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❖ Configuring PC-HFDL
 First, we need to do some configuring via 
the “System-Options” dropdown menu at the top 
left of Figure 1. Using this Soundcard Configura-
tion sub menu, the soundcard input – either Mic 
or Line-in – is chosen, depending where you have 
connected the receiver’s audio. 
 The program warns in its Help file that, “It 
may not be compatible with some sound cards; 
the AWE64 is particularly problematic.” Once 
the levels were set up correctly and the input 
selections on the soundcard and PC-HFDL’s 
setup menu were harmonized, my Turtle Beach 
soundcard worked well. 
 At the top of Figure 1 is the spectrum dis-
play. Here we can see the audio from the receiver 
tuned to 11.348 MHz broken into timing frames. 
Most frames display noise. However, you can see 
ACARS data signals in frames 4, 0 and 12.
 Because it can accept two inputs, you 
might think it is listening in stereo, but it’s bet-
ter than that. A nice feature of PC-HFDL is that 
it can monitor both VHF and HF ACARS. One 
receiver’s audio signal is fed into the right chan-
nel input and the other into the left channel. 
 The trick is, you must tell the program 
which is which. For example, HF ACARS signal 
is on the left – A channel, and VHF is on the right 
– B channel. This is defined via the Channel 
Configuration sub menu.
 The Spectrum Configuration sub menu 
seemed straightforward. Here the user chooses 
which channel – A, B, A & B or none – is to be 
displayed at the top of the Main screen. 
 Be careful. Here things can get confusing. 
I suggest that once you have chosen a Spectrum 
Channel to be displayed (for example, A), you 
return to the Channel configuration to make 
sure that the same channel is selected. Input a 
high level audio signal into the soundcard on 
the channel you are going to use for HF ACARS 
– for example, left. I tuned to WWV and used 
its audio. Its tone and ticking makes for an un-
mistakable audio spectrum display. Now, if A is 
the left channel input, you should see it on the 
display. If not, your Channel B is your left input, 
not A, and you should adjust your Channel and 
Spectrum sub menu selections accordingly.
 The signal level should be adjusted using 
the soundcard mixer setting and the receiver’s 
volume control if you are connected to the 
external speaker connection. Another method 
of adjusting the input level is via the up/down 
arrows at the right of the spectrum display. Make 
the adjustments so the noise just about fills the 
height of the spectrum display. Then, when an 
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A few months ago we looked at a VHF 
ACARS program. Commercial airlines 
and ground stations utilize this digital 

mode to report aircraft position and other flight 
information. ACARS (Aircraft Communication 
Addressing and Reporting System) transmissions 
can be found in the VHF aircraft band primarily 
around 131 MHz. Watching the monitor as new 
VHF ACARS messages are received and decoded 
is a fascinating and unique monitoring experience 
…Well, almost unique.
 There exists an ACARS mode that performs 
the same function on shortwave for aircraft trav-
eling out of the range of VHF stations. This HF 
(high frequency) mode is used for international 
and intercontinental flights. 
 Although I have been aircraft crazy since 
a kid, received my pilot’s license in the 1970s, 
have monitored shortwave and VHF/IHF voice 
transmissions, and have watched VHF ACARS 
decodes for many years, I have never tried to 
decode the shortwave ACARS. I was tempted a 
few years ago when it was mentioned in another 
MT column, but I was too busy to tackle it at the 
time. Now, I can say I did it and you can, too!
 This month we’ll look at a program, PC-
HFDL, which decodes both shortwave and VHF 
ACARS signals. We’ll use the new commercial 
version of PC-HFDL v2.031.

❖ PC-HFDL
 If we pick apart the program name it really 
tells us a lot. Since it’s for the PC, the first two 
letters are obvious. Next, the HF refers to the 
high frequency or shortwave spectrum. What’s 
with the DL? Well, this mode’s full name is 
GlobeLink/HF or ARINC 635-3 HF Data-Link 
protocol. 
 It works a bit differently from VHF ACARS. 
A ground station transmits a signal at 32-second 
intervals. These “squitter” signals “tell” listening 
aircraft information about the ground station’s 
system and propagation conditions. They also 
perform a critical function by synchronizing the 
aircraft’s digital clock to the ground station’s. 

❖ Timing is Everything
 Every ground station has a pre-determined 
time-window when it transmits its squitter sig-
nal. For example, ground station Alpha always 
transmits its squitter at reference time plus X 
milliseconds, while station Beta always transmits 
at reference time plus Y milliseconds. (You can 
begin to see why system clocks need to be syn-
chronized.) 

 This transmit scheduling methodology helps 
avoid signal “traffic jams.” As important, it al-
lows an aircraft to “listen” to different stations 
(which are transmitting at different times) and 
to select the station it is receiving best. Time 
Division Multiplexing (TDMA) is used to send 
data, and this also helps to avoid signal traffic 
jams. 
 Okay, enough technical stuff. Let’s use PC-
HFDL.

❖ Receiver Requirements
 PC-HFDL recommends “a good quality 
USB HF receiver … Preferably one that can 
support a bandwidth of 2.5 kHz.” We used an 
ICOM IC-PCR1000 controlled by the latest ver-
sion of the simple ICOM provided program. The 
narrow bandwidth was crucial for the PC-HFDL 
to operate properly. Using a longwire antenna, 
at our location one of the most active and strong 
HF ACARS frequencies was 11.348 MHz. 
Although we used others, this was our primary 
frequency.

❖ P C Requirements
 With all the timing, data “squitter-ing,” 
and decoding going on, it should come as no 
surprise that PC-HFDL requires a relatively fast 
PC. The program recommends a Pentium III 500 
MHz as a minimum. We ran it on a Pentium III 
1GHz running Windows XP. The audio from a 
shortwave receiver is connected to the PC via 
the soundcard. More on this later.
 Once downloaded, the program installed 
quickly and easily without any problems. The 
program’s operation revolves around one main 
screen. Keep in mind that PC-HFDL is only a de-
code program. Figure 1 displays the main screen 
actually receiving HF ACARS. As we can see, the 
screen is divided into many different sections.

HF ACARS with PC-HFDL

Figure 1 – PC-HFDL’s main screen where it
all happens – Well, almost all.
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