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(57) ABSTRACT

Unmanned aircraft used as a platform for telecommunication
or other scientific purposes at a predetermined altitude in the
stratosphere. The unmanned aircraft includes a pressurized
balloon filled with gas and that supports the platform. The
pressurized balloon is arranged within an outer balloon pro-
vided with an aerodynamic external shape in the stratosphere
and forms a low-pressure or high-pressure insulating cham-
ber around the pressurized balloon. A heating and cooling
system circulates medium in the insulating chamber and elec-
trically driven propellers are located outside the outer balloon
to maintain the position of the platform relative to the Earth.
The negative effects that extreme differences in temperature
have on the gas pressure in the pressurized balloon are thus
largely cancelled such that the pressurized balloon can be
made of a lighter and cheaper material and the service life
thereof is effectively extended.

20 Claims, 5 Drawing Sheets
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UNMANNED AIRCRAFT AS A PLATFORM
FOR TELECOMMUNICATION OR OTHER
SCIENTIFIC PURPOSES

The invention relates to an unmanned aircraft as a platform
for telecommunications or other scientific purposes, at a pre-
determined height in the stratosphere according to the pre-
amble of claim 1.

The use of gas-filled pressurised balloons to station diverse
telecommunications and/or monitoring platforms in the
stratosphere is known, for example, from U.S. Pat. No.
5,104,059.

Unlike so-called low-pressure balloons, these can remain
in the stratosphere over long periods. One particular problem
of such pressurised balloons arises from the extreme varia-
tions in temperature to which they are exposed, firstly
throughout the day and secondly during the night. In the
daytime, the balloon’s surface is exposed to direct solar radia-
tion, and the gas in the balloon’s interior is heated by the solar
radiation, causing the gas pressure to rise. In the night, on the
other hand, the ambient and the gas temperature falls and
therefore also the gas pressure in the pressurised balloon. This
imposes even more demands on the material and the construc-
tion of the pressurised balloon, which is subjected to high
pressure. It also makes it more difficult to maintain the plat-
form’s altitude and position with respect to the earth.

The present invention is based on the problem of creating
anunmanned aircraft of the aforementioned type in which the
gas-filled pressurised balloon supporting the platform can be
kept at the desired altitude and position in optimal fashion,
and additionally has a long lifetime.

This problem is solved according to the invention by an
aircraft with the features of claim 1.

Further preferred embodiments of the aircraft according to
the invention form the subject matter of the dependent claims.

In the aircraft according to the invention, in which the
pressurised balloon is arranged inside an outer balloon inflat-
able in the stratosphere into an aerodynamic external shape,
which forms at least one low or high pressure insulation
chamber filled with a medium encircling the pressurised bal-
loon, with heating and cooling means being provided for the
medium circulating in the insulation chamber, the negative
effects of the extreme temperature variations on the gas pres-
sure in the pressurised balloon are largely avoided, so that it
can be produced from a lighter and cheaper material, and its
lifetime is durably increased, which is also due to the fitting of
the propeller to the platform and not to the balloon.

The platform’s position with respect to the earth can be
kept as stable as possible over long periods due to the largely
constant gas pressure in the pressurised balloon and the elec-
trically-driven propeller outside the outer balloon.

The aircraft according to the invention, because the outer
balloon is only inflated in the stratosphere or on the ground
and given its aerodynamic form, can easily rise through the
troposphere to the desired altitude of 20 to 30 km, if air is
used—contrary to the known, Zeppelin-type aircraft with
metal frames, in which, especially in this ascending phase,
some difficulties have to be overcome, which is explained
below in more detail.

The invention will next be explained in more detail with the
aid of the drawings, which show in purely diagrammatic
form:

FIG.1 an embodiment of an aircraft according to the inven-
tion in schematic lateral view;

FIG. 2A apart of the aircraft according to FIG. 1 in cross-
section, with a circuit diagram for a heating and a cooling
unit; where air is used in the outer insulation chamber;

FIG. 2B a part of the aircraft according to FIG. 1 in cross-
section, with a circuit diagram for a heating and a cooling
unit, where helium is used in the outer insulation chamber;
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FIG. 3 a view corresponding to FIG. 2 of a further embodi-
ment of the aircraft according to the invention;

FIG. 4 a schematic view from above onto the platform of
the aircraft;

FIG. 5 a schematic view of the aircraft according to the
invention while ascending into the stratosphere; and

FIG. 6 the platform seen from the rear while returning to
earth.

FIG. 1 is a schematic view of an unmanned aircraft 1, in
particular a platform 10 for wireless communication and/or
for other scientific purposes, a so-called “high altitude plat-
form”, in the stratosphere. This aircraft 1 can hereby be con-
trolled in such a way that it adopts a stationary position with
respect to the earth or it can also be arranged to be movable
with respect to the earth, if for example it is to be positioned
flying stationary with respect to a satellite in space. This
aircraft is suitable, not only as a transmission station for
telecommunications, but also for scientific measurement pur-
poses, as a transmission station for TV or radio stations, for
photographic purposes, as a weather station and much more.
It is equipped with a GPS and other control devices, so that
automatic on-board guidance of the aircraft is enabled, with
the aircraft being more or less remotely controlled by a con-
trol centre on earth; there is an electronic connection.

According to FIG. 1, the aircraft 1 is already at the desired
altitude of 20 to 30 km, which is advantageous in terms of
wind conditions. The platform 10, equipped with correspond-
ing devices (“payload plane™) is supported by a pressurised
balloon 11 filled with gas, preferably helium. As a variant, it
is possible for this platform 10 to be supported by support
elements 17 extending around the balloon 11, for example
belts or suchlike.

The pressurised balloon 11, which usefully takes the form
of'a pumpkin or other shape (“pumpkin balloon”) sits within
an outer balloon 12 which has an aerodynamic outer form,
which is filled with a medium and inflated into the aerody-
namic outer form only once the platform 10 has been brought
by means of'the pressurised balloon 11 to the desired altitude,
in particular of 20.7 km, without any problem through the
troposphere.

The outer balloon 12 is equipped at its rear end with an
elevator and rudder unit 13, 14. There are also means to
maintain the position of the aircraft and the platform with
respect to the rotating earth. These include electrically-driv-
able propellers 15 for the forward propulsion of the aircraft or
also for aircraft stabilisation, located outside the platform 10.
Here the propellers 15 can be driven at individual speeds, in
order always to keep the aircraft in the same axis with respect
to the surface of the earth. The propellers 15 can also be
disposed pivotably on the platform 10 and thus serve both the
aforementioned purposes. The aircraft 1 according to the
invention is also equipped with a controller and with an elec-
tronic autopilot system.

In the aircraft variant shown schematically in FIGS. 1 and
2 A, the outside air is used as medium to fill and inflate the
outer balloon. A low or high pressure insulation chamber 20
filled with outside air is formed about the pressurised balloon
11, into which insulation chamber the outside air is pumped
and brought into circulation, while means according to the
invention are provided with which the air circulating in the
insulation chamber 20 can be heated up or cooled down by
thermal exchange, so that the pressurised balloon 11 is, so to
speak, protected from the temperature differentials which
arise for example during the night and in the daytime and its
gas pressure alters as little as possible. Instead of air, a
medium such as helium or another gas or even a foam-type
mass with a high insulation value, for example Styropor®,
could also be used.

The outside air is pumped, according to FIG. 2A, by means
of'a pump 21 into a compensation tank 22 and from there fed
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via a supply line 23 into the insulation chamber 20, with a
further pump 24 providing for the air circulation. The air
drawn out of the insulation chamber 20 by the pump 24 via a
drainage line 25 goes via a cooling unit 30 arranged outside
the outer balloon 12 and a heating unit 31, also arranged
outside the outer balloon 12, back into the supply line 23 and
via this back into the insulation chamber 20. The cooling unit
30 and the heating unit 31 are thereby used alternately.

The air which heats up by day in the insulation chamber 20
due to the solar radiation acting upon the outer balloon 12 is
cooled down in the cooling unit 30, while the air which cools
down during the night in the insulation chamber 20 is heated
up in the heating unit 31. This process is controlled such that
the temperature fluctuations of the air circulating in the insu-
lation chamber 20 are kept as small as possible. A pressure 26
and a temperature 27 measurement device are provided for
this purpose, which are connected with a control unit, not
shown in more detail, for the purpose of automatic regulation.

The cooling unit 22 is a heat exchanger, in which the low
temperature (-40° C. or lower) of the outside air is exploited
as cooling medium. Accordingly, cold air is drawn in through
an intake pipe 30' for use as cooling medium, and exhausted
again as appropriate via a pipe 30".

The heating unit 31 is electrically powered. Solar energy is
used to generate the electricity, to which end the outer balloon
12, the base material of which is polyethylene, is provided on
its surface with a solar collector film 40. The electrical energy
produced during the day by solar radiation is stored in batter-
ies.

The outer balloon 12 is also provided according to the
invention with an infrared collector film 41, with which the
infrared re-radiation from the earth during the night is
exploited. The infrared collector film 41 on the inner side of
the solar collector film 40 is preferably made of a dark,
approximately 12 um thick aluminium film, a colour coat or
similar. Both the outer balloon 12 and the pressurised balloon
11 connected to a helium reservoir 43 are advantageously
made from a transparent plastic material, with the infrared
collector film 41 being attached on the inner side of the outer
balloon 12 facing towards the earth. The infrared radiation
can then penetrate through both balloons from below and so
helps to compensate, in temperature terms, for the cooling
which otherwise occurs during the night.

Both on the outside and the inside, the solar collector film
and the infrared collector film are covered by a layer of
synthetic foam, for example polystyrene, so that no excessive
heating of the balloon surface occurs.

The helium reservoir 43 is linked via a pipe 49 with the
interior of the pressurised balloon 11. A pump 47 allows the
helium to be fed either into this pressurised balloon 11 or into
an additional helium-filled balloon 58, said balloon 58 being
contained in the platform 10 or outside and serving as com-
pensation chamber for any altitude adjustment of the whole
aircraft. A pressure gauge 48 available to the control unit is
also provided in the pipe 49.

The compensation tank 22 for the outside air, already men-
tioned, ensures constant pressure and constant volume in the
low or high pressure insulation chamber 20 and thus also the
maintenance of the aerodynamic outer form of the outer bal-
loon 12.

In the circuit diagram according to FIG. 2B, unlike that
according to FIG. 2A, itis not air but helium which is used as
insulation gas. Therefore helium is fed from a storage con-
tainer 22' into the insulation chamber 20. Otherwise the same
units as in FIG. 2A are provided, which are assigned the same
reference numbers. There will therefore not be any further
details given.

As can be seen from FIG. 2A, 2B and FIG. 3 respectively,
all the equipment, such as the cooling unit 30 and the heating
unit 31 etc., is contained in the platform 10. Obviously, addi-
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tional instruments and units, not shown in more detail, could
be accommodated in this platform 10, for example all of the
electronics, batteries, control devices and many more.

In the variant of an unmanned aircraft 1' shown in FIG. 3,
there is also an outer balloon 12' inflatable into an aerody-
namic form, although here there are two low or high pressure
insulation chambers 50, 51 formed around the pressurised
balloon 11. The outer balloon 12' has an external sheath 55
and an internal sheath 56, between which the one, first insu-
lation chamber 50 filled with the circulating medium is
formed, which medium in this solution can also be cooled by
means of a cooling unit 31' and heated by means of a heating
unit 31". There is also a compensation tank 22' with a pump
21', apressure and a temperature gauge provided, similarly as
in FIG. 2.

Helium is used as medium in this variant, as its specific
gravity is less than that of air. The helium is supplied by
reservoirs 43' and 43" leading into the pressurised balloon 11,
of which the one reservoir 43' is filled with liquid helium,
while the other is filled with gaseous helium. These reservoirs
43', 43" are also connected with an additional helium-filled
balloon 58, which is provided to even out the altitude of the
aircraft. A pump 44 feeds helium either from the reservoir 43"
under high pressure into the balloon 11, or else helium is let
out of the balloon 11 into this additional balloon 58 by this
pump, in order to guarantee a constant pressure in the balloon
11. In this way it is possible in principle also to alter the
altitude of the aircraft 1, by letting additional air in or out.
There is also an overpressure valve 45 and a pressure gauge,
not shown in more detail.

The other low or high pressure insulation chamber 51
formed between the inner sheath 56 and the pressurised bal-
loon 11 is filled with outside air by means of a pump 21' from
a compensation tank 22'. The air can be let out of the insula-
tion chamber 51 via an outflow 59, so that the pressure in this
chamber 51 can be kept constant. Accordingly, again, the
pressure and also the height above sea level can be measured
and transmitted to the control unit, which is not shown in
more detail.

Similarly to the variant according to FIG. 2, the outer
balloon 12' is again provided with the solar collector film 40
and the infrared collector film 41, with which the solar radia-
tion during the day and infrared re-radiation from the earth
during the night are energetically exploited.

In the embodiment according to FIG. 3, the protection of
the pressurised balloon 11 against temperature fluctuations is
even further improved by comparison with the embodiment
according to FIG. 2. Dueto the fact that the gas pressure in the
pressurised balloon 11 of the aircraft 1 or 1' according to the
invention can be largely kept constant and is not exposed to
the negative effects of the extreme day/night temperature
differentials, the aircraft can remain in service for consider-
ably longer and, together with its platform 10, better maintain
its position with respect to the earth (or with respect to a
specific area on the earth).

FIG. 4 shows a top view of the platform 10, which in this
case has a delta-shaped design. This platform 10 is assigned
several propellers 15, for example four, distributed on its rear
side, driven by an electromotor 15'. These propellers 15 are—
as already mentioned—controllable at individual speeds and
also arranged pivotably, in order to bring the aircraft 1 into a
specific position and direction with respect to the surface of
the earth, preferably in the direction of rotation of the earth
and consequently to keep it in the same position and direction
with respect to the earth at all times. Also, horizontal stabi-
lisers 19 are assigned to the back side of the platform 10 for
any altitude adjustment of the latter.

The platform 10 is, according to FIG. 4, preferably
designed in such a way aerodynamically that together with a



US 8,267,348 B2

5

parachute belonging to the “payload plane” of the platform
10, it can be guided back to earth like an independent aircraft.

The aircraft 1 is obviously equipped with a complete con-
trol system, so that it automatically places itself in the desired
position with respect to the surface of the earth. It is also
linked to a control centre on earth, so that data transfer and
control options can be conducted from the earth.

When the aircraft 1 rises from the earth it is advantageously
fitted, according to FIG. 5, with additional balloons 5, as the
result of which this rise can occur rapidly so that the tropo-
sphere can be crossed in a short time. As soon as it reaches the
stratosphere, these balloons can be ejected. In principle, how-
ever, the aircraft can also be brought to the desired altitude
without additional balloons.

The platform 10 is separated from the balloons 11, 12
following the pumping of the helium gas or the other gas into
the balloon 58, by detaching the supporting elements 17 from
the platform 10, after which it falls downwards. At various
altitudes, various parachutes are opened as required, while at
the altitude of some 3 to 5 km, according to FIG. 6, a para-
chute 61 is opened and the platform 10 is guided with the aid
of the working propellers 15 to the desired location on earth.
Due to the load-bearing support of this parachute 61, the
platform 10 can be made with smaller dimensions. The
remaining balloons 11, 12 are destroyed in the atmosphere.

Instead of helium or air in the balloons, other gases, such as
oxygen, argon or similar could be used, and instead of pro-
pellers 15 jet engines or similar could also be used.

The invention claimed is:

1. Unmanned aircraft stationable at a pre-determined alti-
tude in the stratosphere, comprising:

aplatform for telecommunications equipment or scientific

equipment,
an outer balloon having an aerodynamic external shape at
least when present in the stratosphere, a pressurized
balloon which is fillable with gas and that supports the
platform, the pressurized balloon being arranged within
the outer balloon such that the outer balloon forms at
least one insulating chamber around the pressurized bal-
loon, the insulating chamber being fillable with a
medium that circulates therethrough,
heating and cooling means for heating and cooling the
medium circulating in the insulating chamber, and

position maintaining means located outside the outer bal-
loon for maintaining the position of the platform relative
to the Earth,

the heating and cooling means comprising a heating unit

and a cooling unit configured to heat and cool, respec-
tively, the medium circulating through the insulating
chamber, the heating unit and cooling unit being config-
ured to operate alternately and both being arranged out-
side of the outer balloon.

2. Aircraft according to claim 1, wherein the position main-
taining means comprise electrically-driven propellers.

3. Aircraft according to claim 2, wherein the propellers are
attached pivotably on the platform underneath the outer bal-
loon, the propellers being provided with individual speeds,
thus enabling the aircraft to be rotated in a horizontal plane
and thus adopting the desired direction of flight at all times.

4. Aircraft according to claim 3, wherein the platform has
an aerodynamic external shape and is equipped with a para-
chute, together with which, after separation from the pressur-
ized balloon and the outer balloon, the platform can be steered
back to Earth as an independent aircraft.

5. Aircraft according to claim 2, further comprising a solar
collector film arranged on an outer surface of the outer bal-
loon, the solar collector film being configured to generate
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electrical energy, the propellers being coupled to the solar
collector film and being powered by electrical energy gener-
ated by the solar collector film.

6. Aircraft according to claim 1, wherein the medium cir-
culating through the insulation chamber is outside air, the
heating unit being configured to heat the outside air during the
night and the cooling unit being configured to cool the outside
air during the day.

7. Aircraft according to claim 1, wherein the medium cir-
culating through the insulation chamber is helium, the heating
unit being configured to heat the helium during the night and
the cooling unit being configured to cool the helium during
the day.

8. Aircraft according to claim 7, further comprising an
additional insulation chamber, between the insulation cham-
ber, and the pressurized balloon, the additional insulation
chamber being arranged to contain outside air.

9. Aircraft according to claim 1, further comprising a solar
collector film arranged on an outer surface of the outer bal-
loon and an additional plastic layer applied to the solar col-
lector film as a heat shield.

10. Aircraft according to claim 9, wherein the solar collec-
tor film is configured to generate electrical energy, the heating
unit and the cooling unit being coupled to the solar collector
film and being powered by electrical energy generated by the
solar collector film.

11. Aircraft according to claim 1, further comprising an
infrared collector film arranged in connection with the outer
balloon.

12. Aircraft according to claim 11, wherein the infrared
collector film is in the form of a dark, approximately 12 um
thick aluminum film, and an additional layer of plastic is
applied to the inside of the infrared collector film as a heat
shield.

13. Aircraft according to claim 11, wherein the pressurized
balloon and the outer balloon are made from a transparent
material, and the infrared collector film is applied on the
inside of the outer balloon facing towards the Earth.

14. Aircraft according to claim 1, further comprising an
additional helium-filled balloon, which is contained in the
platform and serves as compensation chamber for altitude
regulation of the entire aircraft and also for simpler landing of
the platform.

15. Aircraft according to claim 1, wherein the heating unit
and the cooling unit are arranged in the platform.

16. Aircraft according to claim 1, further comprising a
pump configured to pump the medium from the insulating
chamber between the pressurized balloon and the outer bal-
loon and direct the medium to the heating unit and the cooling
unit.

17. Aircraft according to claim 16, further comprising a
drainage line connecting the insulating chamber between the
pressurized balloon and the outer balloon and the pump.

18. Aircraft according to claim 16, wherein the pump is
arranged outside of the outer balloon.

19. Aircraft according to claim 1, wherein the cooling unit
is configured to receive the medium from the insulating
chamber between the pressurized balloon and the outer bal-
loon and cool the received medium, and then the cooled
medium being directed back into the insulating chamber
between the pressurized balloon and the outer balloon.

20. Aircraft according to claim 1, wherein the cooling unit
is a heat exchanger configured to exchange heat between the
medium circulating through the insulating chamber between
the pressurized balloon and the outer balloon and outside air.
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