
Citation: Lei, J.; Li, W.; Zhang, S.

Improving Consistency of GNSS-IR

Reflector Height Estimates between

Different Frequencies Using

Multichannel Singular Spectrum

Analysis. Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 1779.

https://doi.org/10.3390/rs15071779

Academic Editors: Joan Francesc

Munoz-Martin, Nereida

Rodriguez-Alvarez and Mary Morris

Received: 15 February 2023

Revised: 20 March 2023

Accepted: 24 March 2023

Published: 27 March 2023

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

remote sensing  

Technical Note

Improving Consistency of GNSS-IR Reflector Height Estimates
between Different Frequencies Using Multichannel Singular
Spectrum Analysis
Jintao Lei 1,2 , Wenhao Li 3,* and Shengkai Zhang 2

1 School of Civil Engineering and Architecture, Guangxi University, Nanning 530004, China;
jintao.lei@gxu.edu.cn

2 Chinese Antarctic Center of Surveying and Mapping, Wuhan University, Wuhan 430079, China;
zskai@whu.edu.cn

3 School of Geomatics Science and Technology, Nanjing Tech University, Nanjing 211816, China
* Correspondence: wh_li@whu.edu.cn

Abstract: Previous studies of GNSS-IR mainly focused on the legacy L1C signal; the potential of
modernized signals (L2C and L5Q) has not yet been fully exploited. In this paper, we applied the
Multichannel Singular Spectrum Analysis (M-SSA) method to extract common interference patterns
from different frequencies simultaneously. The three-frequency (L1C, L2C, and L5Q) signal-to-noise
ratio (SNR) measurements from a total of 840 satellite rising and setting arcs, occurring between day
of year 250 to 279 in year 2020 and 2021, were used. By comparing GNSS-IR reflector heights obtained
from the original and M-SSA-reconstructed SNR time series, we found that M-SSA significantly
improves the between-frequency consistency, as shown by an increase in the values of R-squared
of linear regression from (0.69, 0.67, 0.89) to (0.95, 0.96, 0.98), and a decrease in RMSE from (0.10 m,
0.10 m, 0.06 m) to (0.04 m, 0.04 m, 0.02 m) for S1C-S2C, S1C-S5Q, and S2C-S5Q pair, respectively. Our
results validate (1) the effectiveness of the M-SSA method in extracting common interference patterns
from multi-frequency SNR time series, and (2) the superiority of modernized civil signals L2C and
L5Q over the legacy L1C signal in GNSS-IR studies. We also emphasize the important role that the L5
signal will play in future GNSS-IR research because of its compatibility and interoperability among
different satellite navigation systems.

Keywords: GNSS-IR; M-SSA; data-adaptive; multi-frequency

1. Introduction

GNSS interferometric reflectometry (GNSS-IR) is a method for sensing the environ-
ment near a geodetic-quality GNSS site. The GNSS antenna can receive direct transmission
and coherent reflections simultaneously; this so-called multipath effect is one of the main
error sources in positioning and timing studies and can be recorded by the signal-to-noise
ratio (SNR) data as interferograms [1]. Unlike other GNSS reflection techniques that re-
quire a specialized or rotated antenna to enhance its ability to measure reflected signals,
GNSS-IR utilizes the interference patterns in SNR measurements to retrieve environmental
variables with (nominally) multipath-suppressing antennas in an upright orientation [2].
The use of GNSS-IR for sensing the near-field environment offers numerous benefits [3].
The resolution of GNSS-IR, approximately 1000 m2 around a 2-m-high antenna, is higher
than that of classical satellites or aircrafts with a resolution of several square kilometers.
GNSS-IR’s validity is not impacted by weather conditions, such as rain or fog, or by changes
in illumination between day and night, making it an ideal choice for continuous monitoring.
GNSS-IR is an intriguing and complementary remote sensing technique, and has been
validated for measuring surface soil moisture [4], snow depth [5,6], permafrost melt [7],
and ocean tides [8].
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Previous GNSS-IR studies mainly focused on the legacy L1C signal and/or L2C
signal; the potential of modernized signals has not yet been fully exploited [9]. The GNSS
signals used and discussed in this paper pertain to the GPS system, but the method can
be analogously extended to other GNSS systems. Despite being confined to GPS, the term
GNSS-IR is still used for the purpose of discussing its comprehensiveness. The L1C signal,
or the so-called L1 Coarse/Acquisition code, boasts the benefit of being tracked by all
satellites and always being recorded in the rinex files; however, quality concerns can arise,
especially with certain receivers [10]. In order to address this issue, the GPS modernization
was initiated in the late 1990s; it aimed to improve positioning accuracy, measurement
precision, and system robustness by improving frequency diversity, increasing signal power,
and modifying signal structure [11]. The L2C and L5 civil signals were implemented in
2005 and 2010 with the successful launches of the first block IIR-M and the first block IIF
satellites, respectively [12]. The high cross-correlation performance of the modernized civil
signals L2C and L5 improves the acquisition of weak signals. Nievinski and Larson found
that the L2C signal, due to its longer code, has a lower distortion than the L1C signal [2].
The L5 and L2C signals share similar features and have almost identical wavelengths
(25.5 cm and 24.4 cm, respectively), leading to an anticipated comparable performance in
GNSS-IR [13]. For example, the estimated snow depth with L2C and L5 signals are very
close [9]. Wang et al. used Multi-GNSS SNR measurements to estimate the sea level of
station BRST and found that the SNR measurements at L2 and L5 frequencies had optimal
precisions for the GPS system. Moreover, the combined sea level time series, retrieved
using multi-GNSS measurements, had an approximately 40–75% accuracy improvement
compared to individual sea level time series [14]. The L5 signal has a faster chipping rate,
making the main peak in the auto-correlation function sharper by a factor of ten, and its
Q channel signal (L5Q) has the strongest effective power, which, allied with its shorter
code length, contributes to clearer fringe visibility and better tracking performance [13].
Moreover, the L5 signal, due to its compatibility and inter-operability among different
satellite navigation systems, can be utilized to estimate or validate the inter-system bias
or to link the GNSS-IR estimates from different GNSS systems [15], making it worthy of
further attention and study.

Furthermore, both mitigating noise in SNR measurements and retrieving correct peak
in power spectrum are also important for estimating the GNSS-IR reflector height (HR).
Generally, the GNSS-IR model and the SNR measurements fit well when the scattering
medium is flat and homogeneous; it deteriorates as the medium shows roughness and/or
becomes heterogeneous (e.g., a medium with mixtures of soil and snow) [1,16]. An irregular
reflection surface, as well as secondary reflection, occlusion, and instrument-related issues,
can result in noise or even unavailability in SNR measurements, affecting the accuracy
and reliability of GNSS-IR inversion. The retrieval quality at a GNSS-IR site may vary
greatly over different azimuths; for a high-quality track cluster, some retrievals might be
discarded due to factors such as receiver failures and intense rainfall/snowfall [3]. Noise
mitigation aims at not only addressing measurement errors, but also compensating for
model deficiencies, as long as the errors and deficiencies are not shared among different
clusters. Typically, a Lomb-Scargle periodogram (LSP) is calculated on the detrended SNR
(dSNR) time series for each satellite rising/setting arc to ensure that only a distinct primary
peak is present, and tracks with multiple peaks or low average power are discarded [6]. It is
recommended to have more than one cycle of SNR measurements in the processing window,
and significant low frequencies should be analyzed carefully as they may be residuals from
an imperfect removal of the direct SNR signal. However, no one can guarantee that the
primary peak corresponds to the correct HR; even if one can identify the correct peak, the
grid spacing does not indicate the precision of the spectral peak [5,6]. To improve the
accuracy and reliability of HR, it is advisable to take a daily average or median using tens
to hundreds of tracks over a region.

Researchers have worked on ways to reduce noise and improve accuracy in GNSS-IR
and have achieved noteworthy outcomes. Wang et al. used the wavelet transform to analyze
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the dSNR time series and emphasized the ability of wavelet transform analysis to estimate
the instantaneous frequency [8]. Zhang et al. employed empirical mode decomposition to
the SNR time series [17]. By selecting intrinsic mode functions with frequencies matching
the coherent patterns to perform LSP analysis, the accuracy of reflector heights HR is
improved. To address the issues of low identification and frequency leakage in LSP, Li et al.
proposed using the fast Fourier transform spectrum approach and nonlinear least square
fitting method to analyze dSNR time series [18]. Ran et al. improved soil moisture retrieval
in undulating terrains by adopting an arc editing method [4]. Their method involves
editing the dSNR time series and retaining only the data exhibiting a cosine interference
pattern. This method can eliminate the potential for multiple dominant frequencies and
increase the power of the dominant frequency, thus resulting in better soil moisture retrieval
accuracy. Hu et al. demonstrated the effectiveness and superiority of the variational mode
decomposition algorithm for fitting and separating the trend term in SNR time series [19,20].
The root-mean-square error (RMSE) and correlation coefficient of the snow depth inversion
improved, with an increase in the number of available observations. Ansari et al. applied
a kernel extreme learning machine (KELM) technique, combined with variational mode
decomposition, to reconstruct tidal variability from multi-GNSS SNR measurements. Mean
errors between KELM-reconstructed estimates and tide gauge observations were often
close to zero, indicating that the GNSS-IR based on KELM can provide unbiased tidal
estimates compared to traditional tide gauge observations [21]. Liu et al. applied the
singular spectrum analysis (SSA) method to adaptively decompose the SNR measurements
into several singular spectrum components (SSCs) with varying frequencies [22]. The
corresponding SSCs were selected based on empirical snow depth to reconstruct the ‘pure’
dSNR time series. The reconstructed dSNR time series were then analyzed using LSP
to obtain snow depth. Their results showed that snow depth, inverted using the ‘pure’
dSNR time series, is more consistent with in situ measurements compared to the traditional
process, particularly during the early stage of snowfall.

SSA aims to extract information from short and noisy time series, with a focus on
breaking down univariate and non-stationary time series into trends, oscillations, and
noise [23]. The common procedure for carrying out univariate SSA involves several steps,
such as embedding, singular value decomposition, grouping of eigentriples, and averaging
of diagonals [24,25]. However, like the other methods mentioned previously for reducing
noise and improving accuracy, SSA can only analyze dSNR time series for a single frequency
at a time but cannot fully utilize the temporal and spatial correlations shared by dSNR time
series at different frequencies. For a typical GNSS-IR arc, the dSNR time series recorded
by different frequencies (e.g., L1C, L2C, and L5) all capture interference fringes at the
same time and (approximately) at the same reflected point. In this paper, we try to extract,
simultaneously, the interference features shared by dSNR time series at all frequencies for
each satellite arc. For this purpose, we introduce the multivariate form of SSA, known
as multichannel-SSA or M-SSA [26,27]. M-SSA is a data-adaptive method that allows
for the unravelling of transient variations, periodic oscillations, and background noise
embedded in the dataset. It utilizes the spatial and temporal correlations within the dataset
to identify underlying common modes, without the need of a priori hypotheses about
their spatiotemporal structure and/or their noise characteristics. M-SSA is effective for
handling multivariate datasets and has been successfully applied to extract periodic and
nonperiodic variations in fields such as finance [28] and earth science [29,30]. Based on
its advantages, we choose M-SSA here to mainly mitigate noise and to extract common
interference patterns shared by multi-frequency SNR time series.

This paper aims to improve the internal consistency between reflector heights inverted
from different frequencies using M-SSA. The structure of the paper is organized as follows:
Section 2 introduces the methods and data used in the study, Section 3 describes the results,
and Section 4 provides a discussion. The conclusion is given in Section 5.
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2. Methods and Data
2.1. Basic Principle of GNSS-IR Inversion Model

GNSS-IR studies are primarily based on analyzing the SNR patterns, which are created
by the interference between direct and reflected signals. The reflection geometry changes as
a satellite moves across the sky, resulting in the constructive and destructive oscillations in
the recorded power. The SNR measurements are impacted by these oscillations, resulting
in being dependent on the direct signal power, the reflected signal power, and the phase
difference between them. The frequency of the interference oscillations is determined by
the vertical distance between the antenna phase center and the reflection surface, as well
as the signal wavelength and satellite elevation. After removing the contribution of direct
signal using a quadratic polynomial function, the detrended SNR (dSNR) measurements
for a single satellite can be modelled as:

dSNR(e) = A(e)sin
(

4πHR
λ

sin e + φ

)
, (1)

where e is the satellite elevation angle, λ is the signal wavelength, HR is the reflector height,
φ is a phase constant, and A(e) is the amplitude. The different applications of GNSS-IR are
based on different assumptions of these parameters. For example, by fixing HR (in other
words, assuming the reflector height is known), one can derive the surface soil moisture
from variations in the estimated φ or measure the vegetation water content from changes
in the estimated A. In this paper, we focus on estimating the inherent multipath frequency
term 2HRsin e/λ and the corresponding reflector height HR.

2.2. Mathematical Framework of M-SSA

Multichannel SSA, often referred to as M-SSA, is a generalization of SSA to time
series of vectors or maps. This multivariate and nonparametric approach separate the time
series into statistically independent components within the augmented vector space of
interest, without any a priori hypotheses about their spatiotemporal structure or noise
characteristics. These statistically independent components can be classified into trends,
periodic oscillations, and noise. It is an important feature of M-SSA that the trends need
not be linear and that the oscillations can be amplitude and phase modulated. Consider
an L-channel time series {Xl(t) : l = 1, . . . , L; t = 1, . . . , N} with each channel containing
N data points that are at equal intervals n∆t. The first step is to augment each channel
{Xl(t) : t = 1, . . . , N}, 1 ≤ l ≤ L of X with M lagged copies of itself,

∼
Xl =


Xl(1) Xl(2) . . Xl(M)
Xl(2) Xl(3) . . Xl(M + 1)

. . . . .
Xl(N′ − 1) . . . Xl(N − 1)

Xl(N′) Xl(N′ + 1) . . Xl(N)

, 1 ≤ l ≤ L (2)

and then forming the full augmented trajectory matrix:

∼
X =

(∼
X1,

∼
X2, . . . ,

∼
XL

)
. (3)
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Thus, the grand lag-covariance matrix
∼
CX is given by [26],

∼
CX =

1
N′
∼
X

t∼
X =



C1,1 C1,2 . . . C1,L
C2,1 C2,2 . . . .

. . . . . .

. . . . Cl,l′ .

. . . . . .

. . . . . CL−1,L
CL,1 CL,2 . . CL,L−1 CL,L


, (4)

and the blocks in
∼
CX are given by

Cl,l′ =
1

N′
∼
Xl

t∼
Xl′ , (5)

with entries (
Cl,l′

)
j,j′ =

∼
CI J =

1
N′

N′

∑
t=1

Xl(t + j− 1)Xl′
(
t + j′ − 1

)
, (6)

where N′ = N −M + 1, I = j + M(l − 1), and J = j′ + M(j′ − 1).
We used the singular-value decomposition to compute the LM eigenpairs (eigenvec-

tors Ek and the corresponding eigenvalues λk, with 1 ≤ k ≤ LM) for the LM× LM matrix
∼
CX. Each eigenvector Ek is composed of L segments of length M, with its elements denoted

by Ek
l (j). The eigenvectors Ek of the grand lag-covariance matrix

∼
CX are called the empirical

orthogonal functions (EOFs), and the eigenvalues λk represent the variance captured by
the corresponding eigenvectors. The spatiotemporal principal components (PCs) Ak can be

computed by projecting
∼
X onto the EOFs:

Ak(t) =
M

∑
j=1

L

∑
l=1

Xl(t + j− 1)Ek
l (j), 1 ≤ t ≤ N′. (7)

and one can recover the kth reconstructed component (RC) at time t for channel l by
convolving Ak with Ek:

Rk
l (t) =

1
Mt

Ut

∑
j=Lt

Ak(t− j + 1)Ek
l (j), (8)

in which the normalization factor Mt, the lower and upper bounds of summation, Lt and
Ut, are given by

(Mt, Lt, Ut) =


(t, 1, t), 1 ≤ t ≤ M− 1

(M, 1, M), M ≤ t ≤ N′

(N − t + 1, t− N + M, M), N′ + 1 ≤ t ≤ N
, (9)

The original time series of channel l (Xl) can be recovered by adding up all the RCs (Rk
l ,

1 ≤ k ≤ LM) without any information lost. It is also worth mentioning that the Rk
l captures

the phase of the original Xl in a least squares sense, so Rk
l and Xl can be superimposed

on the same time scale. This is an advantage of the RCs over the PCs, which have length
N −M and do not contain direct phase information within the window width M.

2.3. SNR Measurements

As part of the EarthScope project, the Plate Boundary Observatory (PBO) network
consists of over 1200 GNSS and other geodetic instruments located along the western
coast of North America [10]. The primary goal of the PBO network is to study plate
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tectonics, earthquakes, and other geophysical processes. The P351 site of the PBO network
is located in Montana Ketchum (~43.87◦N, 114.72◦W), USA, with an altitude of about
2693 m (Figure 1a). The P351 site records the GNSS measurements, at a sampling interval
of 15 s, with a SEPT POLARX5 receiver and a TRM59800 antenna. The P351 is situated in
an open environment and experiences approximately 200 days of snow coverage annually,
making it a suitable site for GNSS-IR snow depth inversion. The antenna is about 2 m above
the gently inclined and undulating ground. The SNR measurements collected at P351 show
peaks and troughs as the coherent direct and reflected signals go in and out of phase; these
interference fringes are utilized to calculate the reflector height HR based on the inversion
model specified in Equation (1) (Figure 1b,c). The L1C, L2W, L2C, and L5Q signals, with
their corresponding S1C, S2W, S2C, and S5Q SNR measurements, are recorded and saved in
the daily rinex files. Previous studies suggested that, as a result of the semi-codeless method
used for tracking the signal that is encrypted by anti-spoofing, or similar techniques, a
spurious peak in the LSP may appear for the S2W signal [31]. Therefore, the S2W signal
is excluded and SNR measurements of S1C, S2C, and S5Q are used in our experiments.
Not all GPS satellites are capable of receiving signals at these three frequencies, and not
all setting/rising arcs in every azimuth show significant interference oscillations. SNR
measurements from 12 satellites, including PRN01, 03, 04, 06, 08, 10, 18, 24, 25, 26, 30, and
32, were utilized after screening, with a total of 60 days from day of year 250 to 279 in
the years 2020 and 2021. The experimental dataset consisting of 840 rising/setting arcs
concentrate in a snow-free period and are primarily used (1) to investigate the ability of
M-SSA to suppress noise introduced by, e.g., an undulating surface, and (2) to quantify
the consistency of reflector heights between different frequencies after M-SSA processing.
Although the empirical reflector height of P351 is about 2 m, determining an accurate value
is difficult due to its inclined and undulating topography. Therefore, this experiment only
provides results of internal consistency (precision) of the inverted reflector heights between
different frequencies. By disregarding the subtle differences of the reflection points and
of the antenna phase centers among different frequencies, the inverted reflector heights at
different frequencies for the same arc, and the same satellite should be theoretically equal
or differ by a constant. By comparing and analyzing this kind of consistency for results
from (1) the traditional LSP method, (2) SSA + LSP method, and (3) M-SSA + LSP method,
the efficiency and advantage of M-SSA in GNSS-IR data preprocessing is demonstrated.
The accuracy improvement in the snow height inversion using M-SSA will be discussed in
a future study.
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Figure 1. (a) Photograph of P351 GNSS site. The antenna is attached to a ~2-m-height monument.
The surrounding environment is open, with a topography gently inclined and undulating. Photo
courtesy of UNAVCO. (b) Typical SNR measurements (one rising arc at day 274) as a function of
elevation e. All three time-series show interference patterns with low-frequency trends (black curves).
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Arbitrary constants are added for clarity to the S2C and S5Q signals. (c) The detrended and uniformly
interpolated version of (b). A quadratic polynomial is used to remove the direct signal, and a linear
interpolation is used to transform the SNR measurements into equally spaced intervals. Note that
the x-axis has changed from elevation e to 2sin(e)/λ. The SNR measurements within the red box
are used to form the input dataset for M-SSA. The black curves are the reconstructed time series, by
adding the first two reconstructed components, after M-SSA preprocessing. The reconstructed time
series effectively recovers the interference patterns in the original time series.

3. Results

Figure 2 shows the data processing flowchart of this paper. The original SNR mea-
surements from 840 arcs are first converted from a logarithmic scale in dB-Hz units to a
linear scale in Volt units using SNRlinear = 10SNR/20 [16], then the detrended SNR (dSNR)
time series are isolated by fitting a second-order polynomial (shown as black curves in
Figure 1b) to eliminate the low-frequency trends, mainly from direct signals [16]. After
conversion and detrending, the resulting dSNR time series in Volt units primarily con-
tain the sinusoidal interference fringes. Next, the sampling independent variable x = e
(Figure 1b) is rescaled to x′ = 2sin(e)/λi(i = 1, 2, 5) in order to express the frequencies
of the dSNR time series, in terms of the reflector height HR, in meters (Figure 1c). This
transformation makes the interference fringes, at different frequencies, dependent only on
the reflector height, allowing for the use of M-SSA to extract common oscillations among
different frequencies. Although a GNSS receiver tracks signals at even time intervals, the
interval between the new axis x′ during any given observing window will be uneven
due to the satellite elevation and its sinusoidal operator. To make the dataset suitable for
M-SSA, which requires an evenly spaced input dataset, the dSNR time series are linearly
interpolated into equally spaced intervals ∆x′ = 0.01, meaning that each unit on the x′

scale contains 100 samples (Figure 1c). As the lengths of the resampled dSNR time series
at different frequencies are no longer equal on the new x′ axis (a result of the different
wavelength λi for each frequency), and M-SSA requires equal-length input datasets, we
chose to use data of the same length ([2sin(emin)/λ1, 2sin(emax)/λ5]) for the following
experiment, as shown by the red box in Figure 1c.
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The window size (lag parameter) M of M-SSA plays a crucial role in determining
its capability to separate oscillations with similar frequencies. This means that M has
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to be chosen to ensure that it encompasses at least one complete cycle of the oscillation
to be separated. We conservatively selected M = 80 as the window size to separate the
periodic oscillation corresponding to an approximate 2-m reflector height. This choice,
that 80 intervals are sufficient to encompass one complete cycle of the oscillation, can be
justified by observing Figure 1c. After performing M-SSA on the 3-channel dataset in the
red box in Figure 1c, we can recover the corresponding reconstructed components (RCs).
Figure 3 shows the first 8 RCs corresponding to the first 8 eigenvalues in a decreasing
order. Among them, RC1 and RC2 primarily reproduce the oscillations resulting from
the interference fringes. Note that the first two EOFs (not shown here), which capture
the spatial and temporal variations of the first two RCs, are in quadrature. Such a pair
corresponds to the nonlinear counterpart of a sine-cosine pair in standard Fourier analysis
for linear problems. The advantage of the EOFs obtained from M-SSA over sines and
cosines is that they are not limited to being harmonic functions and can effectively capture
anharmonic oscillation shapes. Those amplitude-varying and quasi-sinusoid oscillations
often require using multiple harmonics or subharmonics of the fundamental period when
performing classical Fourier analysis, whereas a single pair of M-SSA eigenmodes might
suffice. This can be confirmed in the RC1–2, where their amplitudes are not constant
but change over time. For each frequency, or for each so-called channel, the oscillation
amplitudes of the RC1-2 are different. The amplitudes of S1C and S2C are similar and
approximately equal to 10 Volts/Volts, while the amplitudes of S5Q are the largest, reaching
20 Volts/Volts, confirming that the L5Q signal has strong effective power and clear fringe
visibility. RC3–5 primarily consist of a residual trend, indicating that polynomials are
insufficient to fully remove those nonlinear effects from the direct signal. Care should
be taken for the impact of the residual nonlinear trend on the inversion of interference
fringes when dSNR time series, with low reflector heights, are to be processed. The RC6–8
represent high-frequency noise. According to the model described in Equation (1), only
RC1–2, which contain the quasi-periodic signals, are related to the interference oscillations.
Therefore, summing up RC1–2 yields filtered versions of the original time series. The
black curves in Figure 1c are recovered from RC1–2. The reconstructed dSNR time series
effectively captures the interference patterns in the original dSNR time series. For all 840
arcs, the use of only RC1–2 can recover more than 60% of the variance of the original dSNR
time series. If the transient trend signals from RC3–5 are added, more than 70% of the
variance is recovered. It is worth noting that the previous studies using methods such
as empirical mode decomposition, variational mode decomposition, and SSA require the
empirical selection of intrinsic modes or singular spectrum components that relate to the
interference pattern. By processing multiple dSNR time series at different frequencies
simultaneously, M-SSA can effectively recover common-mode interference signals. All
RC1–2 reconstructed from our experimental data correctly recover their corresponding
interference patterns, indicating that the data-adaptive feature of M-SSA is superior to
other univariate methods.

Then, the conventional LSP analysis was applied to the reconstructed dSNR time
series to retrieve the reflector height HR. Additionally, the same procedure was applied to
the original dSNR time series for comparison. Figure 4 shows results of the LSP analysis
of both the original dSNR time series and the reconstructed dSNR time series, where the
x-axis represents the estimated reflector height HR and the y-axis represents the linear
amplitude in Volts. The results from original dSNR time series show that the value of
S1C-inverted HR is 1.70 m, which is approximately 10 cm different from S2C’s 1.78 m
and S5Q’s 1.80 m. However, after preprocessing using M-SSA, the estimated HR of S1C,
S2C, and S5Q are 1.77 m, 1.78 m, and 1.78 m, respectively, with precision improved to
the level of 1 cm. The results indicate that the signal structure, tracking quality, and even
wavelength may all have an impact on SNR measurements and the corresponding HR
estimates, leading to the poor performance of the legacy L1C signal. The modernized civil
signals L2C and L5Q are superior to the legacy L1C signal in the GNSS-IR related studies,
since their HR estimates are close to each other even without M-SSA preprocessing. The
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M-SSA method can effectively extract common modes among signals in different channels
and thus, improve the reliability and consistency of estimated HR at different frequencies.
Comparing the interference strengths of different frequencies, the L5Q signal shows a
stronger amplitude than the S1C and S2C signals, confirming that the L5Q has clearer
fringe visibility and better tracking performance than other signals [13]. The amplitude
of the reconstructed dSNR time series, using the first two RCs, is higher than that of the
original time series, which indicates the capability of noise suppression and information
extraction of the M-SSA method.
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4. Discussion

The same processing procedure was applied to the original and reconstructed dSNR
time series from all 840 arcs to obtain their corresponding HR estimates. Figure 5 com-
pares the consistency between the estimated HR at different frequencies. The top panel,
consisting of Figure 5a–c, shows scatter plots obtained using the original dSNR time series,
while the bottom panel, consisting of Figure 5d–f, shows scatter plots obtained using the
reconstructed dSNR time series. The solid line of linear fitting using the equation y = ax+ b
between each pair are also given, along with the y = x reference dash line. By disregarding
the subtle differences of the reflection points and of the antenna phase centers among
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different frequencies, the inverted HR at different frequencies for the same satellite and
same arc should be theoretically equal or differ by a constant. In our experiment, this
means that the closer the coefficient a is to 1, and the closer the coefficient b is to 0, the
more consistent the HR estimates are between each two-frequency pair. The consistency
between the HR estimates of the S1C signal and those of the S2C and S5Q signals is poor
for the original dSNR time series, with coefficient a being 0.77 and 0.76, respectively, and
coefficients b reaching 0.49 and 0.51, respectively. Meanwhile, the consistency of the HR
estimates between the S2C and S5Q signals is better, with coefficient a being 0.94 and
coefficient b being 0.13. The results indicate that, although the L1C signal has the advantage
of being tracked for all satellites and always being recorded in the rinex files, the modern-
ized civil L2C and L5Q signals have superior signal quality and better cross-correlation
performance. The comparison of results from the original and reconstructed dSNR time
series shows a noticeable consistency improvement, in which the values of coefficient a
improve from (0.77, 0.76, and 0.94) to (0.97, 0.99, and 1.00), and the values of coefficient
b decreased from (0.49, 0.51, and 0.13) to (0.07, 0.03, and −0.01) for S1C–S2C, S1C–S5Q,
and S2C–S5Q, respectively. In Table 1, additional statistics of R-squared and RMSE of the
linear regression are given. The R-squared are improved from (0.69, 0.67, and 0.89) to (0.95,
0.96, and 0.98), while the RMSE are reduced from (0.10 m, 0.10 m, and 0.06 m) to (0.04 m,
0.04 m, and 0.02 m) for S1C–S2C, S1C–S5Q, and S2C–S5Q, respectively. The consistency
between two frequencies is improved by 60%, 60%, and 67%, in terms of the improvement
of RMSE. These results again indicate that the signal structure, tracking quality, and even
the wavelength of SNR indeed have an impact on SNR measurements and their corre-
sponding HR estimates. By using the M-SSA method, it can effectively extract the common
modes in different signals and suppress the impact of noise on the inverted results, thus
improving the reliability and consistency of the different-frequency HR estimates. Due to
the differences in the HR estimates at different frequencies, it is straightforward to take
the average of them as the expectation of HR estimates for the same satellite and the same
rising/setting arc. Figure 6 shows the average arc-wise HR estimates for all 840 arcs, along
with the corresponding standard deviation 1σ. Even for a snow-free reflection medium,
due to its certain slopes and undulations, the range of HR estimates at different times and
different azimuths vary from 1.70 m to 2.30 m, making it challenging to obtain a ‘true’ value
to evaluate the accuracy of HR estimates. This is why we only consider consistency and
precision but not accuracy. The average of arc-wise standard deviations calculated using
the original and reconstructed dataset for all 840 arcs are 4.5 cm and 1.4 cm, respectively.
The consistency (or the precision) of the HR estimates between different frequencies has
been improved by 69%, which is in line with the improvement of the RMSE mentioned
previously. Finally, our results demonstrate good consistency of the L5Q and L2C signals
in GNSS-IR reflector height inversion. Benefiting from its faster chipping rate, stronger
effective power, and shorter code length, as well as the compatibility and inter-operability
among different satellite navigation systems [13], the L5 signal will play a more important
role in GNSS-IR related research.

The aforementioned results confirm the potential of M-SSA in improving the consis-
tency of estimating reflector heights at different frequencies, with the input dataset in the
form of 3-channel. At the end of this paper, the results of the 2-channel M-SSA and the
univariate SSA are presented. Figure 7a–c give scatter plots of the inverted HR from the
reconstructed dSNR time series using 2-channel M-SSA, which is composed of S1C–S2C,
S1C–S5Q, and S2C–S5Q, respectively. Figure 7d–f are scatter plots between the inverted HR
obtained using the univariate SSA individually on S1C, S2C, and S5Q, respectively. Table 1
also summarizes the values of coefficients a and b, as well as R-squared and RMSE of the
linear regression. Regardless of whether the original dSNR time series were processed
using 2-channel M-SSA or SSA, the consistency between S1C and S2C/S5Q signals is lower
than that between S2C and S5Q, which is in agreement with previous results and indicates
that the modernized civil signals L2C and L5Q are indeed superior to the legacy L1C signal
in GNSS-IR inversion studies. The scatter plots in Figure 7a–c, as well as their fitting lines,



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 1779 11 of 14

are more closely aligned with the reference y = x dash line, since the 2-channel M-SSA
method is only composed of dual-frequency data. The values of coefficient a are 1.00, 1.00,
and 0.99, respectively, and the values of coefficient b are 0.01, 0.01, and 0.01, respectively.
These numeric results suggest that the common inference fringes and corresponding HR
estimates extracted by 2-channel M-SSA have better consistency than those obtained by
3-channel M-SSA. However, the R-squared of linear regression using 2-channel M-SSA are
0.88, 0.94, and 0.98, which are slightly lower than the values of the 3-channel case, as well
as slightly higher than the RMSE of 0.06 m, 0.04 m, and 0.02 m, respectively. This could be
due to the fact that the common oscillation extracted from the 2-channel M-SSA might be
overly optimistic. The addition of a more (relatively) independent channel is equivalent to
making redundant observations, based on which M-SSA can find the best expectation of
the estimates in the least-square way. This so-called data adjustment can lead to a more
accurate and reliable result, as errors in individual observations are reduced or eliminated
using M-SSA. For the univariate SSA results, the consistency between the inverted HR at
different frequencies is lower than the results of 2-channel and 3-channel M-SSA, but better
than the results directly obtained using the original dSNR time series. Our experiment
demonstrates the ability of the univariate SSA in terms of noise suppression and informa-
tion extraction. However, it also indicates that the dSNR time series were affected by noise,
part of it is closer to Gaussian white noise that can be removed or attenuated by methods
such as SSA, while part of it is time-related and may remain in the filtered dataset and
impact subsequent inversion results.
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Table 1. Linear fitting statistics between estimated reflector heights from different frequencies using
LSP, 3-channel M-SSA + LSP, 2-channel M-SSA + LSP, and SSA + LSP.

Original 3-Channel M-SSA 2-Channel M-SSA SSA

S1–S2 S1–S5 S2–S5 S1–S2 S1–S5 S2–S5 S1–S2 S1–S5 S2–S5 S1–S2 S1–S5 S2–S5

a 0.77 0.76 0.94 0.97 0.99 1.01 1.00 1.00 0.99 0.82 0.86 0.96
b 0.49 0.51 0.13 0.07 0.03 −0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.40 0.32 0.08

R2 0.69 0.67 0.89 0.95 0.96 0.98 0.88 0.94 0.98 0.67 0.73 0.88
RMSE

(m) 0.10 0.10 0.06 0.04 0.04 0.02 0.06 0.04 0.02 0.09 0.09 0.06
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Figure 7. Scatters of estimated reflector heights between S1C, S2C, and S5Q frequencies using 2-
channel M-SSA and univariate SSA. (a–c) are scatter plots of the inverted HR from the reconstructed
dSNR time series using 2-channel M-SSA, which is composed of S1C–S2C, S1C–S5Q, and S2C–S5Q,
respectively. (d–f) are scatter plots between the inverted HR obtained using the univariate SSA
individually on S1C, S2C, and S5Q, respectively.

5. Conclusions

The data-adaptive and multivariate M-SSA method is effective in separating the
time series into long-term trends, periodic oscillations, and high-frequency noise, without
relying on a priori hypotheses about their spatiotemporal structure or noise characteristics.
In this paper, we applied the M-SSA method to extract common interference patterns
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from different frequencies simultaneously. The three-frequency (L1C, L2C, and L5Q) SNR
measurements from a total of 840 satellite rising and setting arcs, occurring between day of
year 250 to 279 in year 2020 and 2021, were used. By comparing GNSS-IR reflector heights
obtained from original and M-SSA-reconstructed SNR time series, we found that M-SSA
significantly improves the between-frequency consistency, with an increase in the values of
R-squared of linear regression from (0.69, 0.67, 0.89) to (0.95, 0.96, 0.98), and a decrease in
RMSE from (0.10 m, 0.10 m, 0.06 m) to (0.04 m, 0.04 m, 0.02 m) for S1C–S2C, S1C–S5Q, and
S2C–S5Q pair, respectively. The average standard deviation of reflector height estimates
at different frequencies for 840 arcs was 4.5 cm for the original dSNR time series and
1.4 cm for the reconstructed dSNR time series. The consistency of reflector height estimates
between different frequencies had improved by over 60% in terms of both RMSE and
average standard deviation. Our results confirmed the effectiveness of M-SSA in extracting
common interference patterns from multi-frequency SNR time series, and demonstrated
that the modernized civil signals L2C and L5Q outperform the legacy L1C signal in GNSS-
IR studies. Furthermore, the L5 signal’s compatibility and interoperability across different
satellite navigation systems makes it a crucial component of future GNSS-IR research.
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