns are qualified for estimating or could
be based on other environmental conditions such as location,
terrain height, time of year, time of day, etc. The processing
electronics may use the initial refraction model to produce
threshold estimates for weather and ground separation at all
ranges in step 801. Additionally, threshold estimates may be
adjusted for a newly generated value of the earth radius mod-
els where radar return data has sufficient power to estimate a
new model. These computed earth radius models can be
expanded and applied at ranges and angles without adequate
radar return power to make a radius of the earth estimate. In
step 802, a radar beam is transmitted and received. In step
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803, the processing electronics checks to determine if the
radar beam received in step 802 had sufficient power to make
an estimate. If radar return power detected in step 803 is
insufficient to make an estimate, the current estimated model
may continue to be used (step 804). When a radar return with
sufficient power is detected, the data from that return may be
used by the processing electronics to update and/or estimate a
new refraction model 806. The new model may be stored in
step 808. The new model may also be used to calculate new
refraction adjustments to the thresholds for all ranges in step
801. The process may then repeat, starting from step 802.
Additionally, this process may be run in environments with
limited radar returns, updating as additional qualified radar
returns are received.

Referring to FIG. 9, a flow diagram of a method for mod-
eling atmospheric refraction effects and assessing ground
clutter is shown, according to an exemplary embodiment. A
series of radar beams are transmitted and received (step 900)
while sweeping the antenna along a vertical axis. After the
radar returns are received, return power versus tilt angle is
then compared to the antenna beam-pattern (step 901). The
radar returns are compared for each range from the multiple
tilt angles along the vertical sweep. Assuming that there is no
weather significantly influencing the radar returns, the return
power versus tilt angle at any range will look similar to the
antennas beam-pattern centered on the effective tilt angle to
the terrain. For ranges where there is weather influencing the
radar returns, the power versus tilt angle will not look like the
antenna’s beam-pattern, but will be distorted. Therefore, by
comparing the returns from multiple tilt angles at a given
range, the returns based primarily from ground clutter can be
identified. Thus, the processing electronics can determine if a
radar return is ground clutter based on the comparison in step
901. In step 902, the processing electronics check to deter-
mine if the comparison of power versus tilt angle to the
antenna beam-pattern is similar. I[f the power versus tilt angle
is similar to the antenna beam-pattern, then the return is
identified as ground clutter (step 906) by the processing elec-
tronics. If the power versus tilt angle is not similar to the
antenna beam-pattern, then the return is identified as weather
(step 904) by the processing electronics. Further, after the
returns from ground clutter are identified, then the radar
returns for a given range that have the shape of the antenna’s
beam-pattern are aligned with the tilt angles at which the data
was taken (step 908). Thus, the effective (or measured) angle
to the terrain can be determined (step 910) by the processing
electronics. Preferably, the effective angle is such that the
center tilt angle of the sampled data’s shape is most closely
matched up with the actual measured antenna’s beam-pat-
tern. Once the effective angle to terrain is calculated, the
effective angle to terrain is compared to the expected angle to
terrain (step 912) by the processing electronics. Based upon
the comparison between effective and expected angles to
terrain, the processing electronics calculate a correction for
atmospheric refraction (step 914) for all qualified ranges. The
correction can be calculated based on the variation between
expected and effective angle to terrain. For example, a higher
variation between expected and effective angles to terrain can
indicate that a higher degree of angle correction is required to
compensate for atmospheric refraction. Further, the correc-
tion can be an angular correction for refractive effects.

Once the processing electronics have calculated a correc-
tion for atmospheric refraction, the correction is applied (step
916) by the processing electronics. In addition to being used
for an atmospheric refraction correction, the calculation can
also be used to compute a new threshold for the ground clutter
and weather separation process. Further, the calculation can
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additionally be used to correct altitude estimates for detected
weather. Furthermore, the correction can be applied to ranges
without qualified data using a curve fit or other predictive
methods. The corrective factor can also be converted from an
angular correction for refractive effects to an altitude correc-
tion, using basic geometry.

According to various exemplary embodiments, the process
flow of FIGS. 1-9 may be embodied as hardware and/or
software. In exemplary embodiments where the processes are
embodied as software, the processes may be executed as
computer code on any processing or hardware architecture or
in any radar system.

While the detailed drawings, specific examples, detailed
algorithms, and particular configurations given describe pre-
ferred and exemplary embodiments, they serve the purpose of
illustration only. The inventions disclosed are not limited to
the specific forms shown. For example, the methods may be
performed in any of a variety of sequence of steps or accord-
ing to any of a variety of mathematical formulas. The hard-
ware and software configurations shown and described may
differ depending on the chosen performance characteristics
and physical characteristics of the radar and processing
devices. For example, the type of system components and
their interconnections may differ. The systems and methods
depicted and described are not limited to the precise details
and conditions disclosed. The flow charts show preferred
exemplary operations only. The specific data types and opera-
tions are shown in a non-limiting fashion. For example, the
scope of the claims are intended to cover any technique that
uses a single aperture antenna or a selectable fractional aper-
ture antenna, or any other type of antenna, unless literally
delineated in the claims. Furthermore, other substitutions,
modifications, changes, and omissions may be made in the
design, operating conditions, and arrangement of the exem-
plary embodiments without departing from the scope of the
invention as expressed in the appended claims.

What is claimed is:
1. An aircraft weather radar system coupled to an antenna
on the aircraft, the aircraft weather radar system comprising:

an input for receiving data associated with weather radar
returns received by the antenna; and

processing electronics configured to perform a routine to
analyze radar returns received at the input and associated
with terrain using a model of refraction characteristics,
wherein the returns from at least one radar beam are
utilized to determine an angle and/or altitude of weather
or terrain, and to create the model of the atmospheric
refraction characteristics on the radar beam as a function
of range.
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2. The aircraft weather radar system of claim 1, wherein the
atmospheric refraction characteristics are based on a change
in reflectivity from terrain at multiple ranges.

3. The aircraft weather radar system of claim 1, wherein
one or more antenna beams are vertically slewed or horizon-
tally slewed.

4. The aircraft weather radar system of claim 1, wherein the
radar returns are used to produce an angle estimate to weather
or terrain that takes into account local refraction effects.

5. The aircraft weather radar system of claim 3, wherein the
radar returns are used to produce an angle estimate to weather
or terrain that takes into account local refraction effects.

6. The aircraft weather radar system of claim 1, wherein the
input is an antenna, a memory, or transmit/receive circuit.

7. The aircraft weather radar system of claim 1, wherein the
model is used to estimate atmospheric refraction effects for
radar ranges that do not contain data suitable for direct mea-
surement of atmospheric refraction.

8. An avionics system, the system comprising:

means for receiving data associated with weather radar

returns received by an antenna;

means for performing a routine to determine weather radar

returns associated with terrain, wherein the returns from
at least one radar beam are utilized to determine an angle
and/or altitude of weather or terrain, and to create a
model of the atmospheric refraction effects on the radar
beam as a function of range; and

means for providing atmospheric refraction characteristics

based on the model.

9. The avionics system of claim 8, wherein the atmospheric
refraction characteristics are based on a change in reflectivity
from terrain at multiple ranges.

10. The avionics system of claim 8, wherein one or more
radar beams are vertically slewed or horizontally slewed.

11. The avionics system of claim 10, wherein the radar
returns are used to produce an angle estimate to weather or
terrain that takes into account local refraction effects.

12. The avionics system of claim 8, wherein the radar
returns are used to produce an angle estimate to weather or
terrain that takes into account local refraction effects.

13. The avionics system of claim 8, wherein the means for
performing uses a compensated Earth model.

14. The avionics system of claim 8, wherein the model is
used to estimate atmospheric refraction effects for radar
ranges that do not contain data suitable for direct measure-
ment of atmospheric refraction.

15. The aircraft weather radar system of claim 1, wherein
the processing electronics use a compensated Earth radius
model.



