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ACARS signal is received, re-adjust so it just 
hits the top of the display.
   
❖ The Twelve Boxes
 Near the middle right of the display in 
Figure 1, running vertically, are twelve boxes 
where the user can select what data is displayed. 
The program’s Help file defines box options 
as:

PREAM  ......Displays received preamble infor-
mation

SPDU  ........Displays Squitter Protocol Data 
Units

MPDU  .......Displays Media Access Protocol 
Data 

LPDU  ........Displays Link Protocol Data Units.
BDU  ..........Displays Window Basic Data Units 

(Segmented message fragments).
HFNPDU  ...Displays the Network Data Units 

(one of the most interesting dis-
plays)

V ACARS  ...If a VHF channel is live it will dis-
play VHF ACARS messages

H ACARS  ...If an HF channel is live it will dis-
play HF ACARS messages

HEX  ..........Displays received packets in Hexi-
decimal (Base 16) notation

VERBOSE  ..Displays verbose output (all the 
stuff you didn’t want to know)

❖ Look Here
 As you can see, PC-HFDL really does 
lots of decoding. If you are going to decode 
both VHF and HF ACARS, both boxes must 
be selected. The Help file points out that HF-
NPDU displays “the most interesting” things, 
but I found that displaying the preamble data 
(PREAM) helped me understand what I was 
about to see next on the display. 
 Displaying the HEX and Verbose resulted 
in data only useful to programmers or system 
engineers. If you have decoding problems, de-
select these two. You will not miss anything and 
it may help free up your PC.

❖ What Are We Monitoring?
 The first line under the spectrum display in 
Figure 1 shows the aircraft that we are monitor-
ing, flight CM0700. The second line displays 
the ground station information – in this case, 
Riverhead, New York. 
 Where is Riverhead? Two of the boxes 
bring up new screens. Selecting “DxAtlas” 
displays a mapping program that shows the 
position of monitored aircraft. Figure 2 shows 
this program in action. From here we can see that 
the aircraft CM0700 is located between Central 
and South America at the bottom of the display. 
Also, the location of our Ground station, GS4A, 
can be seen east of New York City. It actually is 
situated on the eastern end of Long Island. The 
map also displays other aircraft positions, which 
we previously monitored and decoded. 
 At the center of Figure 1 is where all the 
checked box data is displayed. Here we can see a 
message concerning the World Cup score for the 
Germany versus Argentina match. I assure you, 
there were a great number of more interesting 
messages that PC-HFDL decoded.

❖ Impression of PC-HFDL
 Once set up properly, the program worked 
very well. I believe aircraft monitoring enthu-
siasts will find it well worth the $35. But be 
aware that to get the full ACARS experience, 
I recommend that you also get a package for 
logging, aircraft identification, message analysis 
and other niceties. In fact, next month we will try 
out a program that claims to add some of these 
features to PC-HFDL. 
 Although PC-HFDL is a decoding only 
program, it’s very good at what it does. The new 
full-featured commercial version of PC-HFDL 
v2.031 can be purchased on-line for $35 and 
downloaded at www.chbrain.dircon.co.uk/
pchfdl.html. You can download the program 
and use it for ten minutes without charge. The 

old unsupported freeware version is also still 
around. 

❖ Impressions of HF ACARS
 The one thing that I immediately noticed 
about HF ACARS as compared to VHF ACARS, 
was that band conditions play a dominant factor 
in the quantity and quality of the HF ACARS 
decodes. Although PC-HFDL has an amazing 
input range and can decode barely audible sig-
nals, if the signal is not there, there’s nothing 
to decode. And since it’s a digital mode, either 
nothing happens or the screen fills with junk and 
question marks. 
 So, as the band conditions danced around, 
sometimes in the middle of a transmission, 
junk hit the display. This is not the fault of the 
program, but is the nature of the HF/shortwave 
beast, with its ever changing propagation condi-
tions. 
 As a General once told me while I was 
consulting on HF and satellite communications 
network requirements, “The good thing about 
HF is you don’t have to make an advanced 
reservation to use it, as you do with a satellite 
net. The bad thing is you never know if the band 
conditions will be there when you need it!” 
 All things considered, I will be monitor-
ing HF ACARS regularly. It adds yet another 
dimension to anyone with monitoring and air-
craft interests. And especially those of us with 
interests in Computers & Radios! 
 How much more enjoyable will HF 
ACARS be when coupled to a logging and 
analysis program? We’ll find out next time.

Figure 2 – Map of “heard” aircraft and ground stations.
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