
SPECTRUM MANAGEMENT

Radio telescopes don’t just detect astronomical 
signals from space – they also pick up unwanted 
radio noise from Earth, airplanes, radar, and 
satellites. Even Wi-Fi can interfere with the highly-
sensitive instruments astronomers use to observe 
the Universe and unique cosmic phenomenon. 

The Dynamic Radio Interference Finding Tool 
(DRIFT) helps scientists – and students – explore 
and understand this invisible radio environment 
by collecting and visualizing Radio Frequency 
Interference (RFI) data from the National 
Science Foundation National Radio Astronomy 
Observatory (NRAO) sites across the U.S.
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What DRIFT Does 

Each NRAO site, such as the Very Large Array 
(VLA) in New Mexico and the Green Bank 
Telescope (GBT) in West Virginia, regularly runs RFI 
sweeps to measure the interference levels in the local 
radio spectrum. 

DRIFT combines all that information into one easy-to-
use platform where users can: 

• Visualize data in interactive spectra or waterfall plots 

• Apply filters by site or frequency band 

• �Compare scans over time by calculating various 
differentials or displaying rolling medians 

• Download data as CSV files for deeper analysis 

With DRIFT, users can interactively explore how 
the radio spectrum changes across the different 
observatories and over time. 

Why It Matters 

Understanding RFI is key to maintaining high-quality 
astronomical observations. For example, an observation 
in 2025 at the VLA revealed a repeating 10 MHz signal 
believed to come from Earth-mapping radar satellites. 

Even inside the National Radio Quiet Zone, the 
GBT’s sensitivity means it still detects faint RFI. Routine 
scans help its team preserve clear observing conditions 
and chase down sources of RFI. 

The Bigger Picture 

DRIFT isn’t just a research tool – it’s an opportunity for 
students and educators to learn and discover by: 

• Exploring real radio telescope data 

• Experiencing how technology affects astronomy 

• �Learning data analysis and spectrum  
management skills

Develop a better understanding 
of what the spectrum looks like 

at various NRAO locations.

Above Left: Spectral plot showing two VLA L-band RFI scans from 2020 and 2025.  Above Right: Percent difference calculation 
between the same two scans, showing frequencies where RFI is changing.  This plot can reveal intermittent RFI and how RFI 
changes over time.

Learn more: public.nrao.edu/spectrum-management 
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