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Abstract: In this paper, a discrete non-stationary multiple-input multiple-output (MIMO) channel
model suitable for the fixed-point realization on the field-programmable gate array (FPGA) hardware
platform is proposed. On this basis, we develop a flexible hardware architecture with configurable
channel parameters and implement it on a non-stationary MIMO channel emulator in a single FPGA
chip. In addition, an improved non-stationary channel emulation method is employed to guarantee
accurate channel fading and phase, and the schemes of other key modules are also illustrated and
implemented in a single FPGA chip. Hardware tests demonstrate that the output statistical properties
of proposed channel emulator, i.e., the probability density function (PDF), cross-correlation function
(CCF), Doppler power spectrum density (DPSD), and the power delay profile (PDP) agree well with
the corresponding theoretical ones.

Keywords: channel emulator; non-stationary MIMO channel; discrete channel model; field-programmable
gate array (FPGA) platform

1. Introduction

Multiple-input multiple-output (MIMO) technologies have played an important role in the fifth
generation (5G) and previous communication systems [1-3], as they can boost channel capacity
and improve spectral efficiency without increasing transmitting power or system bandwidth [4,5].
It is inevitable to evaluate and validate the performance of MIMO communication devices during
the development. The most realistic method is field testing, but it is uncontrollable, unrepeatable,
and expensive. Channel emulators can reproduce the real propagation scenario in a controllable way
and is a good alternative so far [6].

There are several commercial channel emulators such as Agilent’'s N5106A PXB, Keysight’s
Propsim F32 [7], and Azimuth’s ACE 400WB [8]. However, these emulators are very large, expensive,
and complicated, and mainly developed for the standard channel models, which are all based on the
wide-sense stationary (WSS) assumption. Meanwhile, various academic researches on hardware
emulation can be found in [9-18], which were focused on the emulation of stationary channel
models [9-12]. However, recent measurements have proved that the stationary channel model
is not suitable for certain propagation scenarios [13-18], such as high-speed train (HST) [16,17],
vehicle-to-vehicle (V2V) [13-15], and unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) channels [18].
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There are very limited non-stationary channel emulators reported in the literatures [19-27].
A hardware emulator for the discrete-time triply selective fading channel was developed in [19].
The channel coefficients were calculated by software dynamically, which cannot support real-time
updating. The authors in [20,21] proposed an improved sum-of-sinusoid (SoS) method to generate
channel fading, and implemented it into a 2 X 2 non-stationary MIMO channel emulator. A 4 x 4 MIMO
channel emulator was designed in [22], but the authors did not give the details of implementation.
In [23,24], two specific MIMO channel emulators for high speed WLAN 802.ac and LTE-A channels
were developed, respectively. In [25], the authors divided the non-stationary channel into several
stationary channel segments and adopted the traditional stationary channel emulation method.
The authors in [26] designed a channel emulator based on software defined radios (SDR) platform,
but the emulator can only be applied to vehicular communications. To the best of our knowledge,
the aforementioned channel emulators still adopted traditional stationary channel models and
considered the non-stationary aspect by updating parameters periodically. However, we have found
that the output fading phases of this kind of method are not accurate, which leads to the output
Doppler power spectrum density (DPSD) not fitting well with the theoretical ones [28]. To overcome
this shortcoming, an improved 3D non-stationary geometry-based stochastic model (GBSM) was
proposed in [27] and implemented in a 2 x 2 MIMO channel emulator. However, the developed
hardware was only suitable for the corresponding channel model and the structure was not general
and flexible. This paper proposes a discrete non-stationary channel model with accurate channel fading
and phase. The channel parameters such as power, delay, and Doppler frequency are all time-variant
in order to take the non-stationarity into account. Furthermore, a flexible hardware architecture is
proposed and implemented in a single FPGA chip. Finally, we validate the correctness of the proposed
channel model as well as the hardware emulator. The major contributions are summarized as follows.

¢ Based on the improved GBSM with the accurate channel fading phase and Doppler frequency
in [27], this paper proposes a discrete non-stationary MIMO channel model, which is suitable to
implement on the FPGA-based hardware platforms. Meanwhile, a flexible hardware architecture
tailored for the proposed model is developed, in which the channel size and parameters can easily
be reconfigured.

¢ Animproved emulation method of channel fading, namely, sum-of-frequency-modulated-signals
(SoFM), is employed to guarantee the accurate channel fading and phase. In addition, the
architectures of other key modules, i.e., the delay module, fading generation module, and interpolator
module, are developed and implemented on a single Xilinx XC7VX690T FPGA.

*  For the developed channel emulator, the output statistical properties, i.e., the probability density
function (PDF), cross-correlation function (CCF), and DPSD are tested and verified by the
theoretical results. The power delay profile (PDP) is also validated by the measurement data.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, a discrete non-stationary MIMO
channel model is briefly introduced. Section 3 proposes the hardware architecture of channel emulator
as well as the channel fading emulation algorithm. In addition, the detailed implementation of key
modules are also presented. In Section 4, the developed channel emulator is tested and validated.
Finally, some conclusions are drawn in Section 5.

2. Discrete Non-Stationary MIMO Channel Model

Considering a MIMO channel with S transmitting antennas and U receiving antennas, the channel
can be defined by a complex channel matrix. Moreover, the input—-output relationship in the discrete
time domain can be expressed by a convolution operation as

y(l) = H(L, D) @ x(I) 1)

where x(I) = [x1(1),x2(1), - -, x5(I)]" is the transmitted signal vector; y(I) = [y1(1),y2(1),- - ,yu(D)]T
is the received signal vector; | and { are the discrete time indexes in the time domain and delay domain,
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respectively; and (-)7 denotes the transpose operator of a matrix or vector. In (1), the channel matrix
H(I, () can be further defined as

Hus(LO=| @
hua (LG hua (L) -+ - hus (1,0)

where (1, () denotes the channel impulse response (CIR) of the sub-channel between the uth
(u=1,2,---,U) receiving antenna and the sth (s = 1,2, - - - ,S) transmitting antenna, and it can be
modeled in the discrete time domain as [20]

N()

hus(1,0) = 2 \/ ilusn (D6(C — [t ()] 1) 3)

where P, (1) and N(I) are the path power and valid path number at time instant  , respectively; /1y, 5 » (1)
is the channel coefficient with the normalized power; T; is the sampling interval; and | 7, (I) | 1, denotes
the discrete time delay. It should be noticed that the channel parameters in (3), such as P,(I), N(I),
| T (1) | 7 , and fiy s 4 (1), are all time-variant, which can take into account the non-stationary aspects of
real MIMO channels.

3. Flexible Hardware Architecture and Implementation

3.1. System Architecture

The flexible architecture of our proposed channel emulator is presented in Figure 1. It includes two
primary units: the config unit and the signal processing unit. The config unit consists of user-defined
scenario module and channel parameters calculation module. It provides an interactive interface
for setting environment related parameters, and then calculates the channel parameters, i.e., the
path number, delay, power, Doppler frequency, and phase. These channel parameters are passed
through by the peripheral component interconnect express (PCIE) bus to the signal processing unit.
Each signal processing unit has a four-channel structure with the analog-to-digital converters (ADC),
digital-to-analog converters (DAC), and FPGA. Thus, a single signal processing unit can implement a
4 x 4 MIMO channel emulation. It should be noted that the proposed system architecture is flexible
and theoretically supports arbitrary scaled MIMO channels within the limitation of transmission rate
of PCIE.

The signal processing unit in Figure 1 is the most important and difficult part and it generates
and superposes the multiple channel fading in real-time. Due to the flexibility and parallelism,
FPGA is adopted as the core operation chip in the signal processing unit. It includes three modules:
delay module (DM), generation module (GM), and superposition module (SM). The first module
realizes the predefined delay of each propagation path, the second module generates channel fading
coefficients, and the last one carries out the superposition operation and outputs the signal. As we can
see, the final output can be expressed as

L A @ @8 Ol 4+ TV D@ k)
O T VB @@ - )+ + T VR @@ - [l Y
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T VB D@~ [ Dlz) ¢ L/ D@5 (D))




Appl. Sci. 2020, 10, 4161 40f13

which is equivalent with the theoretical result obtained from (1)—(3).
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Figure 1. System architecture of the proposed emulator.
3.2. Channel Fading Generation

Several methods for generating the channel fading coefficients, i.e., SoC method, Doppler filter
method, AR method, and their derivatives can be addressed in [10,11,28,29]. However, these methods
can only be used for stationary channels with fixed channel parameters. In this paper, we upgrade the
traditional SoC method to the non-stationary channel fading generation. In order to guarantee the
continuity of output fading phase, we use an improved method to generate non-stationary channel as
shown in Figure 2. The non-stationary fading coefficient can be generated based on the summation of
several linear frequency modulated signals as

!
jl2m ¥ Tsfn,m [k]+9n,m>

M .
flu,s,n (l) = Z Cn,m [Z] e ( k=0 ®)
m=1

where [ is the discrete time index, M is the number of frequency modulated signal, c;; » denotes the
sub-path gain, and f, ,; and 6, ,,; are the discrete Doppler frequency and initial phase, respectively.
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Figure 2. Sum-of-frequency-modulated-signals (SoFM)-based channel fading generator.
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Note that the initial random phase of each branch is uniformly distributed over [—, 7r) and
time-invariant. Considering the complexity of hardware implementation, it is assumed that the
sub-path gain has the same value and does not change over time. Hold the condition of normalized
path power, the sub-path gain of each branch equals to v/1/N . As the time-variant discrete Doppler
frequency would increase the complexity and uncertainty, it is very important to find an efficient way
to update the Doppler frequency parameter over time. The theoretical Doppler frequency of the mth
sub-path within the nth path can be defined by [27]

fam(1l) = kiMSVA;;sT,n,m(l ) ©)
where k = 271f./c denotes the wave number, f, is the carrier frequency, c refers to the speed of light,
Upms denotes the vector of the mobile station (MS) velocity, and 7ss , , is the arrival angle unit vector
of the mth sub-path within the nth path. As the Doppler frequency is usually much smaller than the
system sampling rate, it is assumed that the statistical properties maintain unchanged within several
sampling intervals, i.e., stationary interval T;,, which ranges from several millisecond to dozens of
millisecond. The Doppler frequency of the mth sub-path within the uth interval, denoted as f}/,, ,
can be obtained by (6). In addition, we assume the discrete frequency parameters following the linear
change within each interval T;,. Then, the Doppler frequency within the uth stationary interval can be
expressed as
S (1) = @iy + by (1= (u = 1)T) + Ay (1) )

where aj; ,,, denotes the initial value of the mth sub-path within the nth path, by, is the slope of the mth
sub-path, A} (1) is the small random offset of the frequency parameter, aj; ,, is random variable and
distributes uniformly over [F},_|,F}) whenu = 1, and a , stays the value at the end of previous

m—1/"m
interval when u = 2,3, - - - . Finally, the slope b}, can be calculated by
o (BS =i y) + (B — Fatl) "
m 2T,

where L denotes the total number of the slope changes within each interval. In order to improve the
performance, the following conditions for discrete Doppler frequency should be fulfilled [28],

fn,m 75 Or vn/n/l

fam # fug, VnandVm #q 9)

3.3. FPGA-Based Implementation

3.3.1. Delay Module

The delay module plays an important role in the channel emulation. It should be noted that the
realization of multiple path delay is mainly based on the random access memory (RAM) or first input first
output (FIFO). This method is easy to implement in FPGA, but cannot achieve the long-time delay, i.e.,
the aerial communication case, and high-precision delay, i.e., the indoor communication case. Especially,
if the delay is relatively large, this method consumes a large amount of storage resources, which makes it
impossible to realize in FPGA. To overcome this shortcoming, we adopt an external double-data-rate three
synchronous dynamic random access memory (DDR3) and an interpolation filter to our scheme as shown
in Figure 3. It includes three primary parts: DDR3, RAM, and high-precision interpolation filter. Take the
advantage of large storage space of DDR3, it can achieve the large delay. Moreover, the data from RAM is
multiplied by the coefficients of interpolation filter to achieve a high-precision delay. Thus, this scheme
can adapt to a wide range of communication channels.
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Figure 3. The implementation scheme of delay module.

In order to validate the proposed scheme of delay module, we run the module by modelsim
software under the scenario of 3 GPP modified vehicular-A channel (MVA) [30]. In the simulation,
the system sampling clock is 100 MHz, that is to say, the clock period is 10 ns. As the delay resolution
in MVA is 5 ns, the interpolation filter is designed as a two-time interpolator. Figure 4 shows the
corresponding output signal when a pulse signal passes through the delay module. Taking the first
path as the reference path, the relative delay of each path is set as 375 ns, 750 ns, 1125 ns, 1750 ns,
and 250 ns, respectively. It can be seen that the simulated results are consistent with the desired ones,
which validates the effectiveness of this method.

Figure 4. Hardware simulation of delay module.

3.3.2. Fading Generation Module

For an arbitrary U x S MIMO channel, the number of channel fading generation module should be
U x S x N and they could consume huge of hardware resources. As the maximum Doppler frequency
is usually much smaller than the system sampling rate, in this paper we use a low initial sampling
rate f; to generate the channel fading, which can greatly reduce the hardware consumption. The
implementation scheme of channel fading generation is showed in Figure 5. First, the parameter
module updates the Doppler frequency and phase in real time. Then, it passes them to the subtractor
(SUB), accumulator (ACC), multiplier, and adder (ADD) to complete the corresponding integral
operations and generate a look-up table (LUT) address. The values of the cosine function stored in
the cosine table can be found by the LUT address, and they are superimposed by the accumulator
to obtain the channel fading coefficient. Finally, the cascaded integrator comb (CIC) filter is used to
interpolate and match the data rate.
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parameter
module

cosine table

LUT

Figure 5. The implementation scheme of channel fading module.

According to the central limit theorem, the larger the number of sub-path, the closer the output
channel fading is to the theoretical distribution. Considering a trade-off between the resource consumption
and complexity, the number of sub-path is set as N = 64. The data width of LUT is set to 16 bits and the
data depth is set to 12 bits. We use the idea of serial and time-division multiplexing to find the phase
address in the LUT efficiently. Considering the symmetry of cosine function, only a quarter of cosine
period needs to be stored, and thus the data width and depth are 15 bits and 10 bits, respectively. Note that
this can significantly save the RAM resource when the sub-path number becomes large. Figure 6 shows
the simulation result of hardware implementation. In this figure, only the first three sub-paths, i.e.,
three FM signals, and the superposition of 64 branches are given. As we can see that the output fading
envelope is random fluctuation and it should approximate to the Rayleigh distribution according to the
central limit theorem. For the latency of hardware, with the help of integrated logical analyzer (ILA)
debugging tool, we find that it takes three clock cycles to reach the steady state and 16 clock cycles totally
to output the first valid channel data. As the system clock is 100 MHz, the latency of proposed hardware

emulator is about 16 x 10° /(100 x 10°) = 160 ns.
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Figure 6. Hardware simulation of channel fading module.
3.3.3. Interpolator Module

The interpolator module performs a linear interpolation by I times to match the data rate between
the channel fading and the input signal. The channel sampling rate f;’ is much smaller than the system
sampling rate f; , so the channel fading rate should be interpolated to f; = I x f’ . Let us denote
two adjacent channel fading samples as h[ml] and h[(m + 1)I] , then the linear interpolation can be
realized as
(h[(m +1)I] — h[mI])k

I
where k = 0,1,---1 —1 . The scheme of interpolator module in this paper includes one SUB,
one multiplier, and one ADD shown in Figure 7. In this figure, two input ports of subtractor represent
the adjacent channel fading samples, and the difference value is multiplied by the weight coefficient
k/1I . Finally, the output of multiplier and the first channel fading sample are summed up by an adder
to obtain the interpolated channel fading sample.

h[(mI + k)] =

+ Wml] (10)
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Figure 7. The implementation scheme of interpolation module.

4. Resource Consumption and Measurements

4.1. Resource Consumption

In this section, we take a 2 x 2 MIMO channel as an example to be implemented in one FPGA chip
(Virtex-7). It should be noted that a single path generation needs 64 sub-paths or FM signals as shown
in (5). Thus, for a single channel with M multiple paths, the traditional parallel method theoretically
needs to prestore 128 x M cosine tables. In this paper, we implement the channel fading module by
adopting a serial scheme or time division idea as shown in Figure 6, which only needs 2x M cosine
tables. Table 1 compares the hardware resources usages of a 2 x 2 MIMO channel emulator in [22] and a
2 x 2 MIMO channel emulator generated by the proposed method. It shows that the proposed method
is more efficient than the one in [22]. The selected FPGA (Xilinx XC7VX690TFFG1927-2) consists of
about 433,200 Slice LUTs, 1470 Block RAMs, and 3600 digital signal processors (DSPs). Considering
the resource consumption of other modules and the efficiency of FPGA layout, it can be estimated that
a 32 x 32 MIMO channel can be emulated on this single chip.

Table 1. Hardware resource usage of a 2 x 2 MIMO channel emulator.

The Method in [22] The Proposed Method

System sample rate 100 M 256 M

Slice LUTs 152,337 25,800
Block RAMs 191 116
DSPs 768 160

4.2. Measured Results and Analysis

In order to verify the output channel of proposed emulator, we consider that both of the base
station (BS) and MS are equipped with normalized omnidirectional antennas, the carrier frequency is
fe = 2.4 GHz, and the scatterers are randomly distributed around the BS and MS. The number of paths
and sub-paths are six and sixty-four, respectively, i.e., N = 6, M = 64. Moreover, all these six paths are
assumed to be valid over the simulation period. The initial distance between the BS and MS is 318 m.
The absolute speed, azimuth angle, and elevation angle of the moving MS are 40 km/h, 10°-8° - ¢,
and 10°-0.1° - ¢, respectively. Other emulation parameters are as follows, T, = 25 ms, L = 10.

Based on the parameter calculation method of GBSM in [27], we can obtain the theoretical
time-variant PDP under the above scenario as shown in Figure 8a. As we can see, as the MS has
an initial distance of 318 m from the BS, the initial time delay of line-of-sight (LOS) path equals to
318/(3 x 10%) = 1.06 x 10° s. The time delay of non-line-of-sight (NLOS) paths can also be calculated
and shown in Figure 8a with the dotted line. By using the ILA software, we store and export the
data from the hardware emulator, and then analyze the data with Matlab. Finally, the measured
time-variant PDP of emulator is given in Figure 8b, which clearly shows that it is consistent well with
the theoretical one.
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Figure 8. (a) The theoretical results of time-variant power delay profile (PDP) and (b) the measured
time-variant PDP of proposed emulator.

Under the same condition, the time-variant DPSD is also tested and verified. With the help of (22)
in [27], the theoretical time-variant DPSD is firstly calculated and shown in Figure 9a. For comparison
purposes, we also give the simulated time-variant DPSD based on the model in [17] in Figure 9b. It is
clearly showed that the part around circles is different from the theoretical one. The main reason is the
output Doppler phase of that model is discontinuous which results in the output Doppler frequency
or DPSD not accurate. In order to observe the output DPSD directly, a 2.4 GHz cosine signal generated
by a Agilent E4438C is adopted as the input signal. Then, the measured DPSD of proposed emulator
can be obtained by a spectrum analyzer of ROHDE&SCHWARZ FSV. The measured result is shown in
Figure 9¢c. Due to the randomness and distortion caused by the fixed point process, the measured result
can only be qualitatively compared with the theoretical one. Figure 9a,c show that the shape and trend
of two DPSDs have a good approximation, which also validates the effectiveness of proposed emulator.

0
-1000 -500 500 1000 -1000 -500 500 1000

0
[ (Hz)

(a) (b)

Figure 9. (a) The theoretical results of time-variant Doppler power spectrum density (DPSD), (b) the
simulated time-variant DPSD of the model in [17], and (c¢) the measured time-variant DPSD of
proposed emulator.
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Without loss of generality, only the fading envelope PDF of first NLOS path for the first
sub-channel is tested and validated. First, the theoretical time-variant PDF of channel fading is
derived and shown in Figure 10a. It is apparently showed that the PDF changes over time due to
the time-variant channel conditions. Similarly, with the help of Xilinx software development tool,
we export the data of output fading envelope from the hardware, and then analyze the distribution
by Matlab. Figure 10b gives the measured PDFs at three different time instants t = 0s, 4 s, and 8 s.
For comparison purpose, the corresponding theoretical results are also extracted from Figure 10a and
showed in Figure 10b, which also fit well with the measured ones. In addition, we configure the
channel parameters by referring to [31] as follow. The height of BS is 30 m, and the initial distance
between the MS and BS is 90 m. The MS is moving towards the BS at a speed of 10 m per second. By
using the similar method as above, we can obtain the measured PDF as shown in Figure 10c. It is
shown that the measured PDF of proposed channel emulator is close to the result of field test in [31].

— Theoritical (1=0s)
© Measured(t=0s)

» --=--Theoritical(t=4s)
2b A Measured(t=4s) |4
: Theoritical(t=8s)
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¢ field test data in [31]
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09 O *
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0.7+ * *
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PDF

05k *
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03+ * *

02F o

0.1 ©

Figure 10. (a) The theoretical results of time-variant PDFs, (b) the measured time-variant PDFs of
proposed emulator at different time instants, and (c) the measured PDF of proposed emulator and the
PDF of field test.

Based on the theoretical expressions of (28)—(30) in [32] and (9)—(10) in [33], the absolute values
of time-variant CCF of firt two paths are calculated and given in Figure 11. In the figure, we assume
that the antenna spaces of the BS and MS are the same, and equal to twice the wavelength of carrier.
Then, the measured CCF of proposed emulator can be obtained in a similar way as mentioned above
and given in Figure 11 for comparison purpose. As can be seen from the figure, the CCF changes over
time due to the movement of the MS. Again, the measured CCF aligns well with the theoretical one,
proving the correctness of output correlation properties.
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Figure 11. The absolute values of the theoretical and measured cross-correlation functions (CCFs).
5. Conclusions

This paper has proposed a discrete non-stationary MIMO channel model, which is suitable to
realize on the FPGA-based platform. A tailored hardware architecture of channel emulator with
flexible size and parameters has also been developed. In addition, the hardware implementation of
key modules have been illustrated in details and applied in a single FPGA chip. Finally, the PDP
and other statistical properties of proposed channel emulator have been tested. The measured results
have shown that the output PDP, DPSD, PDF, and CCF are consistent well with the corresponding
theoretical ones. Therefore, the proposed non-stationary channel emulator can be applied to evaluate
and validate the performance of MIMO communication devices in the future.
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