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FAA Takes Steps Toward Space-Based ADS-B To
Track Aircraft
Aviation Daily Dec 12, 2019
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WASHINGTON—FAA is considering expanding its use of space-based surveillance to track aircraft and maintain
separations in oceanic airspace beyond an operational trial slated to begin in the Caribbean region in March 2020.

The agency is developing a one-to-three-year roadmap “to expand our use of this promising technology,” FAA
deputy administrator Dan Elwell informed the NextGen Advisory Committee Dec. 12.

It also has developed a prototype automation system capable of displaying aircraft targets generated by space-
based automatic dependent surveillance-broadcast (ADS-B) to controllers, Elwell said.

With the agency’s ground-based ADS-B system set to become its primary means of surveillance in domestic
airspace as of Jan. 1, space-based ADS-B would make use of the system provided by the Aireon joint venture of
Iridium Communications and five air navigation service providers (ANSP), which began operating earlier in 2019.

The Aireon system uses ADS-B receivers on Iridium Next satellites to capture signals from aircraft transmitting by
ADS-B Out, then routes the data through a ground teleport network to ANSPs that subscribe to the service.

Aireon and the FAA have negotiated an agreement to conduct a one-year operational evaluation of space-based
ADS-B in Caribbean oceanic airspace, covering the flight corridor between Miami and Puerto Rico. That trial,
managed by the FAA’s Miami en route center, will use the center’s modified ERAM automation system to display
aircraft targets to controllers.
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On Dec. 18, the FAA will demonstrate a prototype version of the Advanced Technologies and Oceanic Procedures
(ATOP) automation system used at its New York, Oakland (California) and Anchorage (Alaska) oceanic control
centers that is capable of integrating the space-based ADS-B data feed, Elwell said.

Expanded use of space-based ADS-B could include coverage of Bermuda in the North Atlantic Ocean, airspace that
is managed by the New York oceanic center.

In a July report to Congress, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) said the FAA had decided to reduce
aircraft separations in oceanic airspace using more frequent, satellite-routed position reports from automatic
dependent surveillance-contract (ADS-C) for the near term, and to continue studying space-based ADS-B.

One of the reasons the GAO cited for the FAA’s choice of the ADS-C surveillance method was the cost associated
with upgrading the ATOP platform to accept space-based ADS-B transmissions.

The Air Line Pilots Association (ALPA) has called for more timely adoption of space-based ADS-B to separate
aircraft in oceanic airspace.

“Space-based ADS-B is already a reality and is being used to separate traffic today, with the same performance as
domestic en-route radars,” the pilots’ union states in a white paper released Oct. 31. “ALPA recommends that the
FAA incorporate space-based ADS-B in their infrastructure plans for oceanic airspace.”
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