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1 Introduction

The supercontinuum source is a broadband spatially coherent photon emitter. We show that this
source can be used to detect and characterize atmospheric constituents over a long path by meas-
uring the spectra over a range of wavelengths. This source serves as an important alternative to
frequency agile and tunable lasers, broadband incoherent sources, or the use of multiple single-
wavelength lasers. Researchers have previously shown that the white light from ultrashort
terawatt femtosecond pulses can be used to quantify the concentration of various atmospheric
species using remotely generated plasma.1,2 The same approach was also used to characterize
aerosols along a path by monitoring the intensity variations of the scattering phase function for
a range of backscattering angles.3,4 Earlier approaches, often referred to as differential optical
absorption spectroscopy (DOAS), employed lamps or lasers to make horizontal path absorption
measurements.5–9 Tomographic routines analogous to those developed through the work of
Hashmonay and Yost10 and Price11 can then be employed to retrieve a range-resolved component
for long-path absorption measurements.

Supercontinuum absorption spectroscopy (SAS) provides an important and useful alternative
to classic DOAS for measuring atmospheric constituents along a predetermined path. The trans-
mitter technology we use involves the coupling of subnanosecond pulses from a Q-switched
Nd:YAG laser (JDSU, Milipitas, California NP-10620-100) into a photonic crystal fiber (Blaze
Photonics, Bath, England SC-5.0-1040), thereby creating a broadband supercontinuum light
source. This technique of supercontinuum generation was originally reported by Wadsworth
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et al.,12 and we have used it for a variety of studies in the laboratory and outdoor environment
tests.13,14 In fact, our prior work13 describes the first time this technology was applied to outdoor
measurements of atmospheric constituents. In that effort, SAS measurements of the water vapor
absorption spectrum in the near-infrared (NIR) were measured and analyzed using a maximum
likelihood estimation algorithm to quantify the concentration of water vapor over a several
hundred meter outdoor path. Others have extended the original SAS approach to detect other
atmospheric species in an indoor laboratory setting, such as CO2.

15 Some groups have published
the results of efforts where they examine laboratory mixtures of chemical species in gas cells.16,17

The following describes our work to perform outdoor SAS measurements of atmospheric
oxygen concentration along a longer 540-m free-space optical path.

2 Experimental Setup and Data Collection

Early versions of our SAS instrument demonstrated accurate measurements of water vapor over
a 300-m path using only a few milliwatts of power.13 The second-generation SAS system, which
is described in the following paper, has increased signal-to-noise and therefore supports mea-
surements along longer atmospheric paths. Furthermore, a high-resolution spectrograph on the
receiver side permits measurements of species with fine absorption features at atmospheric pres-
sure and temperatures. To demonstrate the operation of this instrument, a 540-m total outdoor
folded path on a 135-m rooftop base path on the Penn State University campus between
the Electrical Engineering East (EE East) building and the Dieke building was selected. A
30-cm square mirror was placed on the Dieke building and oriented nearly normal to the
beam path to reflect the supercontinuum beam back to a retroreflector target on the rooftop
of the EE East building. The retroreflector target used in this experiment is a gold-flashed corner
cube with a 10 cm clear aperture that returns the beam over the 270-m path to a receiving tele-
scope. The telescope receiver is a commercial-off-the-shelf Dobsonian telescope with a primary
mirror diameter of 15 cm. The overall system architecture of the second-generation SAS system
is also slightly different than that of prior versions. These changes in architecture include
the relocation of the supercontinuum source and spectrograph detector to a basement laboratory.
The transmitted and received lights are then transported via fiber optics to the free-space
optical transceiver system located in the rooftop laboratory. Additional optical filtering in
the system was required following this reconfiguration, and these important details are described
in subsequent sections of this work.

In support of the second-generation SAS instrument design, we calculate the expected beam
size for the 4-mm initial beam diameter, as a function of range for a 760-nm center wavelength.
The result is shown in Fig. 1. The calculation assumes that the supercontinuum light being
transmitted to the atmospheric path has a good beam profile, so we set the beam quality, M2,
equal to one for this example. Turbulence free and extremely heavy turbulence conditions,
Cn

2 ¼ 10−19 m−2∕3 and Cn
2 ¼ 10−12 m−2∕3, respectively, are included in the calculations;

Fig. 1 Calculations of beam-spread size are plotted as a function of range for minimum and
maximum turbulence conditions.
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however, the figure shows that the turbulence does not strongly affect the beam size at the extent
of the proposed propagation distance. These simple calculations confirm that a transmitted beam
with an approximate diameter of 4 mm at the source is well matched to the retroreflector target at
a range of 270 m. This is important to ensure that the received signal is strong and not signifi-
cantly impacted by atmospheric turbulence which can change over time.

The desired transmitted beam size is created by collimating the supercontinuum light ema-
nating from the basement-to-roof single-mode transport fiber using a 10× microscope objective
with an 18-mm focal length. We are unable to perfectly collimate the light at all wavelengths
because we are using a refractive collimating optic, so we adjust this to optimize the collimation
for the 600- to 800-nm wavelength range.

The second-generation SAS system uses a Princeton Instruments (Trenton, New Jersey)
Acton Spectrometer (SP-2500i and SPEC-10 liquid-nitrogen cooled CCD), which is typically
configured for a 0.03-nm (0.5 cm−1) resolution at 760 nm to analyze the return signal. As men-
tioned previously, the spectrometer and supercontinuum source are located in a basement labo-
ratory and fiber optic cables are used to transfer the signals to and from the rooftop laboratory,
where the transmitter/receiver are located, as depicted in Fig. 2. With this configuration, we are
able to reduce the environmental effects on the transmitted signal intensity, which were routinely
observed in signals measured by the first-generation SAS system.13 Prior to this relocation, we
had typically experienced up to 50% optical power variations during tens of minutes to an hour
of operation due to thermal effects when the supercontinuum source itself was located in the
rooftop laboratory. This measurement was performed with a broadband power meter placed at
the output of the 18-m Blaze Photonics’s photonic crystal fiber used to generate the supercon-
tinuum light source. We attribute those variations to temperature changes that caused expansion
and contraction of the aluminum-mounting hardware, which misaligned the microchip laser cou-
pling optics used to generate the supercontinuum spectrum. When the supercontinuum source
was relocated to the basement laboratory, power variations were vastly reduced and were insig-
nificant over the period of time for a measurement.

Fig. 2 Second-generation supercontinuum absorption spectroscopy (SAS) experimental setup
used for collecting data reported here: (a) the supercontinuum source in the basement laboratory
and (b) the transmitter and receiver arrangements in the rooftop laboratory.
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After relocating the laser source to the basement laboratory to minimize the temperature
effects, a lesser variation in the spectral nature of the supercontinuum source was realized.
After several empirical studies, we established that these remaining variations were associated
with two sources. The cause and mitigation approach for both are described as follows.

First, we noted that the baseline of the supercontinuum source spectra within our wavelength
range of interest for oxygen absorption spectra changed over the course of hours. A
MODTRAN™ 5 (Ref. 18) calculation of atmospheric transmission between 755 and
775 nm for a mid-latitude winter atmosphere with 50-km visibility is shown in Fig. 3(a) for
comparison. An example of the baseline change observed in this 20-nm band is depicted in
the overall slope changes of the spectra from being positive in Fig. 3(b) to negative in
Fig. 3(c). The cause of these variations was determined to be a slight change in coupling effi-
ciency of the 20×microscope objective lens and single mode-fiber combination used to optically
couple and transport the supercontinuum source spectra to the rooftop laboratory [see Fig. 2(a)].
A free-space reference path up to the roof laboratory and back to the basement lab was used to
normalize the baseline of the supercontinuum beam transmitted through the atmospheric meas-
urement path.

The focusing of the light into the signal and reference path fibers from the rooftop to the
basement utilized low-power singlet lenses to increase the size of the focal spot on the tip of the
fiber face. By collecting the reference and signal spectra in this way, we were able to minimize
the impact of alignment errors and aberrations on the system. The temperature-stabilized

Fig. 3 (a) Calculated MODTRAN™ 5 reference spectrum for oxygen absorption on a 540-m
path, (b) initial unfiltered SAS measurements of oxygen, and (c) oxygen absorption signal mea-
sured on 540-m path after modal filter use to reduce the spectral noise of the fiber-delivered
supercontinuum.
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supercontinuum source combined with this configuration of the signal and reference collection
optics reduced the temporal drift in the spectral baseline and the overall power of the signal and
reference channels to indiscernible levels over the period of the measurement. The optical
throughput was greatly reduced by employing this approach; however, this was offset by the
high sensitivity of the spectroscopic detection system located in the basement laboratory.

The second source of variation in our collected experimental long-path spectra was due to
the launching of high-order modes in the 20-m long transport fibers to and from the basement
laboratory. This occurs because the transport fibers are designed to be single mode at the tele-
communication wavelengths; hence, they are still slightly multimode at the visible wavelengths
of interest in our study. The multimode nature of the fiber in our wavelength range of interest
tends to create a wavelength-dependent modulation in the fiber loss term. This spectrally varying
modulation is best observed by again reviewing Fig. 3(b). We find that while we are able to
discern the oxygen absorption structure in the experimental data of Fig. 3(b), its signature is
superimposed on a spectral noise background, which is due to the variations in multimode
propagation of the light down the fiber. These background variations in the supercontinuum
spectra observed are on the order of 0.1 to 0.5 nm, which is the same scale size as features in
the absorption spectrum of oxygen; therefore, it is difficult to make a determination of the
oxygen concentration when using the raw spectral data. Modal filters, which mitigate these
effects, were subsequently added to the setup.

Other researchers have developed modal filters which allow the higher-order modes to leak
from the core-cladding interface of the optical fiber.19 Similar to those published techniques, we
created filters by coiling the jacketed fibers around five different radii mandrels ranging from 5 to
20 mm. The coil diameter and sequence most appropriate are empirically determined and found
to be a configuration consisting of 720 deg (two full rotations) coiled around 20-, 15-, 10-, 7.5-,
and 5-mm rods, respectively. These sequences of rotations are inserted after the supercontinuum
light is coupled into the single-mode fiber pigtail and again following the FC/FC butt-coupled
connector (see Fig. 2). This quick disconnect coupling enables the user to quickly examine and
maximize the power being transmitted to the roof, but it also relaunches a few higher-order
modes into the fiber. These modes are subsequently removed by inserting a second modal filter,
identical to the first. The same matched modal filter approach was used for the signal and refer-
ence path fibers on the return side of the instrument. The array of small radii coils is highly lossy;
however, the configuration inhibits the propagation of nearly all high-order modes in the fiber
links. As time slowly changes the coupling efficiency of the light into the fiber, the launched
higher-order modes also will change; however, they are then filtered out by the modal filters. To
summarize, the technique described results in a stable spectral profile of NIR supercontinuum
light transmitted to and received by the retroreflector target 270-m downrange, and an example
of this result is shown in Fig. 3(c). An important topic of future work will be the acquisition of a
dataset aimed at establishing the types and magnitudes of all errors and uncertainties with and
without different filtering and averaging schemes. A number of relevant examples pertaining to

Fig. 4 SAS oxygen absorption measurement on 540-m path is compared with MODTRAN™
5 calculation using the refractive index of air calculated from Eq. (1).
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a different but related field of diode laser absorption spectroscopy can be found by reviewing
the work of Werle et al.20

3 Data Analysis

An example high-resolution, normalized, and mode-filtered experimental optical spectra is
found in Fig. 4 as the solid line. In the same figure, this measured absorption structure of molecu-
lar oxygen is accompanied with a model simulation (dashed line) for an equivalent path length
and spectral slit width. Note that this experimental result is a single-spectral acquisition that has
not been spectrally or temporally averaged. The calculated transmission spectra were generated
using the high-resolution capability in MODTRAN™ 5 (0.1 cm−1, 0.006 nm at 760 nm) to
simulate the horizontal path through the atmosphere. A 0.2 to 0.3 nm offset between simulation
and experimental results was initially observed when comparing the SAS experimental data with
the MODTRAN™ 5 simulated spectra. Prior to the current work, the 1-cm−1 resolution available
in the earlier MODTRAN™ 4 version was used for comparison with atmospheric water vapor
absorption measurements at lower resolution.13 The lower-resolution MODTRAN calculation
had previously masked the difference caused by using the vacuum refractive index.21

Converting the MODTRAN™ 5 outputs to the air value using Eq. (1) (units of λ are nano-
meters)22,23 resulted in reasonable agreement between the normalized SAS return spectra and
the MODTRAN™ 5 simulated spectra of oxygen absorption, as shown in Fig. 4.

λair ¼
λvac

1.0þ 2.735182 × 10−4 þ 13.14182
λ2vac

þ 2.76249×105
λ4vac

: (1)

The collected SAS data are then processed with a multiwavelength maximum likelihood
estimation (MLE) algorithm, which is fully described in earlier reports.13,21 In the case of
the present work, the MLE algorithm provides a way to experimentally determine the concen-
tration of oxygen along the measurement path. This algorithmic approach was originally devel-
oped by following the work of Warren24 and was later expanded by Yin and Wang.25 An 8-nm
spectral region that bounds the oxygen absorption structure located from 759 to 767 nm is
selected for the study, and is sampled at various wavelength locations prior to serving as an
input to the MLE algorithm. Twenty spectral acquisitions of this region of interest served as
the input data matrix for the MLE algorithm. Each of the spectral acquisitions was obtained
over a 10-s time period during the first 10 s of every minute for 20 min. The experimental
data were then filtered with a raised cosine filter with a 0.4-nm full-width half-maximum before
inverting the measurement. This spectral smoothing was performed prior to algorithmic estima-
tion of oxygen concentration to reduce the noise present in the raw normalized spectra that would

Fig. 5 Oxygen concentration measurements on a 540-m path: (a) spectrally smoothed SAS data
compared with a MODTRAN™ 5 calculation, and (b) multiwavelength maximum likelihood esti-
mation (MLE) algorithm showing the convergence of the algorithm for calculation of atmospheric
oxygen concentration.
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slow and sometimes inhibit the MLE algorithm from producing a clean convergence. An exam-
ple of the spectrally averaged, normalized measurement compared with a MODTRAN™ 5 sim-
ulation of the spectral region is shown in Fig. 5(a).

The MLE results are shown as a function of the number of linearly spaced wavelengths
used for different executions of the inversion algorithm [see Fig. 5(b)]. The figure reveals that
as more wavelengths are used, the mean experimental atmospheric oxygen concentration con-
verges to 209,180 ppm. This measured concentration can then be compared with the standard
atmospheric value of 20.946%,26 or 209,460 ppm. Here, we note that our analysis has incor-
porated the use of hundreds of wavelength pairs and all the spectral acquisitions obtained over
the 20-min measurement period; therefore, it is a time-averaged result. The standard deviation
in the experimental result over this time period depends on the number and wavelength loca-
tion of the spectral data points extracted from the experimentally measured spectrum. As a
point of comparison, the standard deviation in the algorithmic result, if 350 to 400 wavelengths
are used in the analysis, is 460 ppm. A more appropriate comparison, however, is to examine
the 280-ppm difference between the measured mean concentration of 209,180 ppm to the
atmospheric average concentration of 209,460 ppm. The reason for the difference from the
standard atmospheric concentration of oxygen is due to a combination of effects. A primary
error source is the uncertainty in the path length, which was measured with a low-resolution
(�0.5 m) laser range finder. This half-meter path length error can introduce ∼193 ppm of
uncertainty into the measured experimental atmospheric oxygen concentration. An additional
error source could be due to variations in temperature, pressure, water vapor, or other species
present along the path. For example, in the case of temperature alone, using the ideal gas law,
we calculate that a 1°C change in temperature changes the oxygen concentration in air by
0.07%, or 146 ppm. Single and even multiple degree fluctuations in temperature along
such a path are certainly possible given the urban environment where the experiment was
performed. In the case of water vapor or other atmospheric species, these materials will dis-
place the oxygen molecules along the path, thereby varying the path-averaged result. Future
measurements will include improved path length measurements, precise monitoring of envi-
ronmental variables, and more sophisticated data analysis techniques, such as the spectral
unmixing of supercontinuum spectra.27

4 Summary

This report is intended to underscore several topics learned while conducting this research. First,
SAS technology provides a useful alternative method to DOAS, differential absorption and
scattering (DAS), and differential absorption lidar (DIAL) techniques to enable long-path
spectroscopic measurements while using only milliwatts of transmitted power. Second, the
SAS transmitter and receiver can be fiber optically coupled to a transceiver located more
than 20 m away, thereby easing the logistical implementation of such a measurement system.
This system configuration would be attractive for a variety of applications, as the laser and detec-
tor system can be located in a single location and fibers can be used to route to a variety of optical
transceiver locations. Specifically, such an approach would be ideal for performing air-quality
measurements over numerous atmospheric paths in an urban environment. Third, a multiwave-
length MLE estimation algorithm developed for DIAL has been slightly modified for use with
SAS data to determine atmospheric species concentrations. A large number of wavelengths
can be used in the inversion process because the supercontinuum source spans many absorption
lines of a chemical species. Additionally, the wavelength ratios used for concentration analysis
are simultaneously acquired by the instrument given the broadband source and detector
combination.

In summary, the SAS technique provides accurate long-path measurements of optical
absorption simultaneously measured at multiple on-line and off-line wavelengths. We have
demonstrated in this work that the approach can be used to characterize atmospheric species
by using their associated fine absorption spectra. Future efforts, which make use of higher
power supercontinuum laser sources, should enable range-resolved returns by scattering from
the molecular and aerosol backgrounds along the path to provide simultaneous profiles of many
species concentrations.
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