[image: image1.jpg]76

TOPICAL TIME

Apollo-Soyuz Test Project
Communications Satellite

By John J. Macco, ATA #28950

US and USSR space crews used an
advanced communications satellite as a
main communications link with earth
during their joint orbital flight in 1975.
Communications from the docked Apollo
and Soyuz spacecrafts were relayed to
earth through the  Applications
Technology Satellite (ATS-F) which was
launched from Eastern Test Range Pad
40 aboard a Titan-3C launch vehicle on
May 30, 1974.

Although previous space com-
munications have been relayed between
ground stations using communications
satellite, the Apollo-Soyuz Test Project
(ASTP) was the first to use a satel-
lite to relay television and other
communications from spacecraft to
earth. That method proved unwieldy
during the Skylab missions. Because of
Skylab’s low orbit (270 miles) and the
limited number of ground stations
available to receive its transmissions,
the ground controllers were able to

communicate with the crews only 38%
of the flight time. During the ASTP
flight, because of a still lower orbit (140
miles) communications time would have
been reduced to 17% of the flight time.
Use of the ATS-F to link the spacecraft
with earth permitted communications
during about 50% of the mission and
greatly increased the amount of real
- time data available to investigators
on the ground as well as real - time
television coverage of the mission.

The 2800 pound ATS-F, measuring 52'
from tip to tip of its solar panels and
29' in height, carried a 30’ parabolic
steerable antenna through which the
ASTP transmissions were relayed. Or-
biting at 22,260 miles, ATS-F pointed its
antenna toward the edge of the earth
as seen from that altitude, waiting for
the Apollo spacecraft to appear over the
horizon. It then generated a signal for
the spacecraft to lock on to. Apollo,
using a wide - band antenna homed in
on the signal and after establishing
contact, transmitted telemetry voice
communications and live television to
the satellite. ATS-F relayed the com-
munications to a ground station near
Madrid and the ground station relayed
them via other satellites to Johnson
Space Center. ATS-F was stationed over
Kenya.

ATS-F serves as a vehicle for a
number of other experiments in com-
munications, navigation, —meteorology
and spacecraft technology. The ATS-F
launch cover was autographed by US-
ASTP Program Director Chester Lee.




