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Abstract1,2–The NASA New Millennium Program Space
Technology 7 (ST7) project will validate technology for
precision spacecraft control. The Disturbance Reduction
System (DRS) will be part of the European Space Agency’s
LISA Pathfinder project. The DRS will control the position of
the spacecraft relative to a reference to an accuracy of one
nanometer over time scales of several thousand seconds. To
perform the control, the spacecraft will use a new colloid
thruster technology. The thrusters will operate over the range
of 5 to 30 micro-Newtons with precision of 0.1 micro-
Newton. The thrust will be generated by using a high electric
field to extract charged droplets of a conducting colloid fluid
and accelerating them with a precisely adjustable voltage. The
control reference will be provided by the European LISA
Technology Package, which will include two nearly free-
floating test masses. The test mass positions and orientations
will be measured using a capacitance bridge. The test mass
position and attitude will be adjustable using electrostatically
applied forces and torques. The DRS will control the
spacecraft position with respect to one test mass while
minimizing disturbances on the second test mass. The
dynamic control system will cover eighteen degrees of
freedom: six for each of the test masses and six for the
spacecraft. After launch in late 2009 to a low Earth orbit, the
LISA Pathfinder spacecraft will be maneuvered to a halo orbit
about the Earth-Sun L1 Lagrange point for operations.
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INTRODUCTION

The ST7 project is based on the concept of a freely floating
test mass contained within a spacecraft that shields the test
mass from external forces. The test mass will ideally follow a
trajectory determined only by the local gravitational field.
The spacecraft position must be continuously adjusted to stay
centered about the test mass — essentially, flying in
formation with the test mass — to minimize changes in forces
acting on the test mass due to the spacecraft itself. The ST7
system performance is characterized by the extent to which
unwanted accelerations appear on the test mass and the
accuracy with which the spacecraft is centered on the test
mass. The project goals are to demonstrate position control to
100 nm2/Hz and propulsion system accuracy to 0.01 µN2/Hz
over a frequency range of 1 mHz to 30 mHz.

In order to measure the level of accelerations appearing on
the test mass, the test mass trajectory must be compared with
a reference trajectory. The reference is provided by a second
identical test mass located within the same instrument
assembly. Being located in the same spacecraft, the second
test mass must be controlled at frequencies below the
measurement bandwidth to keep its position relative to the
primary test mass, while being free of control forces within
the measurement bandwidth to provide a reference for
acceleration measurements. The position of the second test
mass will be measured with respect to the spacecraft. To keep
the second test mass as free from external disturbances as
possible within the measurement bandwidth, the spacecraft
attitude will be controlled to follow the motion of the second
test mass in axes perpendicular to the line between the two
test masses.

The functionality of the ST7 system is indicated in Figure 1.
The two cubical test masses, provided by the European Space
Agency [1], are enclosed within cubical housings rigidly
attached to the body of the spacecraft. Electrodes on the inner
faces of the housings are used to measure the position and
orientation of the test masses with respect to the housings.
This capacitive sensing mechanism has been used in many
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previous missions, including the Triad drag-free
demonstration [2] and on Gravity Probe-B [3]. A laser
interferometer will measure changes in distance between the
two test masses to infer the residual acceleration noise.
Colloidal microthrusters will be fired to oppose external
forces, which are primarily due to solar radiation pressure
acting on the spacecraft solar panel. The thrust will be
continually adjusted to keep the spacecraft centered about the
test masses.

In order to control the position of the spacecraft with an
accuracy of 100 nm2/Hz, the position of the test mass with
respect to its housing will be measured with an accuracy of
25 nm2/Hz, and the thrusters will have output controlled with
a step size of 0.1 µN and a stability of 0.01 µN2/Hz. The
spacecraft attitude control accuracy, in rotation about the two
axes perpendicular to the direction between the two test
masses, is determined by the accuracy with which the
position of the second test mass is measured divided by the
distance between test masses, which is nominally 35 cm.

Figure 1: Conceptual diagram of the ST7 Disturbance
Reduction System.

The use of the freely floating test masses as position and
attitude references allows for a demonstration of the
spacecraft control system to a high degree of accuracy. The
test-mass control ensures that the spacecraft disturbances will
be very low. For a separated-spacecraft interferometer
mission, the control would be based on a spacecraft-
spacecraft metrology system that is not included as part of the
DRS but could be used with the same thrusters and similar
control algorithms to achieve a formation control at the
nanometer level. For a single-aperture telescope, the
microthrusters could be used with a pointing reference to
provide a very stable attitude control.

For ST7, the key new technologies are the microthrusters and
Dynamic Control Software. Busek Co., Inc, is developing the
microthrusters. The NASA Goddard Space Flight Center is
developing the control algorithms and software for
adjustment of the spacecraft position and orientation. The
European Space Agency is responsible for developing the test
mass assemblies.

The ST7 equipment will be hosted on the European Space
Agency LISA Pathfinder spacecraft. The European Space
Agency is providing the test mass sensors to be used by ST7.
The spacecraft will carry ST7 and related European
experiment equipment to the Earth-Sun L1 Lagrange point for
demonstration of the system capabilities. The mission

duration is ninety days. The ST7 system elements are
described below.

TEST MASS ASSEMBLIES

Inertial Sensors – the Test Mass Housings

The European Space Agency, together with its member states,
is developing the test masses used for inertial sensing on the
LISA Pathfinder mission [4]. The test mass will be a cube of
low-magnetic-susceptibility, gold-platinum alloy that is 4.6
cm on a side and has a mass of approximately 2 kg. Each test
mass is situated within a housing called an Inertial Sensor
(IS). The separation between the test mass and its housing in
all six degrees of freedom is monitored by non-contacting
capacitor plates fixed to the housing. The capacitive walls can
both measure and control the position and attitude of the test
mass. For ST7, in order to reduce force noise from the
measurement system acting on the test mass, the position
readout requirements are 25 nm2/Hz.

Disturbances

The largest disturbances to the inertial trajectory of a
spacecraft (radiation pressure, residual gas drag, and
particulate impacts) are cancelled by the basic concept of a
drag-reduction system. The final performance of the system
will be limited by a number of smaller disturbances. These
disturbances fall into three categories: 1) variations in the
gravitational potential at the test-mass location, 2) momentum
transfer to the test mass by residual gas and cosmic radiation
particles, and 3) variations of the electromagnetic fields at the
test-mass location. The main gravitational fluctuations are
due to the thermal distortion of the spacecraft and to the
relative displacement of the test mass with respect to the
spacecraft. Reducing the gravity gradient and displacement of
the test mass minimizes the gravity noise caused by
spacecraft displacement. For reasonable space-experimental
pressures, 10-7 – 10-6 Pa at 250 – 300 K, the forces caused by
residual gas impacts are dominant compared to forces
produced by cosmic radiation, though well below the
requirement level. A number of electromagnetic effects cause
test-mass disturbances; however, each can be minimized to a
considerable extent. Radiation-pressure differences across the
gravitational sensor housing are reduced by thermal isolation
and by making heat leaks as symmetrical as possible.
Discharging the test-mass, reducing its displacement, and
maximizing the test-mass-to-housing gap minimizes electric
forces on the charged test mass. Fluctuating magnetic fields
cause magnetic forces and, for a charged test mass, Lorentz
forces. These forces are reduced by choosing a test-mass
material with magnetic susceptibility of less than 10-6 and by
discharging the test mass. The residual charge on the test
mass can be controlled by irradiating the test mass and
housing with ultraviolet light, causing electrons to migrate to
the more positively charged surface.

INTEGRATED AVIONICS UNIT

The flight software resides on the Integrated Avionics Unit
(IAU), which serves as the interface among the drag-free



3

sensors, the thrusters, and the host spacecraft. Broad Reach
Engineering is completing work on the IAU.

The IAU contains a 30-Mhz cPCI backplane, a Rad750
processor, and specialized cards to support communications
with the spacecraft and the thrusters, as well as housekeeping
sensor monitoring (temperature and currents). The IAU relays
science data to the spacecraft, which is responsible for
downlinking data to the ground.

The Dynamic Control Software also resides within the flight
software. The flight software executes the DCS at 10 Hz. The
spacecraft interface provides position and attitude
measurements from the drag-free sensors, as well as the
attitude and rates of the spacecraft. The DRS sends requested
test mass forces and torques to the drag-free sensors. This
supplements the force and torque commands sent to the
colloid thrusters to act on the spacecraft.

DYNAMIC CONTROL SYSTEM

Test Mass Position and Attitude Control

The spacecraft position and attitude are controlled with
respect to the two test masses. One test mass must be
controlled (suspended) with respect to the second (free) test
mass at low frequencies to keep it within its reference
housing. The suspension force on the controlled test mass is
exerted by applying control voltages to electrodes on the
reference housing. This control force is a function of the
position of the test mass within its housing, which couples
motion of the spacecraft into a change in force on the test
mass. In the absence of the control force, there would still, in
general, be forces on the test masses that vary with the
position of the spacecraft. One such coupling will arise from
the gravitational force from the spacecraft components acting
on the test masses (self gravity) that will be position

dependent unless the mass is distributed with complete
spherical symmetry.

Because of these coupling terms, the spacecraft motion with
respect to the test mass needs to be minimized. The spacecraft
position in each of three translation degrees of freedom can
be controlled relative to the free test mass. The position of the
suspended test mass is controlled (below the measurement
band) in the direction of the free test mass using electrostatic
suspension. The spacecraft attitude will be adjusted in two
angular degrees of freedom to minimize motion of the
spacecraft relative to the suspended test mass in the directions
transverse to the direction between the test masses. The
spacecraft will be controlled about the direction between test
masses to keep the spacecraft solar panel pointed at the Sun.
Each test mass will then be controlled in orientation to match
the attitude of the spacecraft using electrostatically applied
torques.

Thrust Commmanding

The Dynamic Control System determines the thruster
commands to control the spacecraft position and attitude
based on the measurements of the position of each test mass
relative to its housing. The variation in thrust commanded by
DCS must be within the response capability of the thrusters.
The magnitude of the thrust cannot exceed the electrostatic
force capability of the housings. The electrostatic forces and
torques for the test masses are a function of the test-mass
housings. The spacecraft control requirement is to keep the
spacecraft centered about the two test masses to less than
100 nm2/Hz within the measurement frequency band of
1 mHz to 30 mHz.

Figure 2: Power spectrum of simulated spacecraft control response for the position relative to the free test mass.
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Spacecraft Position and Attitude Control

The spacecraft position control requirements can be met with
classical controller techniques, given the accurate position
measurements of the test masses and the low level of thrust
noise provided by the colloidal microthrusters. Figure 2
shows the power spectral behavior of a simulated system
response for the position of the spacecraft with respect to the
free test mass. The position control accuracy requirement is
met throughout the measurement band. The position noise
exhibits a slight increase near the controller unity gain
frequency near 0.1 Hz. The selection of the crossover point
represents a trade off between the controller update rate and
the thruster dynamic range requirements. A higher controller
update rate requires higher data and command transmission
rates and lower data latencies, requiring high bandwidth and
increased computation capability. A lower controller update
rate results in larger variation in commanded thrust. An
update rate of 10 Hz has been selected to be compatible with
serial data transmissions while keeping thruster variations to
20% or less of nominal over time scales shorter than 1000
seconds.

Several disturbance models were included in the design of the
controls: solar radiation pressure variation; capacitive sensing
noise (modeled as a colored power spectrum); thruster and
star tracker noise (modeled as white); and acceleration noise
on the test mass, including magnetic and Lorentz forces,
thermal variations (self gravity), and cosmic ray impacts.

COLLOIDAL MICROTHRUSTERS

Thrust Requirements

The microthrusters must smoothly and continuously counter
all external disturbances with control authority over all six
degrees of freedom of the spacecraft motion. ST7 requires
microthrusters capable of smoothly varying thrust from 5 to
30 µN with 0.1-µN resolution and temporal stability of
0.01 µN2/Hz for control of the position and attitude of the
spacecraft. For ST7, the maximum thrust is determined by the
need to counter the solar radiation pressure on the spacecraft,
which is approximately 30 µN. The thrust will be controlled
with 0.1-µN resolution in order to control the spacecraft
position with respect to the reference (test mass) within
100 nm2/Hz.

Thruster System Overview

The ST7 microthrusters use a colloidal fluid propellant. The
fluid is fed through a needle by a pressurizing system. At the
tip of the needle, a high electrical field is applied, which
causes droplets to form and to be ejected from the tip of the
needle. The droplets are spontaneously charged and
accelerated by the electric field.

A typical single-emitter-needle thruster produces a maximum
thrust of 3 µN. To achieve larger thrust, multiple needles are
needed. For ST7 each thruster will use an array of 9 needles
[5]. Measurements of thruster performance have been carried
out and shown to meet performance requirements [6]. Four

thrusters are mounted on one “cluster” assembly. Two
clusters of thrusters will be used for ST7.

Each cluster consists of the thrusters, one carbon nanotube
emitter, the propellant feed system, and the power-processing
unit (PPU). The PPU contains all the DC-DC converters to
power the system and the autonomous controls for the carbon
nanotube field emission neutralizer. The full thruster cluster
configuration is shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Design for ST7 colloid microthruster cluster,
showing the four arrays of thruster needles (cylinders
around the top) and the stack of propellant bellows in

the thruster frame.

Propellant Feed System

The propellant is housed in flexible metal bellows in the
center of the thruster frame. There is one bellows for each
array of needles, called a “thruster assembly”, for a total of
four bellows per cluster. Each bellows contains between 100
to 200 grams of propellant, sized to meet expected lifetime
requirements with adequate margin. The four-bellows stack is
under compression from constant-force springs. The
arrangement of the bellows stack is shown in Figure 4.

The flow rate to the emitting needles is controlled with a
piezotransducing microvalve, shown in Figure 5. The valve
voltage is one variable used to control the thrust; others are
discussed below. The valve allows very precise control of the
flow rate and, thus, thrust. Figure 6 shows data from
commanding the valve in step increments of 1 nA, with each
step held for 30 seconds. This corresponds to a flow rate of
150 nL/min, or 2.5 nL/s.

After passing through the valve, heaters maintain the
propellant at a stable temperature prior to ejection at the
thruster needles.
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Figure 4: The stack of four bellows, compressed by
constant-force springs.

Figure 5: A piezo transducing microvalve provides
precise flow control.

Figure 6: Demonstrates the 1 nA resolution of the
thruster micro-valve.  This corresponds to a flow rate of

150 nL/min, or 2.5 nL/s.

Thruster Needles

Figure 7 shows a functional diagram of a typical
microthruster needle. In general, the smaller the tube diameter
the better; note, however, that practical considerations limit
the tube inner diameter to some tens of microns. The
propellant is relatively nonvolatile to minimize its
evaporation when exposed to the vacuum of space and has a
high electrical conductivity. When sufficient voltage is
applied between the extractor and the microtube (emitter), the
liquid surface deforms into a cone, as sketched in Figure 7.
Taylor [7] found that this cone has a fixed angle of 49.3°,
regardless of the type of fluid, its exact properties, or emitter
geometry. Equilibrium on the surface of the cone is
maintained by the balance of the liquid surface tension and
electrostatic pressure. Near the tip, the electric field
intensifies to a value that cannot be counteracted by the
surface tension, and the cone tip transitions into a small-
diameter jet of charged droplets, which are accelerated to
produce thrust.

20 µm

Emitter

Propellant

L

V

Extractor
49.3°

Figure 7: Schematic of the basic elements of a colloid
thruster. A Taylor cone forms at the tip of the emitter

upon application of sufficient voltage between the
emitter and the extractor.

Figure 8: A thruster assembly, including the array of
nine colliod thruster needles and the thruster heater at

the opposite end.

Neutralization

Constant-Force
Springs

Bellows
Stack
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In order to prevent the spacecraft from becoming negatively
charged by the continual ejection of positively charged
droplets, the microthrusters include a carbon-nanotube
cathode to emit electrons to keep the spacecraft neutral. The
neutralizer appears alone in Figure 9 and depicted in place on
the thruster in Figure 10.

Figure 9: The 0.5” carbon nanotube cathode neutralizer.

Figure 10: Location of the neutralizer on the thruster
cluster.

Thrust Control

In addition to the microvalve voltage, the dominant remaining
variables to control thrust are the voltages of the emitter (at
the needle tip) and the extractor plate, which is offset from the
emitter a short distance. Finally, the propellant is accelerated
through a larger potential difference as it is ejected from the
assembly. The relative voltages greatly influence the thrust
produced. Figure 11 shows the various voltages required to
control the thrust.

Figure 11: Control Voltges in the thruster system.
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Typical thrust produced by a six-needle system is shown in
Figure 12.  Because the thrust may be varied through the
action of the microvalve or the accelerating voltages, a
level of control over the specific impulse is provided.

Figure 12: Thrust generated by the electrospray
source as a function of emitter voltage and beam

current (or propellant  flow rate).  Data shown for a
six-needle thruster. [10]
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