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How an RF Collection System Works 
By James Spriet 

Imagine we have a system designed to pick up and analyze radio signals floating 
around in the air. These signals can come from various sources, such as radios, TV 
stations, or even communication devices like walkie-talkies. Our system acts like a 
highly sensitive net, capturing these invisible signals. Once captured, the system 
processes and decodes the signals to understand their content and origin, much like 
how we interpret different sounds. Finally, the system stores this information for 
later use, ensuring no valuable data is lost. Here’s how it all works: 

Step 1: Capturing the Signal with the Antenna 

The first part of our system is the antenna. Think of the antenna as a very sensitive 
ear that can listen to invisible waves called Radio Frequencies (RF) in the air. Just like 
our ears can hear sounds, the antenna can “hear” these RF signals, which are 
everywhere but can’t be detected by our senses. 

For simplicty sake our system has two types of antennas: 

• HF Antenna: This one listens to signals in the high-frequency range, like AM 
radio. Imagine it as an ear tuned to catch lower-pitched sounds. These signals 
can travel long distances, especially at night, and are useful for long-range 
communication. 

• UHF Antenna: This one listens to signals in the ultra-high frequency range, 
like TV channels. Think of it as an ear that catches higher-pitched sounds. 
These signals are used for things like television broadcasts and two-way radios 
and are better for short-range communication. 

These antennas are connected to a switch, which works like a selector, allowing our 
system to choose which antenna to use based on the kind of signal we’re trying to 
listen to. We use the HF antenna if we’re interested in picking up a distant AM radio 
station. If we want to catch a local TV broadcast, we switch to the UHF antenna. This 
way, our system can adapt to different types of signals, ensuring we capture exactly 
what we’re looking for. 

Step 2: Amplifying the Signal 

Once the antenna captures the signal, it’s often very weak because it has traveled a 
long distance through the air. To make it strong enough for further analysis, we use 
a device called a Low Noise Amplifier (LNA). This device boosts the signal’s strength 
without adding a lot of extra noise, kind of like turning up the volume on a whisper 
so we can hear it clearly. 
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Imagine you’re trying to listen to someone whispering from across a large room. The 
whisper is so faint that it’s almost impossible to hear. Using an LNA is like having a 
special hearing aid that not only makes the whisper louder but also ensures that the 
surrounding noise doesn’t get amplified along with it. The LNA carefully amplifies 
the RF signal captured by the antenna, ensuring it’s strong enough to move on to 
the next processing stages while keeping the additional unwanted noise to a 
minimum. 

This amplification step is crucial because it prepares the weak signals for further 
filtering and processing, ensuring that our system can accurately analyze even the 
faintest signals. Without this boost, many signals would be too weak to detect or too 
noisy to interpret properly. 

Step 3: Filtering the Signal 

After amplifying the signal, we need to filter it. This means we sort out the specific 
parts of the signal we’re interested in and ignore the rest. We use bandpass filters to 
do this job. These filters act like a sieve that only lets through the desired frequency 
range – either HF or UHF – and blocks everything else. 

Imagine you’re panning for gold in a river. You scoop up a mixture of water, sand, 
and rocks but only want the gold. The bandpass filter is like a sieve that separates 
the valuable gold particles (the desired RF signals) from the unwanted sand and 
rocks (unwanted frequencies). 

In our RF collection system, the bandpass filters are tuned to specific ranges of 
frequencies. If we’re targeting HF signals, the HF bandpass filter will allow only those 
signals to pass through while blocking frequencies outside the HF range. Similarly, 
the UHF bandpass filter does the same for UHF signals. 

By filtering out the unnecessary parts of the signal, we ensure that only the relevant 
information moves forward in the processing chain. This step is essential for 
reducing noise and interference, making it easier for our system to analyze and 
decode the signals we’re interested in accurately. 

Step 4: Converting the Signal 

The next step is to convert the RF signal into a form that our system can more easily 
analyze. This is done by a device called a mixer, which changes the RF signal to an 
Intermediate Frequency (IF) or directly to baseband (a lower frequency). Think of it 
like translating a foreign language into one we can understand better. 

Imagine you’re trying to read a book written in a foreign language. The content is 
valuable, but you can’t understand it in its current form. A translator helps by 
converting the text into your native language, making it accessible and easy to 
understand. 

In our RF collection system, the mixer acts as this translator. The original RF signal, 
which can be quite complex and difficult to work with directly, is converted to an IF 



or baseband. This conversion simplifies the signal while preserving all the important 
information it carries. 

IF is a lower frequency that is easier for our system to process accurately. Converting 
to IF allows the system to maintain high performance and precision in signal 
analysis. Sometimes, the signal is converted directly to baseband, which is the lowest 
frequency range and directly corresponds to the original content of the signal. 

By translating the signal to a more manageable frequency, the mixer ensures that 
our system can effectively analyze and process the information, making it ready for 
the next stages of digitization and detailed examination. 

Step 5: Digitizing the Signal 

Now that we have the signal in a more manageable form, we need to convert it from 
an analog signal (continuous wave) into a digital signal (discrete numbers). This is 
done by Analog-to-Digital Converters (ADCs). These devices take snapshots of the 
signal at very high speeds, turning it into a series of numbers that a computer can 
process. 

Imagine you’re trying to capture the movement of a flowing river. If you take 
continuous photographs, you get a smooth, ongoing picture of the river’s flow. But if 
you use a high-speed camera to take thousands of snapshots per second, you can 
break down the continuous flow into a series of individual images. Each snapshot 
represents a specific moment in time, and when you put them together, they give 
you a detailed, precise representation of the river’s movement. 

In our RF collection system, the analog signal is like the flowing river – it’s a 
continuous wave that varies over time. The ADCs act like the high-speed camera, 
taking rapid snapshots of this continuous wave and converting it into a series of 
discrete numbers. Each number represents the signal’s strength at a specific 
moment. 

This digitization process is crucial because it allows the system to handle the signal 
using digital technology, which is more flexible and powerful. Computers can 
process digital signals much more efficiently than analog signals, enabling complex 
analysis and data manipulation. Once digitized, the signal is ready for the next steps 
of processing and analysis, where it will be further refined and decoded to extract 
valuable information. 

Step 6: Processing the Signal 

With the signal in digital form, it’s time for the real work: processing and analyzing 
the data. This is where Digital Signal Processing (DSP) comes in. The DSP is like the 
brain of our system. It uses specialized algorithms to perform several important 
tasks. 

First, the DSP identifies the type of signal. Imagine you have a recording that 
contains various sounds: music, speech, and noise. The DSP works like an expert 



listener who can distinguish between different types of sounds. It determines 
whether the signal is a radio broadcast, a TV signal, or a communication signal, like 
those from walkie-talkies or cell phones. 

Next, the DSP filters out any noise or unwanted parts. Think of this step as cleaning a 
dirty window so you can see clearly through it. The digital signal might have a lot of 
extra noise that isn’t part of the original message. The DSP uses complex filtering 
techniques to remove this noise, leaving a much clearer and more accurate signal. 

Finally, the DSP decodes the information contained in the signal. This is like 
translating a coded message into plain language. For example, a TV signal might 
contain video and audio information that must be separated and interpreted. 
Similarly, a communication signal might include voice data or text that needs to be 
extracted and understood. 

This entire process helps us make sense of what the signal is and what information it 
carries. The DSP effectively turns a stream of raw digital data into meaningful, 
organized information that can be used for further analysis or decision-making. By 
accurately processing the signal, the DSP ensures that we get the most valuable 
insights from the captured RF signals. 

Step 7: Storing the Data 

After processing the signal, we need to store the information we've gathered. This 
step ensures that the valuable data we've extracted can be accessed later for 
analysis, reporting, or further processing. 

First, the processed data is held in volatile memory units. Think of these memory 
units as temporary storage bins where data is kept while it’s being processed and 
organized. Just like you might sort your mail on a desk before filing it away, the 
system uses volatile memory to hold data temporarily during the various processing 
stages. This temporary storage is fast and efficient, allowing the system to quickly 
access and manipulate the data as needed. 

Next, the data is transferred to non-volatile memory for long-term storage. Non-
volatile memory retains data even when the power is turned off, ensuring that no 
information is lost. This is akin to filing important documents in a secure, fireproof 
cabinet after sorting them on your desk. Non-volatile memory provides a reliable 
way to store large amounts of data over extended periods. 

How Ampex Helps 

Imagine our RF collection system as a diligent librarian managing a vast library of 
information. This librarian needs the best tools to ensure every book (or data packet) 
is stored correctly and can be easily retrieved when needed. This is where Ampex 
comes in, offering advanced solutions that integrate seamlessly into our system, 
making the librarian's job much easier and more efficient. 



Ampex’s storage systems, such as the TuffServ® series, are like high-capacity shelves 
that can hold a massive number of books. These shelves are designed to 
accommodate vast amounts of data quickly and efficiently. With the ability to 
handle data transfer speeds ranging from hundreds of Megabits per second (Mb/s) 
to hundreds of Gigabits per second (Gb/s), Ampex ensures that our librarian can 
store and retrieve data without any delays, no matter how extensive the collection. 

The robustness of Ampex systems is another key advantage. Think of these shelves 
as being made of reinforced steel, capable of withstanding earthquakes, fires, and 
floods. Built to meet rigorous military standards for shock, vibration, Electromagnetic 
Interference (EMI), power, and environmental conditions, Ampex systems ensure 
that our data is safe and accessible, regardless of the operational environment. This 
rugged reliability means that our librarian can trust these shelves to protect valuable 
information in any situation. 

Security is paramount in our data storage process, much like a librarian needing to 
lock away rare and valuable books. Ampex provides robust encryption options to 
protect our data from unauthorized access. Just as a librarian might use different 
types of locks for various books based on their value and sensitivity, Ampex offers 
different levels of encryption to accommodate the varying security needs of our 
systems data.  

Ampex’s open architecture approach is similar to having shelves that can be easily 
adjusted and expanded to fit different types of books and formats without needing 
to buy entirely new shelving units. This flexibility allows for seamless integration with 
other systems, reducing costs and ensuring compatibility with a wide range of 
applications. This makes it easy for our librarian to organize and manage the 
collection efficiently. 

Additionally, Ampex offers tailored solutions to meet specific needs. Whether 
adapting existing products or designing new systems from scratch, Ampex ensures 
that the storage solutions fit our systems requirements precisely. This customization 
is like having shelving units built to the exact specifications needed to fit every book 
perfectly, making the librarian's job even more straightforward. 

By integrating Ampex’s advanced storage capabilities, our RF collection system 
becomes not only efficient and secure but also scalable and adaptable to various 
operational demands. Ampex’s commitment to excellence in capturing, processing, 
storing, hosting, and securing mission-critical data makes them an invaluable 
partner in our data management strategy, ensuring that all captured data is 
processed and stored effectively to support our mission objectives. 

Step 8: Transmitting the Data 

Finally, the processed and compressed data is sent to external systems or storage 
facilities using high-speed communication links, like Ethernet cables or optical 
fibers. Think of this step as using a well-constructed pipeline to transport water from 



a reservoir to different parts of a city. These pipelines are designed to move large 
volumes of water quickly and efficiently, ensuring that every drop reaches its 
destination. 

In our RF collection system, the pipelines are the high-speed communication links. 
These links, such as Ethernet cables or optical fibers, are capable of transmitting 
large amounts of data rapidly. Ethernet cables are like the sturdy pipes used for 
everyday water transport, while optical fibers are like advanced pipelines that use 
light to move water faster and over longer distances. 

To ensure that the data is transmitted efficiently and can be easily understood by 
other systems, we use standardized protocols like VITA 49. Think of these protocols 
as the rules and guidelines that ensure all the pipelines in a city are compatible and 
connect properly. They make sure that the data flows smoothly from our system to 
external systems without any loss or confusion. 

Using these high-speed communication links and standardized protocols ensures 
that the valuable information captured, processed, and stored by our RF collection 
system is quickly and accurately delivered to where it’s needed. Whether it’s for real-
time analysis, long-term storage, or further processing by other systems, this final 
step guarantees that all the data reaches its destination intact and ready for use. 

Summary 

In summary, our RF collection system works like this: 

1. Capture: The antenna listens to RF signals, acting like a sensitive ear that 
picks up invisible waves from the air. 

2. Amplify: The Low Noise Amplifier (LNA) boosts the signal strength, making 
faint signals strong enough for further analysis, much like turning up the 
volume on a whisper. 

3. Filter: Bandpass filters act as sieves, selecting only the desired frequencies (HF 
or UHF) and blocking everything else. 

4. Convert: Mixers change the signal to a manageable frequency, like translating 
a foreign language into one we understand better. 

5. Digitize: Analog-to-Digital Converters (ADCs) convert the analog signal into 
digital form, turning a continuous wave into a series of discrete numbers that 
a computer can process. 

6. Process: The Digital Signal Processor (DSP) acts as the brain of the system, 
analyzing and decoding the signal to identify its type, filter out noise, and 
extract the information it carries. 

7. Store: Memory units temporarily hold the processed data, while data 
compression reduces its size to make storage and transmission more efficient. 



8. Transmit: The data is sent to external systems or storage facilities using high-
speed communication links, ensuring it reaches its destination quickly and 
accurately. 

This whole process happens very quickly, allowing the system to continuously 
monitor and analyze the RF environment and providing valuable information for 
various applications. Whether it’s for military communication, intelligence gathering, 
or civilian uses like broadcasting, the RF collection system ensures that no valuable 
signal goes unnoticed and that all captured data is processed and stored effectively. 

 

 


