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PULSAR BASED TIMING
SYNCHRONIZATION METHOD AND
SYSTEM

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims benefit of U.S. Provisional Patent
Application Ser. No. 62/663,680, filed Apr. 27, 2018, which
is herein incorporated by reference in its entirety.

STATEMENT OF GOVERNMENT SUPPORT

This invention was made with government support under
federal grant number NSF EEC 1041877 awarded by the
National Science Foundation. The government has certain
rights in the invention.

TECHNICAL FIELD

In accordance with some embodiments, the presently
disclosed subject matter provides a system and method for
providing an accurate timing synchronization signal using a
pulsar signal receiver device.

BACKGROUND

The modern electric power grid relies on precise timing
synchronization for conducting accurate measurements,
state estimation, protection and control. A phasor measure-
ment unit (PMU), among other synchrometrology devices,
relies greatly on accurate timing in order to generate syn-
chronized data for a wide area monitoring, protection, and
control (WAMPC) system. Other devices, such as traveling
wave fault detection devices, differential relays, power qual-
ity meters, and digital fault recorders also require highly
accurate timing information.

As such, a reliable and resilient precision timing source is
a critical component for an electrical power system. At
present, a Global Navigation Satellite System (GNSS), such
as a Global Positioning System (GPS), typically serves as
the main timing source for most power systems. For
example, in the GNSS system, atomic clocks on GNSS
satellites are configured to generate accurate timing syn-
chronization signals. The timing synchronization signals are
subsequently transmitted from the GNSS satellites to the
GPS receivers. Using at least four GNSS satellites, a GPS
receiver is able to obtain its own geographical coordinates
and an accurate time.

Moreover, electrical power system devices can obtain
synchronous timing synchronization signals either directly
from a GNSS receiver or from a timing distribution system
that is synchronized to and disciplined by the GNSS. The
GNSS, however, is susceptible to intentional and uninten-
tional interference due to its low power signal propagation.
Furthermore, the GNSS is typically the only timing source
of a power system (i.e., without a backup), thereby reducing
the overall reliability of the system.

Thus, there currently exists a need in the art for an
improved system and method for providing accurate timing
synchronization signals using a pulsar signal receiver
device.

SUMMARY

A pulsar based timing synchronization method and sys-
tem are disclosed. In some embodiments, the method
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includes receiving, by a pulsar signal receiver device, a
pulse signal emitted from one or more celestial objects and
processing, by the pulsar signal receiver device, the pulse
signal to discipline a local clock to determine an accurate
time output. The method also includes generating, by the
pulsar signal receiver device, a timing synchronization sig-
nal based on the determined accurate time output. The
method further includes providing, by the pulsar signal
receiver device, the timing synchronization signal to at least
one of a local power system device and a timing distribution
network server.

In some embodiments, the subject matter described herein
also includes a system comprising a timing distribution
network server and a pulsar signal receiver device. The
timing distribution network server is communicatively con-
nected to a plurality of remote power system devices. The
pulsar signal receiver device is configured to receive a pulse
signal emitted from one or more celestial objects, process
the pulse signal to discipline a local clock to determine an
accurate time output, generate a timing synchronization
signal based on the determined accurate time output, and to
provide the timing synchronization signal to the timing
distribution network server.

The subject matter described herein may be implemented
in hardware, software, firmware, or any combination
thereof. As such, the terms “function” “node” or “engine” as
used herein refer to hardware, which may also include
software and/or firmware components, for implementing the
feature being described. In one exemplary implementation,
the subject matter described herein may be implemented
using a non-transitory computer readable medium having
stored thereon computer executable instructions that when
executed by the processor of a computer control the com-
puter to perform steps. Exemplary computer readable media
suitable for implementing the subject matter described
herein include non-transitory computer-readable media,
such as disk memory devices, chip memory devices, pro-
grammable logic devices, and application specific integrated
circuits. In addition, a computer readable medium that
implements the subject matter described herein may be
located on a single device or computing platform or may be
distributed across multiple devices or computing platforms.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Preferred embodiments of the subject matter described
herein will now be explained with reference to the accom-
panying drawings, wherein like reference numerals repre-
sent like parts, of which:

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an exemplary system for
providing a timing synchronization signal to an electrical
power grid using sources of pulsed celestial radiation
according to an embodiment of the subject matter described
herein;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of a pulsar signal receiver
device according to an embodiment of the subject matter
described herein;

FIG. 3 is a block diagram of a signal processor in a pulsar
signal receiver device according to an embodiment of the
subject matter described herein;

FIG. 4 is a block diagram of a precision timing protocol
(PTP) timing distribution system according to an embodi-
ment of the subject matter described herein; and

FIG. 5 is a flow chart of a method providing timing
synchronization signals using a pulsar signal receiver device
according to an embodiment of the subject matter described
herein.
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The presently disclosed subject matter will now be
described more fully. The presently disclosed subject matter
can, however, be embodied in different forms and should not
be construed as limited to the embodiments set forth herein
below and in the accompanying examples. Rather, these
embodiments are provided so that this disclosure will be
thorough and complete and to fully convey the scope of the
embodiments to those skilled in the art.

Astronomical observations have revealed several different
types of celestial objects that can produce accurate timing
synchronization signal. Notably, a particularly accurate and
stable timing synchronization signal source is generated by
pulsars. A pulsar is essentially a compact, highly-magnetized
neutron star that emits electromagnetic radiation as the
pulsar rotates. The magnetic axis of a pulsar inclines to the
rotation axis, which allows the pulsar to act like a cosmic
“lighthouse” that emits a radio pulse signal. This emitted
pulse signal can be detected and received by an antenna in
instances where the signal beam is directed towards the
Earth (e.g., at each pulsar rotation). The rotation periods of
most pulsars range between 1 millisecond (ms) and 1
second (s). More importantly, the typical deviation of the
pulsar rotation periods is less than 10~'* which make pulsars
natural cosmic clocks that exhibit considerable precision and
long-term stability. Because pulsars provide periodic and
extremely stable signals, the pulsars can be used as a timing
source in power system synchronization methods by pro-
viding accurate timing synchronization signals. In some
embodiments, pulsar signals can be observed in the radio,
optical, X-ray, and gamma-ray ranges of the electromagnetic
spectrum.

The disclosed subject matter relates to a system and
method for providing a synchronous timing mechanism by
utilizing sources of pulsar celestial radiation. While the
following is described in the context of exemplary electrical
power systems (e.g., an electrical power grid system), any
type of system requiring an accurate timing synchronization
signal can be used without departing from the scope of the
disclosed subject matter. In particular, the disclosed subject
matter includes a pulsar signal receiver device that is con-
figured for detecting and utilizing pulsed radiation signals
generated by celestial sources. In some embodiments, the
pulsar signal receiver device can be installed in a timing
center, a power plant, a substation, a control center, or other
location. Further, the pulse signals received by the pulsar
signal receiver device can be used to generate a highly
accurate timing synchronization signal to be used for power
system management and synchronization. More specifically,
the disclosed subject matter utilizes the accurate pulse
signals from a pulsar or other celestial object to configure
(e.g., discipline) a local clock in a pulsar signal receiver
device and to generate an accurate timing synchronization
signal with a desired timing interval and long term stability.

FIG. 1 illustrates a pulsar based timing synchronization
system 100. In some embodiments, system 100 utilizes one
or more sources of pulsed celestial radiation to synchronize
the timing of system devices in an electrical power grid
system according to an embodiment of the subject matter
described herein. Although FIG. 1 depicts an electrical
power grid system, any system that requires a timing syn-
chronization signal can be used without deviating from the
scope of the disclosed subject matter. In FIG. 1, system 100
includes a pulsar signal receiver device 102, a time distri-
bution system server 108, a local power system device 110,
and a plurality of remote power system devices 112-114.
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Although described in greater detail below and in FIG. 2,
pulsar signal receiver device 102 may include a signal
amplifier, a signal processor, a time residual correction
engine, a local clock, and a timing interface module. Further,
pulsar signal receiver device 102 may be configured detect
a pulse signal 106 (e.g., a pulsed electromagnetic signal)
generated by one or more celestial objects 104 (e.g., a
pulsar). In some embodiments, the detected pulse signals are
synchronously averaged by pulsar signal receiver device 102
at a predetermined period of the pulsar (or other celestial
object). For example, the 1420 MHz (e.g., Hydrogen line
frequency) component of pulse signal 106 may be used by
pulsar signal receiver device 102 which aggregates the
period of each pulse in a time window (e.g. 1 second) and
converts the aggregation to another frequency, e.g., 100 Hz.
As such, the random error of each period is therefore
lowered by this averaging process. The averaged pulse
signal periods are then used by pulsar signal receiver device
102 to discipline its local clock so as to generate a timing
synchronization signal with high accuracy.

In some embodiments, pulsar signal receiver device 102
is configured to produce a timing synchronization signal that
is based on the pulse signal received from and generated by
celestial object 104. Although the following description
describes celestial object 104 in FIG. 1 as a pulsar, pulsar
signal receiver device 102 is configured to receive a pulse
signal from any celestial source or body. As indicated above,
a pulsar is a highly magnetized neutron star or white dwarf
that rotates and emits a beam of electromagnetic radiation
that can be detected by pulsar signal receiver device 102
after the signal beam is directed by the pulsar towards the
Earth (e.g., at each rotation of the pulsar). Pulsar may radiate
signals at radio, optical, X-ray and gamma-ray wavelengths.
However, X-rays and gamma-rays are difficult to detect by
devices on the Earth’s surface due to the radiation absorp-
tion that occurs due to the planet’s atmosphere. Similarly,
optical wavelengths are also difficult to detect at the Earth’s
surface due to the strong optical disturbances produced by
solar light energy. For at least these reasons, a radio signal
produced by a pulsar is the preferred wavelength signal for
conducting pulsar detection and timing by pulsar signal
receiver device 102.

In some embodiments, a set or group comprising a
plurality of pulsars can be used by system 100 in order to
increase the accuracy and reliability of the timing synchro-
nization. Since the rotation period of each pulsar is unique,
pulse signals from different pulsars can be distinguished. For
example, a set of pulsars with periods of millisecond, e.g.,
called a pulsar timing array (PTA), can be used by system
100 as the accurate timing source. Each pulsar in a PTA is
observed by one or more antenna. The specified frequency,
e.g. 1420 MHz, of each pulsar signal is extracted and
averaged to a selected frequency, e.g. 100 Hz. Notably, the
extracted frequency component of each pulsar can be dif-
ferent, but the frequency that it is converted to (decimated
to) should be the same. The averaged periods of each pulsar
are compared and averaged with specified weight to form
the final averaged signal periods, which are used to disci-
pline a local clock. The weight of each pulsar can be
determined by comparing individually with a time reference,
such as a highly accurate atomic clock.

After receiving a pulse signal from celestial object 104,
pulsar signal receiver device 102 is configured to generate a
timing synchronization signal. Details regarding the internal
components of pulsar signal receiver device 102 and the
generation of the timing synchronization signal are
described in FIG. 2 and in the description below. Notably,
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pulsar signal receiver device 102 is configured to distribute
the timing synchronization signal to one or more elements in
system 100. In some embodiments, the timing synchroniza-
tion signal generated by pulsar signal receiver device 102
can be provided to a local power system device 110. Further,
the timing synchronization signal can be forwarded by
pulsar signal receiver device 102 to a time distribution
network server 108, which is responsible for providing the
timing synchronization signal to a plurality of remote power
system devices 112-114. For example, timing distribution
network server 108 can be configured to distribute an
accurate timing synchronization signal to remote power
substations and other power system locations that require the
timing synchronization signal. In the example depicted in
FIG. 1, power system devices 110-114 may include phasor
measurement units, out-of-step relays, digital fault recorder,
power quality meters, travelling-wave based fault locator,
and the like. Notably, power system devices 110-114 can be
configured to utilize the timing synchronization signal pro-
duced by pulsar signal receiver device 102 to conduct power
system synchronous monitoring, protection, and control
functions in the electrical power grid system.

FIG. 2 depicts a block diagram of an exemplary pulsar
signal receiver device (e.g., pulsar signal receiver device
102) according to an embodiment of the subject matter
described herein. As shown in FIG. 2, pulsar signal receiver
device 102 may comprise hardware and/or software com-
ponents that are collectively configured to obtain a pulse
signal from a pulsar (or PTA) or other celestial object for the
purpose of generating a timing synchronization signal. In
some embodiments, pulsar signal receiver device 102 may
include a pulsar signal antenna 202, a bandpass filter 206, a
signal amplifier 208, a signal processor 210, a time residual
correction module 216, a local clock 212, and a timing
interface module 218. Pulsar signal receiver device 102 may
further include a first power supply 204 (e.g., “power supply
A”) that is utilized to provide electrical power to pulsar
signal antenna 202, bandpass filter 206, and signal amplifier
208. Pulsar signal receiver device 102 may further include
a second power supply 214 (e.g., “power supply B”) that is
utilized to provide electrical power to signal processor 210,
a time residual correction module 216, local clock 212, and
timing interface module 218.

In some embodiments, pulsar signal antenna 202 is used
to capture the pulsar signal emitted by a pulsar or other
celestial object. Since the radio pulse signal of a pulsar that
ultimately arrives at Earth is very weak, pulsar signal
antenna 202 may comprise an antenna (or an antenna array)
that is adapted to receive the pulse signal via a high signal
power concentration configuration. For example, pulsar sig-
nal antenna 202 may be embodied as a dish antenna with a
diameter (e.g., 6 meters or more) that is sufficient to obtain
enough Signal-to-Noise Ratio (SNR) information. Notably,
the actual size and scale of pulsar signal antenna 202 is
dependent on the selected pulsar (or PTA) and the capabili-
ties of signal amplifier 208 and signal processor 210. While
other types of antennas may be used, a parabolic antenna
may be desired in order to achieve the best performance. The
diameter of the parabolic antenna utilized by the disclosed
subject matter can range to several meters to tens of meters.
The direction of the antenna should be tuned to point toward
the pulsar being observed.

After a pulse signal is captured by pulsar signal antenna
202, the pulse signal is provided to a bandpass filter 206,
which includes an analog filter that is configured to extract
a desired frequency spectrum as well as eliminate noise.
While pulse signals can be found ranging over a wide
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frequency spectrum, pulsar signal receiver device 102 can be
configured to capture pulse signals at or around the Hydro-
gen line frequency of 1420 megahertz (MHz) by configuring
bandpass filter 206 to filter frequencies outside of the
Hydrogen line frequency. The Hydrogen line frequency can
be ideal for capturing pulse signals since the pulse signal can
be more easily differentiated and distinguished from accom-
panying noise by pulsar signal receiver device 102. Further,
the pulse signal captured at 1420 MHz is less likely to be
disturbed by other radio signals. In some embodiments, the
bandwidth size of bandpass filter 206 in pulsar signal
receiver device 102 is configured to be 1 MHz. In some
embodiments, bandpass filter 206 may be configured to have
a center frequency of 1420 MHz and a passband width of
400 MHz. Further, bandpass filter 206 can be designed as
either a one stage filter or a multiple stage filter. To achieve
a satisfactory SNR, a bandpass filter designed with multiple
stages is preferable.

In some embodiments, bandpass filter 206 is connected to
signal amplifier 208. In some embodiments, this connection
is realized via a wired cable, such as a shielded coaxial
cable. In other embodiments, the connection may be through
a wire on printed circuit board (PCB). Notably, signal
amplifier 208 can be configured to amplify the pulse signal
that has been captured by pulsar signal antenna 202 and
filtered by bandpass filter 206. For example, signal amplifier
208 is configured to amplify the magnitude or amplitude of
a 1420 MHz signal. More specifically, signal amplifier 208
may be configured to amplify the pulse signal extracted at
the desired frequency spectrum (e.g., 1420 MHz). In alter-
nate embodiments, signal amplifier 208 may instead be
provisioned with its own internal bandpass filter (as opposed
to separate bandpass filter 206) that is configured to filter out
the noise from the pulse signal.

After being amplified by signal amplifier 208, the pulse
signal is forwarded to signal processor 210. In some embodi-
ments, signal processor 210 may include any digital signal
processor (DSP) that is configured to extract and/or reshape
a pulse signal. For example, signal processor 210 is config-
ured to extract the pulse signal that modulates the amplitude
of the 1420 MHz signal. Signal processor 210 is depicted in
greater detail in FIG. 3. Specifically, FIG. 3 is a block
diagram of a signal processor in a pulsar signal receiver
device according to an embodiment of the subject matter
described herein. As shown in FIG. 3, signal processor 210
includes a local oscillator 302, a phase delay module 304, a
frequency mixer 306, a low pass filter 308, a feedback
controller 310, analog to digital converter (ADC) 312, a
digital phase-lock loop (PLL) component 314, and a Kalman
filter 316.

In some embodiments, local oscillator 302 in signal
processor 210 is configured to generate a demodulation
signal. For example, local oscillator 302 may be configured
to generate a 1420 MHz demodulation signal that can be
used to extract the amplitude of an input signal. The gen-
erated demodulation signal is then provided to phase delay
module 304, which is configured to control the phase delay
of the demodulation signal. Afterwards, the phase delayed
demodulation signal is fed to frequency mixer 306. Fre-
quency mixer 306 is also configured to receive a pulse signal
input from a signal amplifier. In some examples, the pulse
signal input is an analog 1420 MHz pulse signal that is
output from signal amplifier 208 (as previously shown in
FIG. 2). Notably, frequency mixer 306 is configured to
“mix” the pulse signal input received from the signal ampli-
fier with the demodulation signal received from the local
oscillator 302 via phase delay module 304 (e.g., mix two
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1420 MHz signals). In particular, frequency mixer 306 uses
the demodulation signal to demodulate the pulse signal
input. The resulting demodulated output of frequency mixer
306 comprises two frequency components or parts, which
include 1) a high frequency component that is the sum of the
signal frequencies (e.g., at or around 2840 Mhz) and ii) a low
frequency component that is the difference of the signal
frequencies (e.g., at or around a zero hertz frequency signal).
When the frequency of local oscillator 302 is configured to
be equal to the Hydrogen line frequency and the phase angle
of'local oscillator 302 is equal to the phase angle of the input
pulse signal, then the low frequency component is a direct
current (DC) component and its magnitude is equal to the
multiplication product of the amplitude of the pulse signal
input and the amplitude of the demodulation signal produced
by local oscillator 302. The two frequency components of
frequency mixer 306 are subsequently fed into a low pass
filter 308, which is used to filter out the high frequency
component and retain the low frequency component of the
signal output from frequency mixer 306. As the amplitude of
the demodulation signal is constant, the DC component is
proportional to the magnitude of the input pulse signal (e.g.
1420 MHz signal).

At this stage, low pass filter 308 provides the low fre-
quency component to both a feedback controller 310 and an
analog-to-digital converter (ADC) 312. In some embodi-
ments, feedback controller 310 can be used to tune the
frequency and phase angle of local oscillator 302. For
example, feedback controller 310 is used to control the
frequency of local oscillator 302 and control the phase
through phase delay module 304. By controlling local oscil-
lator 302 and phase delay module 304 in this manner,
feedback controller 310 is able to maximize the later output
of low pass filter 308. The control of feedback controller 310
is conducted by small steps. The output of low pass filter 308
achieves a maximum value when the frequency and phase
output of local oscillator 302 is equal to the pulse signal
input into frequency mixer 306 from the signal amplifier.
When feedback controller 310 achieves a larger amplitude
from low pass filter 308 by tuning the phase delay of phase
delay module 304 and the frequency of local oscillator 302,
feedback controller 310 will continue to tune them in this
direction until the amplitude no longer increases. If the
current tuning direction decreases the output from low pass
filter 308, feedback controller 310 may be configured to tune
in the other direction. For example, if increasing the fre-
quency decreases the amplitude, feedback controller 310 can
attempt to decrease the frequency. When both increasing and
decreasing the frequency and phase angle decreases the
amplitude, the maximum value of amplitude is achieved,
meaning the frequency and phase angle fed from phase
delay module 304 to frequency mixer 306 is the same as the
frequency and phase angle of the pulse signal from the signal
amplifier.

In some embodiments, the output of low pass filter 308 is
proportional to the amplitude of the frequency in the input
pulse signal, e.g., the 1420 MHz pulse signal. The analog
output is fed into ADC 312 and subsequently converted into
a digital signal. Notably, the pulse signal (originating from
pulsar 104 as shown in FIG. 1) is embedded in the digital
signal output, which also contains noise. After conducting
the analog-to-digital conversion, ADC 312 directs the signal
to digital phase-lock loop (PLL) component 314. Notably,
PLL component 314 can be configured to extract the pulse
signal from the noise and convert the pulse signal into a
square waveform. In some embodiments, the square wave-
form generated by PLL component 314 provides a ‘sharp’

—_

0

—_

5

w

0

45

60

65

8

rising signal edge (as opposed to less pronounced slopes that
are inherent with the presence of noise) that is easily
detected and devoid of errors and/or jitters. The resulting
square waveform is then fed through a Kalman filter 316 that
eliminates the white noise embedded in the time interval of
the pulse signal and minimizes the square of local clock
frequency deviation from the pulse signal. Accordingly, the
output of Kalman filter 316 is a digital pulse signal (without
any noise) that is processed by signal processor 210 depicted
in FIG. 2.

Returning to FIG. 2, the digital pulse signal output of the
Kalman filter in signal processor 210 is used to discipline or
configure a local clock 212 in the pulsar signal receiver
device 102. In some embodiments, local clock 212 provides
time information and a pulse per second (PPS) signal.
Notably, the PPS signal is a timing synchronization signal
that is ultimately utilized by local and remote power system
devices (e.g., devices 110, 112, 114 shown in FIG. 1). In
some embodiments, the aforementioned time information is
included in the timing synchronization signal and can
include year, month, day, hour, minute, and/or second infor-
mation (e.g., time stamp data).

In some embodiments, a discipline controller 220 in
signal processor 210 is configured to monitor the time
difference between an input signal (e.g., the digital pulse
signal from Kalman filter) and the internal time maintained
by local clock 212 (e.g., local clock 212 sends an output time
to discipline controller 220). In some embodiments, disci-
pline controller 220 is a voltage controller that is able to
increase or decrease (e.g., tune) the frequency of the local
clock by using a discipline controller 220 to send a control
voltage signal to local clock 212. The time period of the
digital pulse signal input is preset in discipline controller
220. Notably, discipline controller 220 can be set to know
the time period of both the digital pulse signal input and the
time period of the local clock. The time period of the digital
pulse signal input is typically an “integer times” larger than
the period of the local clock. A digital counter in discipline
controller 220 may then be preset with this period ratio, so
the digital counter counts the periods of the local clock and
triggers the comparison of the digital pulse signal against the
corresponding time signal from the local clock. Each time a
rising edge of the input signal arrives, a time interval as
determined with respect to the last rising edge is calculated
by local clock 212 (e.g., the time interval is equal to the
amount of time expired between the arrival of the two rising
edges). This time interval is then compared with the afore-
mentioned preset or predefined time period. Notably, disci-
pline controller 220 calculates the time difference that
results from this comparison. Notably, the calculated time
difference represents the time error of local clock 212. The
determined time error can then be used by discipline con-
troller 220 to correct or discipline local clock 212, thereby
enabling local clock 212 to produce an accurate time (e.g.,
an accurate time “output”).

In some embodiments, local clock 212 and/or discipline
controller 220 is configured to provide the accurate time
output to the ADC (e.g., ADC 312) in signal processor 210.
Notably, the ADC is able to utilize the accurate time output
to ensure that the sampling rate used by the ADC is accurate.
This can be achieved by feeding the output of local clock
212 into a system clock input port of ADC 312. In some
embodiments, a frequency divider or multiplier is needed to
transfer the frequency output of local clock 212 into the
acceptable frequency of ADC 312 if needed. In some
embodiments, the signal fed from local clock 212 to ADC
312 constitutes a square wave with an accurate frequency
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(e.g., ranging between several kHz to MHz). In contrast, the
timing signal being fed to timing interface module 218
includes the time synchronization pulse (e.g., pulse per
second or several pulses per second) and the timing infor-
mation (e.g., year, month, day, hour, minute, and/or second
data).

External factors existing in the Earth’s atmosphere and
beyond may alter the measured pulse periods. Such factors
may include the change of interstellar medium dispersion
and/or the ionospheric and tropospheric effects present
around the planet. These factors may cause a transmission
delay of the pulse signal. Changes in the transmission delay
can be detected by inconsistent pulse periods that are
measured. Notably, such inconsistencies can cause errors in
the pulsar timing system. In some embodiments, astronomi-
cal observations can be used to build models that estimate
this change of transmission delay. In some embodiments, the
estimated change of transmission delay can be used as a
modifier to correct the input of discipline controller 220 in
the local clock 212, so as to provide an accurate reference for
local clock discipline and/or correction. A correction factor
(modifier) may be used by discipline controller 220 to tune
the control voltage that discipline controller 220 applies to
a frequency control port of local clock 212. In such an
embodiment, the control voltage output by discipline con-
troller 220 depends on not only the time difference between
local clock and the pulsar signal, but also the correction
factor.

In some embodiments, local clock 212 also includes a
synchronization port, which is used to synchronize the local
clock to the desired time reference, such as Coordinated
Universal Time (UTC). This is because that the timing of the
local clock, although disciplined by the pulsar which pro-
vides an accurate and stable time interval, is not aligned to
other timing systems, such as UTC which is nearly used by
all timing devices at present. By synchronizing the local
clock to the desired time reference, the timing generated by
this pulsar system can be used to replace other timing
sources. To achieve this, the GPS or other accurate timing
source can be used as the synchronization input. The time
offset between the reference and the local clock is obtained
and added to the local clock output, so that the local clock
is synchronized to the desired time reference.

In some embodiments, the accurate time output of local
clock 212 is fed into a timing interface module 218. Timing
interface module 218 is configured to provide a driving
capability so pulsar signal receiver device 102 can produce
a timing synchronization signal (e.g., a PPS signal) with a
desired voltage level, format, and level of accuracy. In some
embodiments, the desired voltage level, format, and level/
degree of accuracy can be predefined using timing interface
module 218 per the use requirements of local power system
device 110 and/or time distribution system server 108. In
some embodiments, the timing synchronization signal is
output from timing interface module 218 to local power
system device 110 and/or time distribution system server
108 (as shown in FIG. 1).

Returning to FIG. 1, system 100 further includes timing
distribution system server 108. As indicated above, timing
distribution system server 108 can be configured to distrib-
ute the timing synchronization signal (e.g., a PPS signal)
generated by pulsar signal receiver device 102 to remote
power system devices 112-114 (which need a timing syn-
chronization signal to operate properly). For remote loca-
tions such as power substations, system 100 may not be
conducive or amenable for accommodating the installation
of a local pulsar signal receiver device. Moreover, it may not
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be cost-effective for each of remote power system devices
112-114 to be installed with its own pulsar signal receiver
device. As such, timing distribution system server 108 is
configured to provide an accurate and timing synchroniza-
tion signal from an available and/or centralized pulsar signal
receiver device without necessitating the installation of a
pulsar signal receiver device at the separate remote loca-
tions.

In some embodiments, the timing distribution system may
include, but not limited to, 1) a network timing distribution
system, such as a wide area precision time protocol (PTP)
system, ii) a radio broadcasting system, such as an eLoran
system, and the like. The selection and design of a timing
distribution system largely depends on the distance, budget,
device interface, and the requirement of the timing synchro-
nization signal quality.

FIG. 4 depicts a block diagram of an exemplary timing
distribution system according to an embodiment of the
subject matter described herein. For example, FIG. 4 depicts
a PTP timing distribution system 400 that includes a pulsar
signal receiver device 402, a PTP server 404, a switching
network 406, a remote PTP device 407 that includes a PTP
client 408, and a local slave clock 410. In some embodi-
ments, pulsar signal receiver device 402 is used as a master
clock for the PTP timing distribution system 400. Pulsar
signal receiver device 402 is communicatively connected
with a PTP server 404 that are collectively functioning as a
grandmaster. In some embodiments, the grandmaster is a
root timing reference of the PTP system and is responsible
for transmitting synchronization information to the local
slave clocks. PTP server 404 can be configured to generate
PTP messages according to the timing synchronization sig-
nal that is generated by pulsar signal receiver device 402. In
some embodiments, the timing synchronization signal gen-
erated by pulsar signal receiver device 402 complies with
the PTP standard IFEE 1588. In some embodiments, an
eLoran sever and eLoran system can be used in lieu of a PTP
server and PTP timing distribution system, respectively.

After receiving the PPS signal, PTP server 404 is config-
ured to generate and transmit PTP messages through switch-
ing network 406 to remote PTP device(s) 407 (e.g., remote
substations). In some embodiments, PTP server 404 uses the
time information and synchronization signal from pulsar
signal receiver device 402 to generate the PTP message. The
message format follows the specific version PTP protocol
being used in the disclosed subject matter, and includes but
not limited to message header, target port, message type,
time stamp. Upon receiving the PTP signal, PTP client 408
utilizes the timing synchronization signal to correct any
timing error of its local slave clock 410 (e.g., a boundary
clock). In some embodiments, local slave clock 410 has an
internal communications connection to PTP client 408. In
some alternate embodiments, local slave clock 410 is sepa-
rate from remote device 407 and has an external connection
to PTP client 408. Once local slave clock 410 is corrected,
local slave clock 410 is able to provide a synchronized and
accurate timing synchronization signal to power system
devices positioned at the present remote location.

FIG. 5 is a flow chart illustrating an exemplary method
500 for utilizing a pulsar signal based timing synchroniza-
tion system according to an embodiment of the subject
matter described herein. In some embodiments, method 500
depicted in FIG. 5 is an algorithm stored in a memory of
pulsar signal receiver device that when executed by a
hardware processor (of the pulsar signal receiver device)
performs one or more of blocks 502-508.
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In block 502, a pulse signal emitted from one or more
celestial objects is receive by a pulsar signal receiver device.
In some embodiments, the pulsar signal antenna of the
pulsar signal receiver device captures a radio pulse signal
originating from a pulsar or pulsar timing array.

In block 504, the pulse signal is processed by the pulsar
signal receiver device to discipline a local clock to deter-
mine an accurate time output. In some embodiments, the
pulsar signal receiver device filters and amplifies the cap-
tured pulse signal. In addition, a signal processor in the
pulsar signal receiver device is further configured to conduct
further filtering, digital converting, and waveform shaping to
the pulse signal in order to produce an output that is used to
discipline or adjust a local clock in the pulsar signal receiver
device.

In block 506, a timing synchronization signal based on the
determined accurate time output is generated by the pulsar
signal receiver device. In some embodiments, a timing
interface module use the accurate time output from the local
clock to produce a timing synchronization signal.

In block 508, the timing synchronization signal is pro-
vided by the pulsar signal receiver device to at least one of
a local power system device and a timing distribution
network server. In some embodiments, the timing interface
module in the pulsar signal receiver device directs the timing
synchronization signal to a local power system device and a
timing distribution network server, which in turn distributes
the timing synchronization signal to one or more remote
power system devices. The power system devices may then
utilize the timing synchronization signal to timely execute
power system synchronous monitoring, protection, and con-
trol functions in the electrical power grid system.

The embodiments disclosed herein are provided only by
way of example and are not to be used in any way to limit
the scope of the subject matter disclosed herein. As such, it
will be understood that various details of the presently
disclosed subject matter may be changed without departing
from the scope of the presently disclosed subject matter. The
foregoing description is for the purpose of illustration only,
and not for the purpose of limitation.

What is claimed is:
1. A method comprising:
receiving, by a pulsar signal receiver device, a pulse
signal emitted from one or more celestial objects;
processing, by the pulsar signal receiver device, the pulse
signal to discipline a local clock to determine an
accurate time output;
generating, by the pulsar signal receiver device, a timing
synchronization signal based on the determined accu-
rate time output, wherein the pulsar signal receiver
device further includes a timing interface configured to
convert the accurate time output into the timing syn-
chronization signal that includes a predefined driving
capability, voltage level, format, and level of accuracy;
and
providing, by the pulsar signal receiver device, the timing
synchronization signal to at least one of a local power
system device and a timing distribution network server.
2. The method of claim 1 further comprising distributing,
by the time distribution network server, the timing synchro-
nization signal to one or more remote power system devices.
3. The method of claim 2 wherein at least one of the local
power system device and the remote power system devices
utilizes the timing synchronization signal to conduct power
system synchronous monitoring, protection, and/or control
functions.
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4. The method of claim 1 wherein the one or more
celestial objects include a plurality of pulsars or a pulsar
timing array (PTA).

5. The method of claim 1 wherein the pulsar signal
receiver device includes a time residual correction module
configured to correct a timing error that is associated with
the pulse signal and is attributed to interstellar medium
dispersion, ionospheric effects, and tropospheric effects.

6. The method of claim 5 wherein the local clock is
disciplined by a signal processor in the pulsar signal receiver
device and corrected by the time residual correction module.

7. The method of claim 1 wherein the timing synchroni-
zation signal is generated by the local clock or a timing
interface module in the pulsar signal receiver device.

8. The method of claim 1 wherein the pulsar signal
receiver device further comprises a bandpass filter config-
ured to extract a desired frequency spectrum of the pulse
signal and a signal amplifier configured to amplify the pulse
signal in the desired frequency spectrum.

9. The method of claim 1 wherein the time distribution
network server is a precision timing protocol (PTP) server or
an elLoran server.

10. A system comprising:

a timing distribution network server that is communica-
tively connected to a plurality of remote power system
devices; and

a pulsar signal receiver device configured to receive a
pulse signal emitted from one or more celestial objects,
process the pulse signal to discipline a local clock to
determine an accurate time output, generate a timing
synchronization signal based on the determined accu-
rate time output, and to provide the timing synchroni-
zation signal to the timing distribution network server,
wherein the pulsar signal receiver device further
includes a timing interface configured to convert the
accurate time output into the timing synchronization
signal that includes a predefined driving capability,
voltage level, format, and level of accuracy.

11. The system of claim 10 wherein the time distribution
network server is configured to distribute the timing syn-
chronization signal to one or more remote power system
devices.

12. The system of claim 11 wherein the pulsar signal
receiver device is configured to provide the timing synchro-
nization signal to at least one local power system device.

13. The system of claim 12 wherein each of the at least
one local power system device and the remote power system
devices utilizes the timing synchronization signal to conduct
power system synchronous monitoring, protection, and/or
control functions.

14. The system of claim 10 wherein the one or more
celestial objects include a plurality of pulsars or a pulsar
timing array (PTA).

15. The system of claim 10 wherein the pulsar signal
receiver device includes a time residual correction module
configured to correct a timing error that is associated with
the pulse signal and is attributed to interstellar medium
dispersion, ionospheric effects, and tropospheric effects.

16. The system of claim 15 wherein the local clock is
disciplined by a signal processor in the pulsar signal receiver
device and corrected by the time residual correction module.

17. The system of claim 10 wherein the timing synchro-
nization signal is generated by the local clock or a timing
interface module in the pulsar signal receiver device.
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18. The system of claim 10 wherein the pulsar signal
receiver device further comprises a bandpass filter config-
ured to extract a desired frequency spectrum of the pulse
signal and a signal amplifier configured to amplify the pulse
signal in the desired frequency spectrum. 5
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