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1 Introduction

The front end electronics (FEE) board acts as the receiver for the two polarizations on each
LWA stand. For details of the V1.8 design see Ray et al. (2009; LWA Memo 191). These can
be damaged by a variety of sources such as lightning, rodents, or components can fail from
other unknown sources. FEEs are returned to the lab from deployment primarily as a result
of station health checks flagging their spectra on one, or both polarizations as irregular.
Thus, it is the job of the reader to analyze and diagnose errors in FEE performance, then
repair them to working order. As a supplement to aid in these repairs the LWA FEE Ver.
1.7 documentation has been appended to the end of this memo.

Testing of FEEs that return from the site is done using the LWA FEE Test Fixture, a
power supply, and a spectrum analyzer. The diagram in Figure 2 shows how to set up the
testing environment for assessing the spectral response of an FEE. Input voltage is supplied
by a tabletop power supply fed into a bias tee, while a broadband radio signal (RF In) is
supplied by a spectrum analyzer passing through the FEE board pathway, and its response
re-entering the spectrum analyzer via the bias tee connection (RF Out).

2 Order of Operations

To start the diagnosis and repair of a front end, set up a work station according to the
diagrams in Figure 1 and 2. The spectrum analyzer should be set at a center frequency of
about 100 MHz with a span of 200 MHz to completely cover the science band of the LWA.
Next, it is important to calibrate the spectrum analyzer to ensure the test fixture supplies
accurate information of FEE performance before, during, and after repairs. Start by remov-
ing all attenuators on the RF output from the spectrum analyzer and reconnect the cable
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without attenuation. Next disconnect the two SMA-cables from the test fixture and connect
them together using a female-female SMA adapter, this would be the ‘THROUGH’ orienta-
tion of the system. Proceed through the magnitude transmission calibration instructions on
the spectrum analyzer, using the corresponding ‘LOAD’-‘SHORT’-‘OPEN’ calibration tee if
needed for the testing equipment. Once you have calibrated your system reconnect the SMA
cables back to the test fixture (ensuring they are not accidentally swapped), and reinsert
your attenuation onto the output RF terminal on the spectrum analyzer. LWA FEEs have
approximately 36 dB of gain, so using between 36-50 dB of attenuation is required to avoid
further damage to FEEs. Also, in order to prevent possible damage, set the current limit of
the power supply to just over 0.25 Amps. To do this, adjust the current limit of the power
supply while testing the control board just until it switches from CC, constant current, to
CV, constant voltage, mode.

NOTE: Ensure that the power supply is OFF when connecting and discon-
necting FEEs from the test fixture at all times.

The following order of operations is generally applicable to most cases.

1. Clean the board using a toothbrush, microfiber towel, and isopropyl alcohol. Next
inspect the board for obvious signs of damage to component casings, bad solder con-
nections, or indications of burns on the board. You should also inspect C1 and C10
specifically, as these have been found to fail often and may show no visible damage.

2. Place FEE into test apparatus being careful not to force the board onto the screws if
the fit is snug. Screws are easy to bend slightly for better fit, destroyed FEE terminals
are not so easy to fix.

3. Power the board then inspect the band-pass response on a spectrum analyzer to check
for irregularities. You may reference the response by comparing to Figure 3., or by first
placing the ‘Control Board’ on the fixture and saving the response in Trace Memory
on the spectrum analyzer.

4. Different wave forms may indicate a variety of components errors.

4.1 If the general shape of an FEE response is correct, but not at the correct dB level,
it may be a single amplifier is bad.

4.2 If the shape is steady, but randomly shows drops in power, it may be a capacitor
problem (a capacitor discharging earlier than it should).

4.3 If there is no response, this is likely a problem with the Voltage Regulator (U3),
the amplifiers (U1, U2, U4), or both.

5. Whatever the shape, if it does not match the control board included as a part of the
repair kit, one or more components must be replaced. The easiest way to do this,
as mentioned in the Introduction, is to measure the resistance of various components
using a digital multimeter. Then comparing the values read across components to
either the included table, or the control board values.
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6. One of the easiest checks is diode D1, next to the voltage regulator; it should read
∼ 1000Ω. If it is broken, it will likely read close to ∼ 10Ω.

6.1 If it reads somewhere below 1000Ω, but well above 10Ω (say 800Ω), it may still
be fine. Try proceeding to further steps and returning to this step after checking
the other components outlined here.

6.2 Note that it is important that D1 is in good working order, or assumed to be
based on the impedance, to avoid potentially damaging other parts down the line
in power cycling the boards.

7. Arguably the most common parts that fail are the amplifiers; the Gali-74s (U1, U2)
should have matching impedance measures of ∼ 700Ω, and the Gali-6s (U4) should
read ∼ 300Ω.

7.1 A good starting place is to check the impedance of all 3 amplifiers on a side, then
seeing which parts report incorrect values.

7.2 If the Gali-74s seem to match, but they are below what they should be, start by
replacing the Gali-6.

7.3 Otherwise replace the parts that report incorrect impedance, checking the board
on the test fixture after each new part replaced.

7.4 NOTE: Amplifiers will register a higher impedance value out of the package than
when measured on the board.

8. After replacing those, check the resistance of the Voltage regulator (U3), and replace
if need be.

9. Next, check the capacitors nearby the Voltage regulator (C1 and C10), again replacing
if need be. C1 and C10 fail very frequently and may show as “no power” on the board.
A fast way to confirm a failure is to use an infrared thermal camera: a bad capacitor
often appears unexpectedly hot when power is applied. Figure 1 shows a comparison
between a standard optical image and an infrared thermal image of the same FEE
board.

This should fix most of the boards that come back from the field. Approximately 80% of
the time (or more) the two amplifiers are to blame, the remaining 20% of repairs cover the
voltage regulator, capacitors, small diodes, and inductors. These rough estimates are based
on repairing FEEs over the past few years that have returned to the lab from LWA-SV and
LWA1.

However, if it does not fix your board, look around the board again for any signs of
damage. The small diodes (D2-D5), for example, can get blown dissipating incoming surges
and can affect how the board functions. Another rarer problem could be the C11 capacitor
next to the Gali-6. Beyond these fixes outlined, if the board is still not functioning as
expected you will have to do some sleuthing to find the problem. A good starting place
would to checking for poor soldering connections. Solder may not be completely connected
(or connected poorly), so try checking that as well as checking for shorts. This would occur
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(i) Standard optical image of an LWA FEE
board under inspection. No obvious visual
damage is present.

(ii) Infrared thermal image of the same
board under power, showing localized heat-
ing consistent with failing component.

Figure 1: Comparison of optical and infrared thermal imaging of an LWA FEE board.
Thermal imaging reveals a component heating that is not apparent during visual inspection.

where soldered connections may be in contact with other pins on a part, particularly for the
amplifiers as they are typically replaced in the lab most often. If you suspect a part may
be shorted, but you aren’t sure if the solder is actually connecting the 2 pins (connection
points), there is a continuity setting on the multimeter that looks like a wavefront. Continuity
mode will beep if the two points are connected, you can sanity test this by just touching the
probes together. This is especially useful on small pins that require the microscope to solder.
Another useful technique when the gain is unexpectedly low is to reflow the entire board. To
do this you will need to disassemble the FEE and then place the problem side(s) in the oven
and run it up to around 270 C for about 10 seconds. This can re-establish micro-cracked or
cold solder joints. This has been shown to restore proper response in some cases.

2.1 Summary of Problems and Impedance Table

Common Problems:

• Amplifiers need replacing (Gali-6 and Gali-74)

• Diode D1 needs replacing
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• C1 and C10 often fail and can cause “no power” conditions

Less Common Problems:

• Voltage regulator needs replacing

• Capacitors connected to Voltage regulator need replacing (C1 and C10)

Rare Problems:

• Tiny Diodes need replacing (D2, D3, D4, and D5)

• Capacitor next to Gali-6 needs replacing (C11)

• Inductor (L1 or L2) needs replacing.

• Need to reflow the board.

LWA FEE Part Repair Table
Board Designation Part Name Impedance (Ω)

C1 Tantalum Capacitor 500, 500k if measured from ground
C10 Tantalum Capacitor 400
D1 Schottky Diode, 40V 2A 1000

D2-D5 Diodes 270k
U1, U2 Gali-74 MMIC Amp. 700
U3 Voltage Regulator (+) 480k
U4 Gali-6 MMIC Amp. 300

L1, L2 Inductor 7

Table 1: List of components that commonly require repair on returned LWA Front End
Electronics and their proper probe impedance values. Impedances listed above are intended
to serve as a guide and actual measurements on the board should be given appropriate fudge
room. Impedance values are to be measured across the part unless stated otherwise; some
will also read as overload if measured the wrong way.

3 Soldering to Fix Components

Replacing components on the FEE board required using the soldering station tools for des-
oldering broken parts, cleaning the connection points, and soldering a new part. Commonly
replaced parts can be found in drawers within the lab (that should be labelled I might add
-CAT), and can be identified either by labels on the part itself or in the LWA FEE Version
1.7 documentation. There is no perfectly correct formula for replacing parts on these units,
but work will mostly revolve around using a soldering iron, heat gun, kapton tape (heat
resistant tape to keep components from falling off), tweezers, utility knives, and other small
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hand tools. Other aids at the soldering station include a microscope for smaller parts, a
ring light, a small suction vice, the reflow oven, and a special FEE repair stand to stabilize
the boards in soldering (asymmetry in SMA connection ports on one side can make them
tippy when working on a flat surface). The small sections to follow will provide some tips
and tricks compiled by previous LWA FEE repair technicians for commonly replaced parts.
Also note that heating FEE components with the heat gun or soldering iron may affect their
relative impedance, so allow boards to cool completely before re-evaluating a board after
repair. Please be mindful of where you place your hands and tools when working
with heating elements!

Amplifiers:

1. Place FEE into small vice or FEE table mound. Please do not force the board on to
the screw mounts if the fit is tight

2. You can peel back the plastic outer shell of amplifiers using a utility knife and heat
gun to access the inside shell. (Note: try not to pull too hard or lever on the outer
shell too hard or you may damage the board contact point or nearby components)

3. Next, you can use a soldering iron to heat up the chip underneath the shell and peel
it off with a utility knife, tweezers, or a steel probe. It should slide off easily, if not
continue to heat the chip for longer. Use kapton tape if necessary to keep nearby
components from moving.

4. When resoldering, try to keep the amplifier flat against the board. You should only
need to solder on the three pins and back grounding.

Voltage Regulator:

1. This will require the heat gun to remove.

2. To solder a new regulator, start by putting the regulator flat against the board, then
soldering the three legs.

3. When they are firmly in place, solder the back of the regulator to the big connector.
Sometimes it is easiest to place the board vertically in the vice (perpendicular to the
table surface), adding a line of solder along the back panel, then soldering it onto the
contact point.

Capacitors:

1. These tend to be pretty flush with the connectors, leaving little room to heat up with
the soldering tool. However, they generally have a strip of metal running from the
bottom of the capacitor up into either end.

2. You can use the soldering tool on these strips to heat up the solder material for removal
or connecting.
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3. These may also be much easier to unsolder and resolder using the heat gun. If you
put a little solder material on the board’s connection points, then hold the capacitor
in place with the tweezers (the long ones will likely keep your hands safer from the hot
air), you can heat gun until the capacitor starts to sink into the solder material. Hold
in place for a moment or two after removing the heat gun and the capacitor should be
snugly in place.
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Figure 2: Diagram of LWA FEE Test Fixture and required peripheral diagnostic equipment.
Here DC voltage is indicated by black lines, the input signal is on blue lines, and FEE
response follow red lines.
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Figure 3: Lab implementation of the diagram seen in Fig 2. Starting on the left is the DC
input power supply with bias tee connector sitting on top of it, Spectrum analyzer showing
a trace memory bandpass, and on the right is the LWA FEE Test Fixture with the ‘Control’
board connected. For illustrative purposes the test enclosure is open, howerver in practice
the enclosure would be closed to prevent RF-leakage interfering with testing.
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