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Abstract: Direction-finding (DF) high-frequency radar (HFR) is preferred among the HFR family and
is widely used around the world due to its compact structure. The correct determination of first-order
peaks (FOPs) from Doppler spectra recorded by radar is a critical step toward attaining accurate
mappings of surface currents. The commonly used FOPs determination method is generally sufficient
for most situations. However, it needs six user-defined input parameters. These parameters result
in complex procedures of optimizing the values of these six user-defined parameters. To simplify
the FOPs determination for DF HFR, we propose an alternative method which only needs one
user-defined parameter. To validate the reliability of the proposed method, we compare the FOPs
determination results derived from the proposed method with those from the commonly used
method on a data set covering a period of 256 days. The results indicate that the proposed method
yields a similar FOPs determination result to the commonly used method. This proposed input-
parameter-reduced method can greatly simplify the use of the HFR for users who are unprofessional
in the HFR and promote the popularization and application of HFR.

Keywords: high-frequency radar; first-order peaks determination; SeaSonde method; first-order
region boundary

1. Introduction

High-frequency radar (HFR), which works at a frequency of 3 to 30 MHz, is widely
used to remotely sense oceanic surface state [1–4]. By combining Bragg coherent scattering
and Doppler shift, HFR can provide the sea surface current field over a large area, with high
spatial [O(1 km)] and temporal [O(1 h)] resolutions [5–8]. At present, HFR systems are
roughly divided into two groups according to their receiving antennas, i.e., beam forming
radar equipped with a phased array antenna (e.g., Wellen Radar (WERA) [9]) and direction-
finding (DF) radar adopting a compact monopole-cross-loop antenna (e.g., Coastal Ocean
Dynamics Application Radar (CODAR) SeaSonde [10,11]). Due to the compact physical
structure, the DF HFR is more widely deployed around the world [12].

In DF HFR systems, the accurate separation of the first-order peaks (FOPs) is a critical
step for attaining accurate sea surface currents [13].Because inaccurate FOPs separation
will result in either omission of some accurate radial current observations or spurious
radial current observations. To automatically separate the FOPs from a range-dependent
Doppler spectrum for DF HFR, the logarithmic difference spectrum method was developed
by Lipa and Barrick in 1983 [11]. At present, this logarithmic difference spectrum method
is completely replaced by an empirical method. This empirical method was first presented
in a SeaSonde technical manual in 2002 [14]. Now, it is routinely used in the SeaSonde
system. In our work, we refer to this empirical method as the SeaSonde method and
sometimes the commonly used method for convenience. The SeaSonde method relies on
six user-defined parameters. (In the SeaSonde Radial Suite [15], they are named noisefact,
nsm, nsec, fdown, flim, and currmax. The detailed descriptions of these parameters are
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presented in [15] also in Appendix A. In general, this methodology is sufficiently accurate
for FOPs identification in most cases. However, the process of optimizing the values of the
six user-defined parameters is complicated, because some parameters have only a minor
effect (i.e., nsm) and others (noisefact, flim) have overlapping effects [16]. Recently, to reduce
the complexity of FOPs determination for broad-beam DF HFR, Kirincich [16] proposed
an image-processing-based (IPB) FOPs determination method, which needs three user-
defined parameters. Therefore, this IPB method reduces input parameters and simplifies
the parameter tuning process. To assess the performance of this IPB method, Kirincich [16]
compared this IPB method with the SeaSonde method by visually inspecting the FOPs
determination results and evaluating the accuracy of radar-derived radial velocities. The
radial velocities evaluation is convincing, whereas the visual inspection is not objective
enough as well as time and labor consuming. Because in some cases the spectra are
very complex, which results in visually determining the true FOPs is questionable even
for experts.

In this paper, we propose an alternative FOPs determination method and explore
more objective and more efficient methods than the visual inspection method for assessing
the performance of FOPs determination methods. The proposed FOPs determination
method uses the averaged amplitude of a portion of second-order peaks as an amplitude
threshold to determine FOPs in the case of second-order echoes existing and uses a constant
signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) to separate FOPs in the case of second-order echoes absent.
In this work, we refer to this proposed method as the second-order spectra-based (SSB)
FOPs determination method. The SSB method only needs to optimize one user-defined
parameter, which is the maximum current velocity that may be encountered by the radar.
A MATLAB-based software package that performs the SSB method is being made publicly
available in https://github.com/260846137/SSB-FOPS.git to facilitate additional testing
and further improvements. The performance of the SSB method is checked by comparing
the FOPs determination results from the SSB method with those from the SeaSonde method.
The method of assessing the performance of the SSB method is totally different from the
visual inspection method used in [16]. In this study, we analyze the boundaries and the
number of solutions of the determined FOPs. Apparently, these analyses are more objective
than the visual inspection. Thus, the novelties of this work are to present an alternative
FOPs separation method and provide a new approach for assessing the performance of a
FOPs separation method.

The paper is organized as follows: the details on the proposed FOPs determination
method (the SSB method) is presented in Section 2, followed by a statement of the data set
and the testing results in Section 3; a discussion of the testing results of the SSB method is
presented in Section 4; following the discussion, we present conclusions of this paper in
Section 5.

2. The Proposed SSB Method

Doppler spectra received by HFR have dominant FOPs due to the scattering from
the Bragg ocean waves with wavelength exactly one half of the radar wavelength. More-
over, the FOPs are surrounded by second-order echoes, predominantly caused by the
interaction of the radar wave with pairs of ocean waves. However, the second-order
echoes are absent in some region (e.g., in a harbor), where there are no long waves.
Moreover, Doppler spectra backscattered from far range cells without second-order re-
turns are common. For the case of having second-order returns, the SSB method uses the
appearance characteristics of radar-received Doppler spectra that contain nulls between
first- and second-order spectra. Furthermore, second-order spectra are typically an order
of magnitude below FOPs. Thus, the Doppler bins at the periphery of the first-order region
(FOR) with amplitude close to the null-neighboring second-order spectral points can be
used as the FOR boundaries. Unfortunately, the null-neighboring second-order spectrum
region is difficult to extract, because the profile of second-order spectra is not constant
due to the variation of sea state. Nevertheless, as long as the second-order returns are
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present, there are always singular peaks within the second-order region, and they have a
Doppler frequency of invariably around

√
2 times Bragg frequency [17–19]. Thus, we can

easily locate a portion of second-order peaks in a conservative way, i.e., locating singular
peaks. In addition, the amplitude of the second-order region is range-dependent, which
is just like the FOPs. As a part of second-order spectra, the singular peaks also have
range-dependent amplitudes. In this study, we exactly use the averaged amplitudes of the
range-dependent singular peaks as a threshold to extract FOR for the case of having second-
order returns, so the threshold can be adaptively adjusted according to the amplitude of
the range-dependent first- and second-order peaks. For the case without second-order
returns, we use a constant SNR to extract the FOR. In this study, the SNR is defined as the
power of spectral point to noise level. To be able to handle these two cases, the SSB method
automatically diagnoses whether a spectrum belongs to the case of having second-order
returns or without second-order returns.

To clearly show the ability of the proposed method in determining FOPs, we intend
to check the difference of the FOPs determination results between the SeaSonde method
and the proposed method. The description of the SeaSonde method as well as its settings
are presented in Appendix A. Here, we present the detailed calculations of the proposed
SSB determination method. We first calculate the noise level, NT , which is calculated
with the same method as the SeaSonde method (i.e., step 1 for the SeaSonde method in
Appendix A). The Doppler bins with power less than NT plus 8 dB (this SNR theoretically
results in a bearing error less than two degrees for a monopole-cossed loop antenna [20])
will be eliminated. Then, the maximum current velocity is used to determine the proposed
Doppler bins, which include all the true FOPs and often include some second-order peaks.
The set for indexing these proposed Doppler bins can be expressed as

A =

{
i ∈ Ns|

λ

2
‖ fi − fb‖ ≤ vmax

}
, (1)

where Ns = {1, 2, . . . , N} is the index of the Doppler bins, sorted by Doppler frequency,
backscattered from one range cell, and N is the count of the Doppler bins; λ is the radar
wavelength; fi denotes the frequency of the ith Doppler bin; fb is the Bragg frequency;
and vmax is the maximum current velocity threshold, which is determined by historical
observation data. For an observation experiment, we can determine the vmax by manually
inspecting the collected Doppler spectra. In this study, we randomly inspected some
spectra within our data set (see Section 3.1) and found that the Doppler spectra always
have a maximum radial current velocity being less than 1 m/s. To ensure that all the true
FOPs do not be missed, vmax is set as 1.5 m/s for this study. For a routinely operation
HFR site, the vmax can be determined by finding the historical maximum current velocity
recorded by any current measurement instrument or consulting the users, who intend to
use the HFR-output current mapping products. In the next step, we search for the Doppler
bin, which has a maximum power within A. Then, a window, centered on

√
2 times the

frequency of the determined maximum power bin, with a length of L Doppler bins, is used
to extract a portion of second-order peaks. An offset, d, is defined as the absolute value of
the edge of the window to the center. Thus, we have

L = 2d + 1, (2)

where both L and d are positive integers. The amplitude threshold is calculated as the
averaged amplitude of these L Doppler bins to eliminate the second-order peaks included
in set A. Thus, the amplitude threshold, T, can be written as

T =
1
L

d

∑
j=−d

p(IB + j), (3)
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where IB is the index of the spectral point that has a frequency being equal to
√

2 times
the frequency of the maximal power bin and p(·) denotes the signal amplitude of the
Doppler bin.In our work, we empirically set d = 3. One reason is that the singular peaks
are broadened due to sea surface currents, which has been theoretically proved [18] and
experimentally testified [21,22]. Another reason is that the velocity resolution for a sea
surface current observation HF radar always ranges from 2 cm/s to 6 cm/s, so an offset
of 3 corresponding to a velocity of 6 cm/s to 18 cm/s, which are hardly greater than
the maximum current velocity for a Doppler spectrum. Thus, the setting of d = 3 (or
L = 7) can ensure the selected portion of second-order peaks are singular peaks and can
eliminate the fluctuation of T resulting from noise. In the following step, we calculate the
amplitude (power) threshold. The greater one for T and noise level plus 8 (i.e., NT + 8) is
adopted as the threshold. Then, we search for the Doppler bins which are first less than
this threshold, in the two sides around the Doppler bin, which has a maximum power
within A. The boundaries can be expressed as

l+ = I[p(i) < max(T, NT + 8)], with minimum(i− Ipmax); i ∈ A, (4a)

l− = I[p(i) < max(T, NT + 8)], with minimum(Ipmax − i); i ∈ A, (4b)

where l+ and l− are the right- and left-hand boundary for FOR, respectively; I[expression]
denotes the index of a Doppler bin that the corresponding power satisfies the expres-
sion; Ipmax denotes the index of the Doppler bin with maximum power within set A;
max(T, NT + 8) represents outputting the greater one for T and NT + 8. In fact, the ma-
nipulation of adopting the greater one between T and NT + 8 as the threshold is just the
diagnosis, which diagnoses whether there is noteworthy second-order returns within the
Doppler spectrum or not.

To easier understand the method described above, Figure 1 summarizes the process of
the SSB method. The step 1 (calculating noise level) is applied to a whole Doppler spectrum,
whereas the following four steps (step 2 to step 5) are applied separately for the positive
and negative halves of a Doppler spectrum. In addition, two examples are provided
in Figure 2 for illustrating the proposed FOPs determination method. The example in
Figure 2a is a positive half of a Doppler spectrum collected at the range cell being 25 km
off HFR. The power of the second-order spectra has a relatively high level. The averaged
power of the selected portion of the second-order peaks (T) is greater than NT plus 8,
so the power threshold is equal to T. The example in Figure 2b is a negative half of a
Doppler spectrum for 50 km off HF radar. In this spectrum, there is no second-order
sea echo, because the spectrum is collected at a too far range cell. Thus, the selected
portion of the second-order spectra only contains noise, and the averaged power of the
selected portion of the second-order peaks (T) is close to the noise level (NT). In this case,
the power threshold for determining FOPs is noise plus 8 dB. The spectral points over
the red shadowed sandwiched between the two black dots are the determined first-order
Doppler bins. These Doppler bins will be used to map radial current field.
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Figure 1. The processing flow of the second-order spectra-based (SSB) method.

(a) (b)

Figure 2. Demonstrates the first-order peaks determination for the second-order spectra-based (SSB)
method. (a) a positive half Doppler spectrum case with prominent second-order spectra; (b) a
negative half Doppler spectrum case without second-order spectrum. Apparently, in (b), the selected
portion of second-order spectral points only contain noise, and without any second-order echo. T
is the mean power of the selected portion of second-order spectral points, which are indicated by a
light gray shadowing rectangle centering on the blue vertical line. The spectral points within the two
black solid dots are the determined FOPs.
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3. Testing the SSB Method
3.1. Test Data Set

From 11 January to 23 September 2019, a field observation experiment for measuring
sea surface currents was conducted in Hainan Province, China. In this 256-day experiment,
41,111 range-Doppler spectra were collected. Thus, these vast amounts of Doppler spectra
and the long-term observation time give a good chance to sufficiently validate the FOPs
determination ability for the SSB method. The geographical map for the experiment is
shown in Figure 3. The HFR system used in this experiment is a compact DF radar, named
Ocean State Monitoring and Analyzing Radar, type S (OSMAR-S), which is developed
by Wuhan University, China and commercially manufactured by Hainan Ruihai Ocean
Technology Co. Ltd. [23]. This HFR system uses a compact antenna consisting of one
monopole and two orthogonal crossed loops to receiving the sea echoes, just like the
CODAR SeaSonde system [24,25]. During the experiment, the deployed HFR system
transmitted at 16 MHz with a bandwidth of 60 kHz. The corresponding range resolution
was 2.5 km. The designed routine detection range was 100 km.

Figure 3. The geographical map for the field experiment. The thin gray lines denote isobaths. The red
bullet indicates the location of our radar. The fanwise area enclosed by a thick pink line denotes the
nominal observation area of the high-frequency radar (HFR) system.

3.2. Results

The performance of the SeaSonde method is recognized. To validate the performance
of the SSB method, we check the differences of the FOPs determination results between the
SSB method and the SeaSonde method. Here, we first compare the number of first-order
Doppler bins determined by these two methods for each range-Doppler spectrum and
then statistically analyze the radar-derived maximal and minimal radial currents. Finally,
we analyze the performance of the SSB method on edge cases.

The number of the determined FOPs for each range-Doppler spectrum is calculated as
the sum of the determined first-order spectral points for the Doppler spectrum collected
from the 3rd to 40th range cell. Although the radar-derived maximal and minimal radial
currents are corresponding to the right and left boundaries of determined FOR. Therefore,
we calculate the radial velocity of the determined FOPs based on the difference between
their Doppler frequencies and the Bragg frequency. Consequently, the left boundary
and the right boundary of the determined FOPs are the minimal and maximal velocities,
respectively. It should be noted that the minimal and maximal velocities are calculated for
a whole Doppler spectrum, not calculated separately for positive and negative Doppler
halves of a Doppler spectrum. Furthermore, the minimal velocities corresponding to the left
boundary often represents the maximal radial current velocity flowing away from the radar
(or the maximal negative radial current), whereas the maximal velocity corresponding to
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the right boundary often represents the maximal radial current velocity flowing towards
the radar (or the maximal positive radial current).

Figure 4 shows the scatter plot of the number of the FOPs derived from the SeaSonde
method (Ncum) for each range-Doppler spectrum versus that from the SSB method (Npro).
This figure indicates that the SSB method produces a similar result in the SeaSonde method
with respect to the number of the determined FOPs. However, the fitted line does not
exactly overlap with the baseline. Comparing the fitted line with the baseline in Figure 4,
we can easily see that the fitted line almost overlaps with the baseline for Ncum being
less than 500 and above the baseline with a growing gap for Ncum being greater than 500.
This phenomenon indicates that the SSB method produces almost the same number of
FOPs as the SeaSonde method for Doppler spectra with narrow FOR and more FOPs than
the SeaSonde method for Doppler spectra with relatively broad FOR. These differences
between these two methods result from the fact that a broader FOR is more likely to contain
local minima within the tails of the FOR. These local minima tend to be misidentified
as nulls for the SeaSonde method. Figure 5a shows the histograms of the maximal and
minimal radial current velocities. The distribution of the maximal and minimal radial
current velocities derived from the SSB method are similar to those derived from the
SeaSonde method. Figure 5b shows the histograms of the difference between the maximal
radial current velocities derived from the SeaSonde method and those derived from the
SSB method. The difference between the maximal radial current velocities is principally
distributed within −∆ fD to ∆ fD. Here, the number of the samples with |Vmtc −Vmtp| ≤
∆ fD and |Vmap − Vmac| ≤ ∆ fD respectively account for 79.65% and 80.79% of the total
number of the samples. These results suggest that the boundaries of the FOR derived from
the SSB method are similar to those extracted by the SeaSonde method. Thus, these results
about the number of determined FOPs and the boundaries provide solid evidence for
that the SSB method has a comparable ability with respect to the SeaSonde method in
determining FOPs.

Figure 4. Scatter plot of the number of the first-order Doppler bins determined by the SeaSonde
method (Ncum) versus the number of the first-order Doppler bins determined by the second-order
spectra-based method (Npro) for each range-Doppler spectrum. The red line marked with circle is the
fitted line, and the black line is a baseline.
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(a) (b)

Figure 5. Histogram of (a) maximal and minimal radial current velocities for all range-dependent
Doppler spectra and (b) the difference between the maximal (and minimal) radial current velocity
derived from the SeaSonde method and that derived from the proposed method. Vmac and Vmtc are
the minimal and maximal radial currents extracted by the SeaSonde method, respectively. Vmap and
Vmtp are the minimal and maximal radial currents extracted by the proposed method, respectively.
∆ fD is the velocity resolution of our radar, which is 4.84 cm/s. Moreover, a small number of samples,
for which the difference of the maximal (and minimal) radial current velocity is greater than 5∆ fD, is
not shown in (b).

The above-mentioned statistical results suggest that the SSB method has a comparable
ability with respect to the SeaSonde method. However, these statistical results do not
include the comparison of the SSB method with the SeaSonde method in the edge cases,
in which bifurcated peaks exist within FOR and FOPs overlap with second-order region,
because the number of the spectral samples for the edge cases in our data set is very small.
Here, we analyze the performance of the SSB method for the edge cases.

The bifurcated FOR, in which the FOR is divided into two or more groups by promi-
nent local null, originates from the power fluctuation of the FOPs. Figure 6 shows a
bifurcated FOR case with respect to the FOPs determination. In this figure, the FOR con-
tains a significant null, which leads the FOR to a bifurcated profile. In addition, there is
no second-order region for the displayed positive Doppler spectra. Thus, for the SSB
method, the noise level plus 8 dB is the power threshold (just as Figure 2b). Starting from
the maximum power Doppler bin, we can find the FOR boundary, where the power is
first equal to or less than the power threshold. As Figure 6a shows, the determined FOPs
(which is the region between the two red solid dots) are acceptable. For the SeaSonde
method, the details of this method in determining FOPs for the bifurcated FOR case are
illustrated in Figure 6b. The SeaSonde method handles the smoothed spectra. Starting from
the two spectral points with the power of maximum power (MAXP) divided by fdown
(MAXP/fdown), the SeaSonde method finds the two nulls indicated by the vertical lines.
Then, the determined FOPs can be obtained based on the power threshold. Thus, the FOPs
between the two red solid dots are selected by the SeaSonde method. However, nearly half
true FOPs are falsely missed. For this spectrum, the SSB method obviously yields a more
reliable FOPs determination result than the SeaSonde method. This unsatisfactory result for
the SeaSonde method results from the bifurcated first-order, which has a large difference
between the maximum power and the power of the spectral points in the local null. In fact,
the SeaSonde method expectedly yields an unsatisfactory FOPs determination result as
long as the power of the spectral point within the null is less than MAXP/fdown. Definitely,
the SSB method also will yield an unsatisfactory result, if the power of the spectral point
within the local null is less than noise level plus 8 dB. Nevertheless, it is more common for
the spectral points within local null with power less than MAXP/fdown than it less than the
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noise level plus 8 dB, because MAXP/fdown almost definitely greater than the noise level
plus 8 dB. Thus, the SeaSonde method is more sensitive to local null within FOR than the
SSB method. In other words, the SeaSonde method more likely yields unsatisfactory FOPs
determination result with some true FOPs omitted than the SSB method for a bifurcated
FOR spectrum.
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Figure 6. FOPs determination for bifurcated FOR case using (a) the SSB method and (b) the SeaSonde
method. The spectral points between the two red solid dots are the determined FOR. In addition,
MAXP is the maximum power. The detailed setting of the parameters fdown and flim are stated in
Appendix A.
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(a) (b)

Figure 6. First-order peaks determination for bifurcated first-order region case using (a) the proposed
method and (b) the SeaSonde method. The spectral points between the two red solid dots are the
determined first-order region. In addition, MAXP is the maximum power. The detailed setting of the
parameters fdown and flim are stated in Appendix A.

FOPs overlapping with second-order region occurs, when the ground-truth radial
current within radar observation area is very strong or the long oceanic wave (swell)
components are strong. Also, if FOPs overlap with second-order region, the null between
the FOR and the second-order region will not exist and the FOR will suddenly drop to
the second-order region. Figure 7 shows an example of FOPs determination for the edge
case of FOPs overlapping with second-order region. From Figure 7a we can clearly see
that the FOR suddenly drops to the second-order region and there is no prominent null
between the FOR and the second-order region. The FOPs determination results derived
from the SSB method and the SeaSonde method are respectively illustrated in Figure 7a,b.
The spectral points between the red solid square and the red solid dot are the determined
FOPs, whereas the spectral points between the red solid square and the black solid square
are the visually determined FOPs. Specifically, the spectral points between the black solid
square and the red solid dot are second-order sea echoes and misidentified as FOPs. In fact,
for the SSB method, when the null between the first- and second-order region is absent,
the power of the spectral points in the extreme edge of the FOR will no longer be less
than the calculated power threshold (e.g., Figure 7a). Thus, some second-order spectral
points between FOR and the selected portion of second-order peaks may be misidentified
as FOPs. On the other hand, because of the moving average manipulation for the Doppler
spectrum, the null found by the SeaSonde method will also within in second-order region
(e.g., Figure 7b). Thus, some second-order spectral points between FOR and the found null
may be misidentified as FOPs. Comparing Figure 7a with Figure 7b, we can see that the SSB
method misidentifies more second-order points as FOPs than the SeaSonde method. In fact,
this may be the common case for FOR overlapping with second-order region. Because,
in the tails of the FOR, there are usually some local minima that cannot be smoothed out
by the smoothing processing of the SeaSonde method (see Appendix A). Thus, we infer
that the SeaSonde method often misidentifies less second-order points as FOPs than the
SSB method. In summary, for the edge case of FOR overlapping with second-order region,
both the SSB and SeaSonde methods tend to misidentify some second-order spectral points
as FOPs, while the SeaSonde method often outputs less error than the SSB method.
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(a) (b)

Figure 7. First-order peaks determination for the case of first-order region overlapping with second-
order region. (a) using the proposed method; (b) using the SeaSonde method. The two red vertical
lines in (b) indicate the maximum current limit. The spectral points between the red solid square and
the red solid dot are the determined first-order peaks, whereas the spectral points between the red
solid square and the black solid square are the visually determined first-order peaks.

4. Discussion

The testing results suggest that the SSB method statistically has a similar but not
exactly the same performance as the SeaSonde method. The fundamental causes of this
performance similarity are as follows: (1) both methods use the spectra feature, which con-
tains nulls between first- and second-order spectra, to separate FOPs in the case of with
second-order returns; (2) both methods use a constant SNR to determine FOPs in the
case of second-order absent and the settings of the SNR in these two methods are the
same value. In addition, the subtle differences of the statistical results between these
two methods originate from two aspects. One is that on the tails of the FOR there may
be some local minima that can be misidentified as boundaries by the SeaSonde method
but have much smaller effects on the SSB method, although there is a prominent null
between the first- and second-order region. Another one is that the amplitude threshold
calculated from the second-order region in the SSB method is not exactly equal to the
threshold used in the SeaSonde method. The performance analyses on the two edge cases
suggest that the SeaSonde method is prone to omit some true FOPs, whereas the SSB
method tends to produce more FOPs as well as apt to contain more false FOPs than the
SeaSonde method. The omission of true FOPs leads to the situation in which some accurate
radial current observations are dropped. Containing false FOPs results in spurious radial
current observations. At present, a few omissions of the FOPs can be partially compen-
sated by spatial gap-filling techniques [26,27]. Also, a few spurious observations can be
handled by spatial smoothing or despiking the radial velocity time series via standard
methods [28,29]. Unfortunately, no technique can compensate for a lot of omissions. How-
ever, a lot of spurious observations may be handled by advanced quality assurance–quality
control (QA–QC) technique (e.g., the non-velocity metric-based QA–QC method in [30]).
Nevertheless, more work is needed to understand how the tendency of selecting false FOPs
can be addressed in a systematic way. For this reason, and to spur additional development
of HFR signal processing in a coherent way, the MATLAB-based code for the SSB method
is being made available in https://github.com/260846137/SSB-FOPS.git.

The most remarkable advantage of the SSB method is that it only needs to set one
parameter, in contrast to the array of parameters needed in the SeaSonde method. Further-
more, the parameter needed in the SSB method is also needed in the SeaSonde method.
Undoubtedly, simplifying input parameters is very attractive to HFR users, especially to
those who are not proficient in the theory of current mapping by HFR. Because fewer input
parameters mean easier to use and less parameter tuning work. In addition, the simplifica-

https://github.com/260846137/SSB-FOPS.git
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tion of the input parameter for the SSB method does not seem to affect its flexibility, because
the statistical results for a such long-term observation suggest that the FOPs determination
results from the two methods are still comparable. Moreover, the SSB method seems more
robust than the SeaSonde method. This can be inferred from Figure 4 where there is no
outlier above the fitted line (or for Npro), but there are lots of outlier below the fitted line
(or for Ncum). On the other hand, although the SSB method is tested on a data set collected
by OSMAR-S HFR system, this FOPs determination method also can be applied to other
HFR systems. The OSMAR-S produces binary files storing the voltage amplitude which
can be used to obtain range-Doppler spectra by twice Fourier Transformation. Other HFR
systems may collect different variables, but the Doppler spectrum still can be derived.
The Doppler spectrum is exact the processing object in the SSB method. Thus, just as the
SeaSonde method, the SSB method has good cross-applicability to different HFR systems.

5. Conclusions

An alternative methodology for FOPs determination is presented that only needs one
user-defined parameter, which is the maximum current velocity that will be encountered
by the radar. In comparison, existing FOR determination methods need an array of
user-defined parameters. Thus, the proposed method can reduce the number of input
parameters and simplify the tuning process on the user-defined parameters. Testing the
proposed method on a 256-day field observation data set suggests that the proposed
method produces a similar result with the SeaSonde method. Although the performance
of the proposed method is only similar to the existing methods and has no prominent
improvements, future expansions of this method to other operational HFR systems are
likely to simplify the use and popular with users who are unprofessional in the HFR. Thus,
an input-parameter-reduced method is significant for promoting the popularization and
application of the HFR. Moreover, the performance assessment approach introduced in
this study can be extended to assess other first-order peaks determination methods.
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Appendix A. The SeaSonde Method

Figure A1 shows a typical HF radar echo spectrum. Apparently, there are local minima
(nulls) between the first- and second-order spectra. To determine the FOR, the underlying
principle of the SeaSonde method is to find these nulls. Consequently, these nulls are
regarded as the FOR boundaries, and the spectral points within these two pairs of the nulls
are identified as FOPs.
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Figure A1. Typical Doppler spectrum for showing the first-order spectra (shaded with light blue)
separated by nulls from the second-order spectra (shaded with light red), and the noise level, which
is indicated by the thick red lines in the wings of the spectrum and is calculated as the mean power
of the spectral points enclosed by the two rectangles.

Now, we describe the detailed steps of the SeaSonde method in determining the
FOPs. Figure A2 summarizes the processing flow of the SeaSonde method. For a Doppler
spectrum (e.g., Figure A1), the SeaSonde method uses five steps to determine FOPs.Version December 17, 2020 submitted to Journal Not Specified 12 of 15

Figure A2. The processing flow of the SeaSonde first-order determination method.
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Step 1: calculating the noise level. Generally, Doppler bins in the wings of the spectrum
only contain noise. Thus, the SeaSonde method adopts the averaged power of the Doppler
bins in the wings as the noise level for the spectrum, but a specific Doppler region used to
calculate the noise level has not been presented in the SeaSonde technical document [14].
In this study, the Doppler bins with normalized frequency within 2.7 to 3.2 and −3.2 to
−2.7 are empirically used to calculate noise level. As Figure A1 shows, the two short thick
red lines indicate the derived noise level (which is 55.94 dB) for the spectrum, and the
spectral points enclosed by the two rectangles are the specific spectrum region used to
calculate the noise level. This noise level, in step 4, will be used to eliminate Doppler bins
that have a power below this noise level times noisefact. (noisefact is a factor defined in
SeaSonde technical document [14], and its default value is 4.0.)

Step 2: smoothing the spectrum. To increase the stability in finding the nulls between
first- and second-order spectra, a moving average is applied to the spectrum with a window
length of nsm Doppler bins. Figure A3 shows the smoothed spectrum of the spectrum
displayed in Figure A1 with nsm being equal to 3, 5, and 29. From this figure, we can
see that a too large value of nsm (e.g., nsm = 29) may destroy the null between first- and
second-order spectra, which may cause errors in setting the boundaries. On the other
hand, a too small value of nsm (e.g., nsm = 3) may result in local minima within the FOR.
These local minima may be identified as a null. Consequently, some true FOPs may be
eliminated. Thus, a suitable value should be set for eliminating local minima within FOR
and avoiding expected null destruction. Fortunately, nsm often can be set in a large span.
In other words, the nulls between first- and second-order regions are insensitive to the
value of nsm. For the spectrum displayed in Figure A1, the setting of nsm = 5 effectively
eliminates local minima within the FOR and retains the nulls between the first- and second-
order regions (Figure A3). In fact, the expected nulls between the first- and second-order
regions remain even for nsm = 21. Thus, for this spectrum, nsm can be set in a large span
from 5 to 21. In this study, we set nsm = 5 for the SeaSonde method.
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Figure A3. Smoothed spectra of the spectrum displayed in Figure A1. nsm is the window length for
moving average. Magnified views for nsm = 3 and nsm = 5 in the red box are shown in the top right
corner. There is a local minimum (near the normalized frequency of 1) within FOR for nsm = 3. Null
between first- and second-order is smeared out for nsm = 29.

(a) (b)

Figure A4. Demonstrates the effect of different values of the parameter fdown on finding the nulls
between first- and second-order region. (a) unsuccessfully; (b) successfully. The red dots indicate the
positions at which the search for the nulls starts.
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Figure A3. Smoothed spectra of the spectrum displayed in Figure A1. nsm is the window length
for moving average. Magnified views for nsm = 3 and nsm = 5 in the red box are shown in the top
right corner. There is a local minimum (near the normalized frequency of 1) within FOR for nsm = 3.
Null between first- and second-order is smeared out for nsm = 29.

Step 3: finding the nulls between first- and second-order spectra. The first-order regions
(FORs) are usually separated from the second-order spectra by conspicuous minima,
which we term nulls. When locating these nulls, we should avoid searching for them
within the FOR, which may have its own local minima that are not smoothed out. So the
search is begun on the periphery of the FOR. More precisely, the search starts at the spectral
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point where the surrounding spectral points have a power of MAXP/fdown, with MAXP
being the maximum power and fdown being a factor. These are indicated in Figure A4
for fdown = 2 (3 dB) and fdown = 7.5 (8.75 dB). From Figure A4 we can see that setting
fdown to a too small value will result in that local minima within FOR is misidentified as
nulls, meaning that some true FOPs are eliminated. Certainly, if fdown is chosen too large,
the nulls may be missed altogether, resulting in second-order spectrum points included
and resulting in wild current vectors. For the spectrum in Figure A4, fdown = 7.5 results in
acceptable nulls. In fact, the default value of this parameter, fdown, is 7.5 in the SeaSonde
system. In this study, we also use this default value for fdown. On the other hand, care must
be taken for this step. If there are no long waves on the water surface, as in a harbor,
there will be no second-order sea echoes. In this case, this step should be skipped by setting
the parameter nsec to zero.

(a) (b)

Figure A4. Demonstrates the effect of different values of the parameter fdown on finding the nulls
between first- and second-order region. (a) unsuccessfully; (b) successfully. The red dots indicate the
positions at which the search for the nulls starts.

Step 4: eliminating spectral points based on amplitude or power. The spectral points within
a pair of nulls (e.g., Figure A4b) may include some bad points, which are often adjacent to
the nulls. Thus, the SeaSonde method uses two parameters, flim and noisefact, to eliminate
spectral points, which are too far below the peak energy or have a low SNR. Specifically,
spectral points with power being less than MAXP divided by flim or less than noisefact
times the noise level (calculated in step 1) are eliminated. The default values for flim and
noisefact are 15 (11.76 dB) and 4 (6.02 dB), respectively. In our study, we set the values of
flim and noisefact to 50 (16.99 dB) and 6.3 (8.00 dB), respectively.

Step 5: Limiting spectral range based on maximum current velocity. In the final step, the Sea-
Sonde method applies a frequency window determined by the maximum current (currmax),
which is estimated for the geographical location of the radar. Thus, the derived current
velocity will not exceed this predefined maximum current. In this study, this maximum cur-
rent velocity is set as 1.5 m/s. Apparently, the order of step 5 and step 4 can be exchanged
without any effect on the result of the determined FOPs. In addition, steps 3, 4, and 5 are
applied separately for the positive and negative Doppler halves of the Doppler spectrum.
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