
In FY13, Congress passed legislation allowing federal agencies with SBIR/STTR 
programs to use up to 3 percent of their budgets for more intense program support and 
improvement campaigns. Also known as “pilot administration,” these funds allowed the 
Air Force SBIR/STTR Program to substantially expand commercialization activities and 
outreach, launch initiatives to prevent fraud, waste and abuse, and strengthen reporting 
efforts.

By reaching underserved business communities, providing small businesses with 
better support and by pushing further and harder for commercialization, SBIR/STTR 
programs like ours were becoming more robust than ever. We were well equipped 
and working diligently to get better solutions to the warfighter, expand investments 
in small businesses, and leverage taxpayer money in ways that had an impact on local 
communities and economies.

With support from the Air Force Small Business Innovation Research/Small Business Technology Transfer 
Program, GATR Technologies developed a portable antenna with tracking capability. Shown here (in 
the foreground), the GATR TRAC packs into cases that are easy to transport compared to traditional 
antenna systems such as the one shown in the background. See story on page 2. (Photo courtesy of GATR 
Technologies)
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New Satellite Communication Technology 
Positioned for Widespread Use   
By Joe Cogliano

The Department of Defense now has access to a portable antenna with tracking 
capability that can be deployed in places where these capabilities are traditionally 
limited.

With support from the Air Force Small Business Innovation Research/Small Business 
Technology Transfer Program and the Air Force Research Laboratory, Alabama-based 
GATR Technologies developed a version of its inflatable antenna that can follow moving 
targets. Also known as GATR TRAC, the new antenna is relatively lightweight and has a 
low-stowage volume so it can be easily transported then quickly assembled.

Tracking antennas are used to communicate with satellites in non-geostationary orbits, 
as well as with other moving objects such as aircraft. However, legacy systems require 
a rigid dish with heavy-duty structural support making them difficult to use in many 
situations.

“The GATR TRAC system is a significant step forward over traditional satellite 
communication systems available today,” said Peter Ricci, an engineer with AFRL’s 
Information Directorate. “It affords the user the ability to easily transport and set the 
system up in remote areas where it once was logistically impossible.”

GATR, which was acquired by Cubic Corp. in 2016, has already begun selling the new 
product to military and commercial customers.

BEHIND THE TECHNOLOGY
Early SBIR/STTR support from multiple organizations – including the Air Force 
and Missile Defense Agency – originally helped GATR to develop 1.2 meter, 2.4 
meter, and 4.0 meter inflatable antennas to be anchored to the ground and fixed on 
communications satellites in geostationary orbit. The company has sold hundreds of 
these to the Department of Defense.

With more recent support from the Air Force SBIR/STTR Commercialization Readiness 
Program and AFRL, the concept was refined to create the 2.4 meter GATR TRAC. It 
features mechanical and electrical components in a ruggedized base with support arms 
that allow the antenna to track satellites moving across the sky.  

To develop an inflatable tracking antenna, the company had to overcome the challenge 
of grasping a large flexible ball-shaped radome and pointing it accurately under varying 
weather conditions. The design evolution included improving reliability, creating a 
simple user interface, and upgrading assembly and disassembly procedures.

GATR TRAC has been demonstrated to reliably track satellites in low Earth orbit and 
produce usable imagery as part of a deployable ground station. It also has the ability to 
track satellites in other types of orbits.

The product packs into four cases that can be checked as airline luggage or shipped by 
traditional package delivery services, which lowers its cost of use while providing greater 
overall flexibility to mission planning. Assembly takes approximately 30 minutes.

SBIR/STTR-BACKED SUCCESS LEADS TO BIGGER THINGS
The company has already logged more than $2.2 million in sales of the new tracking antenna 
to the military, as well as a commercial customer that supports the Department of 
Defense. With hundreds of projected CubeSats in low Earth orbit that will require 
tracking antennas, GATR TRAC is also well positioned for a potential boom in demand.

GATR’s recent successes – from its acquisition by Cubic to sales of its latest portable 
tracking antenna – are a critical benchmark for participants in the Air Force SBIR/STTR 
Program. This type of commercialization helps to bring down costs and get technology 
to the warfighter while spurring the economy through small business growth.
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If a satellite being used to spot camouflaged weapons systems was suddenly knocked offline, allied personnel in the field would 
immediately be in greater danger. The outage would be followed by a scramble for answers: Was the satellite damaged by debris 
or an act of sabotage? Could its functionality be restored or is the capability lost?

The most viable option for a quick assessment – pointing a high-power telescope at the satellite – would likely provide little 
more than blurred images. However, the Air Force and a small business partner may have solved that problem as part of a larger 
contribution to space situational awareness.

With support from the Air Force Small Business Innovation Research/Small Business Technology Transfer Program, Arizona-
based Hart Scientific Consulting International LLC developed software code that greatly improves the ability of large ground-
based telescopes to see satellites in space. By applying this technology to view the satellite that went offline, for example, analysts 
would be able to see key features of the spacecraft and more quickly diagnose the issue.

Also known as DORA – for Daylight Object Restoration Algorithm – the technology is now being used at several sites operated 
by the Air Force Research Laboratory and is in the process of transitioning to the Air Force Maui Optical and Supercomputing 
Site in Hawaii, according to Ryan Swindle, a research physicist at AFRL’s Directed Energy Directorate. The transition is 
scheduled to be complete in the third quarter of 2018. 

New Technology Boosts the Ability of Ground-based Telescopes to Be Eyes in 
Space

The next round of Air Force SBIR/STTR topics (18.2/18.B) will go into pre-release on April 20 and will include six special 
topics that are part of a broader focus on accelerating the pace of technology development.

These special topics – the first of numerous new experiments by the Air Force SBIR/STTR Program Office to rapidly deliver 
new capabilities, work at the speed of innovation, and cut costs – will be evaluated equally on technical merit and the potential 
for commercialization. 

Among the differences from typical topics, the special topics include:

• An application process that requires a five-page technical proposal and 15-page “pitch” deck instead of the traditional 20-
page technical proposal;

• Phase I contract awards of up $50,000 and a three month period of performance, compared to $150,000 and nine
months; and

• Numerous awards for each Phase I, which are typically limited to only two awards.

Expanded detail on the special topics will be included in the Air Force 18.2 instructions and the topic descriptions themselves.

The 18.2/18.B BAA opens for proposals on May 22 and the deadline to submit proposals is June 20 at 8:00 p.m. ET. Air Force 
and other Department of Defense topics are available for viewing at https://sbir.defensebusiness.org

Upcoming Broad Agency Announcement Features Special Topics

New technology is in the process of being implemented at the 
Air Force Maui Optical and Supercomputing Site in Hawaii, 
shown here. (Air Force photo) 

BETTER SPACE SITUATIONAL AWARENESS
Space situational awareness, the mission to keep tabs on space-based 
assets, is supported through a variety of sensors and other tools, 
including large telescopes. In theory, these telescopes should deliver 
high-resolution images of satellites. However, turbulent winds in the 
Earth’s atmosphere degrade the quality of their images in the same 
way that leads to the twinkling of starlight. 

DORA is designed to help offset atmospheric effects and overcome the 
restricted timing aspects of data collections, thereby restoring images 
to the sharpness as if a telescope were in space itself. This enables 
faster response times and a greater throughput by allowing telescopes 
to be operated more often and over a larger area of the observable sky.

As a result, the new technology provides space situational awareness 
analysts with more unobscured views of the objects they are 
attempting to see. 
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However, as of February, Congress has not passed new legislation nor amended existing 
legislation authorizing SBIR/STTR programs to continue to use 3 percent of funding for 
administration. With much regret, we were forced to scale back or eliminate many of the 
new efforts put into place.

For example, our office will no longer be able to support any of the 2018 Small Business 
Administration outreach efforts, SBIR Road Tour, one-on-one, and/or training events. 
We have also reduced our print publications and distribution, and will rely heavily on 
online resources to communicate with small businesses. 

As of Jan 1, the Air Force SBIR/STTR Program has also made the following adjustments:

• An early release of draft topics, prior to pre-release, was eliminated;

• Support for the Air Force Office of Special Investigation and to Air Force 
Materiel Command legal and contracting working groups on fraud, waste 
and abuse cases was reduced significantly;

• AF SBIR/STTR technology commercialization support has been reduced;

• The dedicated hotline for help desk support, our 1-800 number, has been 
eliminated;

• Development of the Air Force AF SBIR/STTR Contract Center of Excellence, 
which was designed to streamline contract initiatives, was cancelled; and

• Development of software automation and process improvement initiatives, 
including the SBIR NEXT simplified proposal writing tool, were cancelled.

While these reductions will significantly impact the effectiveness of our program, my 
office is, as always, committed to providing the reduced level of services and support to 
the best of our ability. In the event that pilot administration legislation is re-authorized 
or if another administrative funding source is identified, the Air Force SBIR/STTR 
Program office may be able re-initiate many of these efforts.

AFSC Small 
Business Event 
Rescheduled for 
Summer
The Air Force 
Sustainment Center’s 
Small Business Industry 
Days will now take 
place July 31st through 
August 2nd at the Davis 
Conference Center in 
Layton, Utah. Originally 
scheduled for February, 
but postponed because 
of a possible government 
shutdown, the event is 
designed to engage small 
businesses so the center 
can bolster its industrial 
supply chain.
It will feature relevant 
keynote speakers; 
briefings by AFSC 
scientists and engineers 
on technology needs 
at the center; and 
matchmaking sessions 
for stakeholders from 
the Air Force, large 
companies and small 
businesses.
SBIDs are sponsored 
by an Air Force center 
and the Air Force SBIR/
STTR Commercialization 
Readiness Program. 
Registration is open 
to all interested Air 
Force personnel, small 
businesses, and major 
defense contractors. For 
more information visit 
https://afconference.
brtrc.com/AFSBID

Conferences, workshops and exhibitions of interest to SBIR/STTR personnel and program 
participants

SBIR Road Tour (Southern)    
16 April | Chattanooga, TN
17 April | Huntsville, AL
18 April | Little Rock, AR
19 April | Jackson, MS
20 April | Baton Rouge, LA
http://www.sbirroadtour.com/dates.php

Tech Warrior OPS
9-20 April | Fairborn, OH

SBIR/STTR Spring Innovation Conference   
14-16 May | Anaheim, CA

SBIR Road Tour (Eastern)    
18 June | Rochester, NY
19 June | Pittsburgh, PA
20 June | Columbus, OH
21 June | Charleston, WV
22 June | Durham, NC
http://www.sbirroadtour.com/dates.php

Air Force Sustainment SBID
31 July-2 August | Layton, UT
https://afconference.brtrc.com/AFSBID

*

* — The Air Force SBIR/STTR Program is participating in this event.


