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Summary

The population driven need for food in the world will increase by 70% by 2050, while
less land and natural resources such as water are available for farming. Therefore,
increasing the efficiency of food production is incredibly important. Genetic studies
suggest that the current production yield of crops has significant room to improve
[1]. State of the art technologies cannot be used to implement such a continuous
monitoring of large-scale crop fields. Commercially available sensors continuously
consume power to monitor the environment even when there is no relevant data
to be detected which limits their lifetime and results in unsustainable costs of
deployment and maintenance (i.e. batteries need to be replaced every few weeks).
The ARPA-E team, the very same project of which this master thesis is part
of, realized a new class of zero-power and low-cost sensors. They are capable
of monitoring the water stress related infrared characteristics of plants (i.e. leaf
temperature and reflectivity) in the crop field and communicating wirelessly with
the irrigation system control center upon the detection of irrigation indicators. The
starting sensor of this master thesis is the one by Qian et al. [2], with some major
contributed changes. Nevertheless, this new MEMS is still not able itself to be
exploited in in-field applications. It needs a new system, the so called sunlight
digitizer, to verify that the sensor is communicating a need-of-water because the
plants actually requires water and not only because the irradiance of a day is too
high. This last phenomenon would cause the reflectance of the leaf to be over the
threshold, activating the sensor to send a need-of-water signal which is in reality a
false alarm. Within this project such a digitizer is designed and simulated with
LTSpice. Firstly, the simulations of the circuit show positive feedbacks. Secondly,
a different schematic is simulated for the optimization of the solar cell. Then, the
circuit is built and tested in the form of a breadboard. The use of a millimetric
solar cell to supply the whole circuit is to keep on the philosophy of this project, the
ultra-low power feature. The final results lead to the realization of a 1% irradiance
window digitizer, i.e. the circuit provides a within signal set to high only when the
irradiance of the sun is from 220 to 222 W/m2. This range is modifiable according
to the sunlight conditions, i.e. to the average irradiance in which the digitizer is
used. This can be easily done turning the knob of a potentiometer.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 The Laboratory

The entirety of this master thesis has been developed thanks to Northeastern
Sensors and Nano Systems Laboratory (NSaNS) and guided by Professor Matteo
Rinaldi. NSaNS Laboratory is a reality born almost 10 year ago in Boston, at
Northeastern University, located in 805 Columbus Avenue in the new Interdisci-
plinary Science and Engineering Complex (ISEC) building, in Figure 1.1. The
main goal of the laboratory is the development of miniaturized, low power and
high-performance sensors and radio frequency components. Its focus is on the
understanding and exploiting of the fundamental properties of micromechanical
structures and advanced nanomaterials to engineer new classes of Micro and Nano
Electro Mechanical Systems (MEMS/NEMS) with unique and enabling features
applied to the areas of chemical, physical and biological sensing and low power
reconfigurable radio communication systems [3]. It counts on more than 20 stable
researchers plus a continuous presence of visiting students. Professor Matteo Ri-
naldi is, moreover, director of the SMART center, which is a research center that
gathers multiple smaller laboratories. Their aim is to conceive and pilot disruptive
technological innovation in smart devices and systems to make everyday life safer,
easier and more efficient, in collaboration with federal agencies and industries. The
OPEN project of which this master thesis is part is an example because it is funded
by the Advanced Research Projects Agency-Energy (ARPA-E), a federal agency
focused on high impact energy technologies. The team of which I am part of is the
Plasmid team. The team is a subgroup of the NSaNS laboratory and it is in charge
of the ARPA-E project. Alongside this master thesis, multiple projects are carried
out by the group. As an example of the cooperation within the team, I gave my
personal contribution to one of these projects, explained in details in Appendix A.
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1.2 Presentation of the OPEN Project

Every second 127 new devices are connected to the web worldwide. At the end of
2020, the number of connected devices is expected to reach 37 billion [2]. The need
to reduce their power consumption and dimensions several orders of magnitude
is cristal clear in order to allow this permanently increasing number to reach 75
billions by the end of 2025 without catastrophic consequences. On the other hand,
the population need for food in the world will increase by 70% by 2050, while land
and natural resources such as water will constantly be less available for farming.
Moreover, the soil quality will degrade with global warming. Therefore, increasing
the efficiency of food production is incredibly important to avoid hunger in massive
areas of the planet. Multiple studies suggest that the current production yield of
crops has significant room to improve. The average yield achieved in commercial
farms is only one tenth of the theoretical maximum, and less than half of the
one demonstrated in trial fields [1]. The capability of acquiring comprehensive
and real-time data of plants health and environmental conditions during growth
with high granularity and translating it in easy instructions for the farmers would
maximize the crop yield while conserving natural resources. State of the art systems
can not be exploited for such purpose because they constantly consume power to
monitor the environment even when there is not relevant data to be monitored,
resulting in short lifetime of the device and in unsustainable costs of power and
maintenance (e.g. substitution of batteries every few weeks or months), as it is
explained in details in Chapter 2.
Farmers have to take typically about 40 yield impacting decisions each season,
whose results can impact on a 10% positive or negative yield swing [1]. There

Figure 1.1: ISEC building
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Figure 1.2: Proposed technology platform schematic

is a clear need to develop innovative technology platforms and decision support
tools that maximize sustainable economic returns by increasing yields, conserving
resources, and creating new market opportunities. The overall challenge is to
monitor the physical, environmental and biological conditions that limit growth
with high spatial and temporal resolution throughout production cycle and to
identify interventions that relieve those constraints. Recent advancements in
sensing technologies have now made it possible for biologists to extract massive
volumes of genetic, physiological, and environmental data from certain crops in
relatively small test fields.
The purpose of the OPEN project of the SMART laboratory, of which this master
thesis is part of, is to develop an in-field spatio-temporal monitoring system of
water content in plants. It consists in a distributed network of zero power sensors
that are capable of capturing, storing, communicating and processing the in-field
data, ultimately determining the actions farmers should take to maximize the yield.
This new monitoring system is a step forward in the direction of reducing the power
consumption of connected devices and of maximizing crops yield. This new class
of zero power and low-cost hyperspectral sensors are capable of monitoring the
water stress related InfraRed (IR) characteristics of plants (e.g. leaf temperature
and reflectivity) in the crop field and communicating wirelessly with the irrigation
system control center upon the detection of irrigation indicators. Differently from
the current state of the art, the new sensors by Qian [2] based on micromechanical
structures, utilize the energy of the IR radiation emitted or reflected from the leaves
of plants to detect their surface temperature or spectral reflectivity, respectively,
and compare them to the pre-determined threshold, as explained in Chapter 3,
without consuming any electrical power during standby mode. The sensors wake up
(i.e. drain power from the battery) only upon detection of changes in the irrigation

3
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indicators above alarming thresholds and then they transmit a radio frequency
signal indicating the need of irrigation. The complete elimination of the standby
power consumption results in a nearly unlimited duration of operation, saving the
maintenance costs associated with frequent battery replacements. The sensors are
able to wirelessly reveal thousands of irrigation needs without ever replacing the
sensor coin battery. Thus, the life time is extended to ∼10 years, limited only by
the battery self-discharge. The project delivers a fundamental building block for
a visionary world in which the farm produce is more efficient, sustainable, and
resilient by leveraging technological advancements. The main steps of the OPEN
project are:

1. Design and demonstrate a zero power leaf temperature sensor, working in
the Medium Wavelength Infrared Range (MWIR) capable of detecting a 5
°C temperature variation in a area of ∼1 m2 within a 1 m distance from the
sensor.

2. Design and demonstrate a zero power leaf reflectivity sensor, working in the
Short Wavelength Infrared Range (SWIR) (1.3 ÷ 2.8 µm), capable of detecting
10% increase in reflectance of leaf surface (corresponding to ∼20% decrease
in water content) when the leaf is directly illuminated by a predetermined
radiation intensity (i.e. calibrated impinging IR radiation from sunlight or
other sources).

3. Determine the best practice for water content monitoring in field by investi-
gating the detection probability and false alarm rate of each approach and
the combined solution.

4. Design and develop vacuum packaging, low power wireless module, optical
components, housing and supporting mechanics (for potential field deployment)
for the wireless sensor node.

5. Demonstrate a complete wireless sensor node capable of communicating wire-
lessly with the irrigation system control center receiver upon the detection
of irrigation indicators. The sensor can reveal thousands of irrigation needs
while maintaining a low false alarm rate without ever replacing the sensor
coin battery. The life time is extended to ∼10 years, limited by the battery
self-discharge.

Parts of Point 1 and Point 2 have already been achieved partially by the Plasmid
laboratory before the beginning of this master thesis and are presented in details
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in Section 1.4 and 1.5 of this chapter, while the remaining parts of Point 1 and
Point 2 are the focus of this master thesis.

1.3 The Sensor Design

In Figure 1.3, a general view of the MEMS design developed alongside the project,
is shown. The Photo Mechanical Photoswitch (PMP) consists of two symmetric
released cantilevers facing each other. Each cantilever is composed of a head, an
inner pair of thermally sensitive bimaterial legs (Aluminum and Silicon Dioxide,
respectively Al and SiO2), an outer pair of temperature- and stress-compensating
bimaterial legs connected to the substrate and a pair of thermal isolation links
between the inner and outer bimaterial legs. A plasmonic infrared absorber is
integrated in the head of one cantilever, the absorber one, whereas the head of the
other cantilever is covered by a 150 nm Gold (Au) reflector. The absorbing head
also carries a high-stiffness bowl-shaped Platinum (Pt) tip electrically connected
to one of the device terminals, whereas the contact pad connected to the second
terminal is defined on the opposite reflecting head. The metal tip and the contact
pad are separated by a ∼500 nm air gap. On the absorber head, an array of
lithographically defined plasmonic nanostructures is placed. The nanostructures
collect the incoming IR radiation and, changing the dimensions and the distances
between them, a narrow or a broadband range can be obtained. The bimaterial
legs, on the other hand, are useful to make the whole device insensitive to a
room temperature change. Indeed, both the inner and outer pairs of legs bend in
the same direction in response to ambient-temperature variations. Any residual
ambient temperature- and/or stress-induced deflections of the two cantilevers are
compensated by the symmetry of the structure, since both cantilevers deflect in the
same fashion the designed gap dimension is preserved. The whole design consists in a
total of 13 masks. When infrared radiation that matches the lithographically defined
absorption band impinges on the top surface of the device, it is primarily absorbed
by the plasmonic head and converted into heat, which leads to a temperature

Figure 1.3: MEMS design
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increase of the corresponding cantilever up to the thermal isolation. The infrared-
induced temperature rise causes a downward bending of the corresponding thermally
sensitive pair of bimaterial legs, which leads to a vertical displacement of the metal
tip that brings it into contact with the opposite terminal (that is, the contact pad)
when the absorbed infrared power exceeds the design threshold [2]. The main
differences made to this sensor developed by Qian during the OPEN project are:

1. New heaters, under both the reflecting and the absorbing heads, useful to
reset the device .

2. New pair of pads, to control both the upper and the lower heater from the
external.

3. The absorber head has a reduced thickness to reduce the response time.

4. Optimized dimensions of the bimaterial legs to improve sensitivity.

5. Larger contact areas to allow threshold power scaling.

Basically, during the testing phase, it has been noticed that an artificial reset,
i.e. an external voltage applied to the new pads, would fasten up the procedure
of reset and would help the calculation of the threshold power intrinsic to the
device. Once the radiation overcomes the threshold, the upper head bends and the
contact is made. Due to still unknown causes, however highly probable due to an
accumulation of charge, the head remains bent over even when the irradiation is
no longer above the threshold. This is why the heaters have been added to the
old design. When an external voltage is applied, the metallic serpentine below the
head warms up causing the contact previously established to break. This allows
the device to bend again once in the predefined conditions.
Another main aspect of the new design is the lithographically defined absorber
head. The head differs between the reflectivity-based water stress sensor and
the temperature-based one. As far as the former is concerned, the plasmonically
enhanced absorbers are defined to collect irradiation at 1.5 µm with a 150 nm
bandwidth. This value corresponds to the wavelength at which the reflectance
spectra of a leaf presents a valley. Before carrying on with the illustration of the
differences, a small paragraph has to be dedicated to the definition of the Relative
Water Content (RWC). The RWC is probably the most appropriate measure of
plant water status in terms of the physiological consequence of cellular water deficit
[4]. Its formula is:

RWC = W − DW

TW − DW
· 100 % (1.1)
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Figure 1.4: Different phases of RWC calculation

where W is the weight of the freshly cut leaf, DW is the weight of leaf disc dried at
80 °C for 24 h and TW is the weight of the leaf disc floating on de-ionized water
in a closes petri dish. Full turgidity is reached within 3-4 h under normal room
light and temperature. The leaf disc is assumed to be 1.5 cm in diameter, avoiding
large veins. In Figure 1.4, the different phases of a Glicine Max leaf during the
RWC calculation process is shown.
Going back to the reflectivity-based sensor, the reflectance value corresponding to
the wavelength at which the reflectance spectra of a leaf presents a valley change
accordingly to the RWC, as depicted in Figure 1.5. This is because such point in
the spectrum corresponds to the water absorption wavelength. When the RWC of
the leaf is higher, the reflectivity is lower because the water contained in the leaf
absorbs the impinging irradiation. On the other hand, the smaller the RWC, the

Figure 1.5: Reflectivity Spectrum of different leaves
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Threshold Power at 1 m Threshold Power at 5 m

Reflectance-based 300 nW 5 nW

Temperature-based 60 nW 3 nW

Table 1.1: Threshold powers at different distances, which is calculated in Appendix
C

higher the reflectivity. As shown in Figure 1.5, there are multiple water absorption
valleys, but the one which presents more ∆R at different RWC is the one at around
1.5 µm. Moreover, at this wavelength, the available power is higher. That is why
the reflectance-based sensor is designed to absorb at 1.5 µm with a bandwidth of
about 150 nm.
A different wavelength is exploited for the temperature-based sensor. The leaf emits
in a broadband spectrum; however, at 10.3 µm a greater difference in temperature
for different RWC values is empirically calculated. Such a wavelength corresponds
to the thermal IR emission peak of water-stressed plants. In this case a broader
band of about 4 µm from 8 to 12 µm is needed, as shown in Figure 1.6. Due to
these different aspects, the two devices require different threshold powers due to
the contrasting incoming power. In Table 1.1, the threshold powers are reported,
considering the leaf at 1 m and 5 m of distance from the sensor. At higher distance,
the thresholds remarkably decrease because of the less impinging power. The

Figure 1.6: Emission spectrum for a leaf
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formula for the calculation of the threshold power Pth is:

Pth = V 2
heater

R
(1.2)

where Vheater is the voltage applied at the heater pads (bottom ones) mentioned
before and depicted in Figure 1.3, and R is the resistance of the heater serpentine,
which is 63.8 kΩ. Vheater is increased until the power dissipated as heat is sufficiently
high to actuate the contacts and close the switch. It has to be noticed that the
device is tested in a vacuum probe station to ensure that there is no heat loss
through convection in air. The status of the switch, during this process, is monitored
continuously by applying a separate bias Vbias across the switch terminals (in the
middle pads) and measuring the current using the source meter by Keithley, model
2450. In Figure 1.7, the measured current across the switch is shown as the heater
is turned on and off with a Vheater that corresponds to a power just above Pheater.
When triggered on, the current changes with a conductance ratio of more than 4
orders of magnitude from ∼0.1 nA to 0.7 µA for a Vbias of 10 mV (the non-zero
off current is due to instrument noise). This essentially demonstrates the zero
subthreshold leakage of the switches, which is a key factor for zero standby power
consumption. Pthreshold is 492 nW for this particular tested device.
Up to now, such small thresholds as reported in Table 1.1, have not been achieved
yet. However, the issue can be easily solved in two different manners. The first

Figure 1.7: Current across the switch as the heater is turned on and off

9



Introduction

way is to place a Fresnel lens on the top of the vacuum chamber where the device
is positioned. Its aim is to collect and concentrate the incoming power. The lens
by Edmund Optics has a diameter of 2 cm and a focal length of 1.4 cm, providing
a 70 times magnification in the wavelength range of interest. Both the lens and
the window of the vacuum chamber are made of Calcium Fluoride (CaF2) in the
reflectance-based sensor, which is a material transparent in the SWIR. They are
made of Zinc Selenide (ZnSe) for the temperature-based one, transparent in the
MWIR. The second way is thanks to the application of a bias voltage that is
useful to achieve such small threshold powers. Applying this bias voltage causes
an electrostatic force to appear across the contacts, leading them to move towards
each other and thus reduces the gap. The gap reduces until the point where the
electrostatic force is canceled out by the spring force generated in the opposite
direction by the cantilever beam. As a result, with a reduced contact gap, less
actuation is required from IR power to trigger the switch. This effectively reduces
the threshold. Furthermore, this technique is passive during standby since there is
no current flow/power consumption when the contacts are at equilibrium. Thus,
not only is it useful in improving threshold, but the bias voltage also acts as a
simple tool to adjust the threshold post-fabrication, since the fabrication process
itself can contribute to contact gap variations across the wafer. A model to predict
the threshold of the switches for an applied bias was developed previously and
experimentally validated using the previous generation of devices. The threshold
power P of the switch for a given applied bias Vbias is given by:

P = P0 ·

1 −
A

Vbias

Vpull−in

B2/3
 (1.3)

where P0 is the threshold without an applied bias and Vpull−in is the pull-in voltage
when the switch is not exposed to IR. This scaling technique was experimentally
demonstrated to provide a threshold scaling of more than 17 times over the unbiased
case, as low as 20 nW .
Another important aspect that has a main influence on the power threshold is the
contact gap, which is the distance between the absorbing and the reflecting head.
A smaller one clearly leads to a lower threshold power, i.e. to a more sensitive
device. The gap g is estimated using the pull-in voltage technique. Since the
contacts are effectively a pair of capacitors with an overlap area A and vacuum
as a dielectric, increasing Vbias causes charges to accumulate on either contacts.
Because the contacts are attached to cantilevers (i.e. springs), the electrostatic
force developed between the contacts due to these charges causes the contacts
to move towards each other. At a certain voltage when Vbias equals Vpull−in, the
system becomes unstable and the contacts snap closes (i.e. pull-in). The value of

10



Introduction

this pull-in voltage is given by:

Vpull−in =
ó

8 · k · g3

27 · Ô0 · A
(1.4)

where k is the effective stiffness of the cantilevers (0.0075 N
m

from simulations). By
sweeping the voltage Vbias (without applying any heater power) until the contacts
close, Vpull−in can be measured and g can be readily calculated. The overlap area
A (67.7 µm2) is measured using an optical microscope at high magnification. For
the tested device, Vpull−in = 2.23 V and thus g = 1.095 µm. A sacrificial layer of
500 nm amorphous Silicon (Si) is deposited and the distance g between the two
contacts is supposed to be the same. However, this is not what is calculated with
Equation 1.4 from the measurements just cited. This issue is under investigation
and may be solved exploiting different techniques of etching. The current method
is with Xenon Difluoride (XeF2) dry etch while Deep Reactive Ion Etching (DRIE)
and wet etching can be exploited. At the same time, a voltage-bias based technique
can be used to passively mitigate gap inconsistencies, for the same reasoning made
previously for the threshold power calculation process (i.e. thanks to the heater).
Also in this case, the process requires zero power during standby, since a voltage is
applied but no current is flowing through the contacts.

1.4 Temperature-Based Sensor

The plant selected to perform all the laboratory testing is Glicine Max, also known
as soybean, chosen for its numerous advantages and applications. Soybean is the
most important protein source for feeding animals in farms, from its seeds oil can
be extracted and it can also be consumed by humans (e.g. tofu, soy milk, soy
sauce). Additionally, there is a lot of literature about its features. It is important to
underline that Glicine Max is also the primary source of biodiesel in the USA since
from a bushel of this plant, 5.68 L of biodiesel can be obtained [5]. Its dimensions
allow the cultivation in a laboratory and its quick growth encourages the use of
such a plant (∼2 weeks to have leaves at least 1.5 cm in diameter). During the
testing period, the plants are preserved inside a grow closet represented in Figure
1.8, suitable for maintaining good conditions during the life of the Glicine Max
samples.
As a proof of the correlation between RWC and temperature, and to confirm the
literature about it, additional tests are performed. The results are shown in Figure
1.9. In the plots, wet boundary means that the chopped leaf (always 1.5 cm in
diameter) is put in deionized water the night before the testing, and dry boundary
means that, at the end of the testing, the leaf is placed in the oven at 80 °C for a
few hours and then tested again. The experimental and the schematic setup of the
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Figure 1.8: Deluxe smart grow closet

temperature testing are shown in Figures 1.10 and 1.11, respectively. On the left of
Figure 1.10, a 100% RWC 1.5 cm leaf disc is tested (supposing it is isothermal, i.e.
it has a uniform emission spectra). The temperature of the leaf is 26 °C as detected
by the Forward Looking InfraRed (FLIR) camera, and the MEMS switch does not
close because the incoming radiation is not above the device threshold. Only a few
hours later, as Glicine Max dries out very fast, the leaf reaches a RWC of 61%,
as shown on the right of Figure 1.10. The detected temperature is now 29.6 °C,
the power transmitted to the sensor is above the sensor threshold and the upper

Figure 1.9: RWC and temperature of the leaf changing with the time
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head is bent down. A LED indicator shows the occurred contact. It is important
to notice that the temperature increases with a reduced RWC because the leaves
stomata close themselves, resulting in a reduced evapo-transpiration, which raises
the leaf temperature. Thus, Point 1 of Section 1.2 is proved successfully.

Figure 1.10: Setup to detect temperature change with RWC changing

Figure 1.11: Schematic setup for temperature-base water stress sensor
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Figure 1.12: Reflectance change versus time

1.5 Reflectance-Based Sensor

As for the temperature-based water stress sensor, also the reflectance-based one
is tested and its functioning is proved. First of all, a proof of concept to check
the validity of the literature is done, following the same wet and dry boundaries
procedure explained in Section 1.4. The results obtained are plotted in Figure
1.12. The sensor is tested accordingly to the schematic setup of Figure 1.13. In
Figure 1.14, on the other hand, experimental results compared to the literature
ones [6] are shown regarding the change in reflectance with different RWC (i.e. at
different time of the day after stopping to water the plant). The power reflected
by the leaf, with a RWC of 65.8%, results to be ∼209 nW . A RWC of 65.8% is

Figure 1.13: Schematic setup for reflectance-based sensor
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Figure 1.14: Experimental and literature results of the reflectivity of Glicine Max

Figure 1.15: Reflectance and state of the switch versus the RWC

named witting point, because at that percentage value the plant can still resume.
When the water content reaches a value lower than the witting point, the plant is
considered dead. Thus, the sensor is set to have a power threshold of around 65.8%.
As expected, although the reflectance change from 100% to 65.8% of RWC is small
(∆R of ∼ 3.4%), the device reliably turns on only when exposed to samples with
RWC ≤ 65.8%, as shown in Figure 1.15.
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The specific purpose of this master thesis is the completion of the reflectance-based
sensor, whose functioning is already explained in details before. Since the intensity
of the impinging sunlight radiation varies depending on the time of the day and the
atmospheric conditions, an in-situ calibration technique is required to guarantee
the zero power sensor to be operational only when exposed to a predetermined
intensity of sunlight radiation. In other words, the goal is to develop a new system,
which from now on will be called sunlight digitizer. The digitizer returns a high
signal only and exclusively when the sun irradiance is within a defined range. This
is important in order to turn the watering system on only when the leaves actually
need water and to circumvent the case in which the reflectivity of the leaves is
too high because of other circumstances, such as a very sunny day. The system is
placed in series to the sensor.

1.6 Other Applications

The same sensor with minor modifications can be exploited for other applications,
such as occupancy sensor and chemical detector. In particular, a project funded by
Bill and Melinda Gates lead to the design and demonstration of a Volatile Organic
Compounds detector [7]. The working mechanism is based on molecules of the
chemical substances which lie over the top cantilever and cause bending. The
device reaches a sensitivity as high as 5000 ppm of ethanol have been detected
thanks to an about 20 µm displacement of the cantilever.
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Chapter 2

State of the Art

Current state of the art sensors constantly consume power, also when there is
no need to collect data, and they are not smart enough to select a target of
interest. State of the art photoswitches are based on a photosensitive element to
transform the impinging radiation in an electrical signal and then, with the help
of active electronic components, to digitize this signal. Nevertheless, they still
present multiple issues such as a finite sensitivity of the photosensitive element and
the non-zero subthreshold conductance of the electronic components involved in
digitizing the electric signal. Both these problems make the whole system burn a
considerable amount of power.
Infrared sensors, main subject of this master project, usually exploit a pyroelectric
material as photosensitive element (Noise Equivalent Power, NEP, of 1 nW/Hz

1
2 )

with one or more amplification stages and a comparator to digitize the signal. The
amplificators are necessary to achieve meaningfully low thresholds, in the order
of hundreds of nW . Due to the power drained by the pyroelectric material and
by the active elements, the power consumption can not be lower than tens of
microwatt (~7 µW). Other types of pyroelectric devices, like photon detectors and
microbolometers, do exist with even lower NEP, but they are not implemented as
Passive InfraRed (PIR) sensors due to their higher power consumption [8].
In photon detectors, the radiation is absorbed due to interaction with electrons.
The electrical signal in output is the result of a change in the electronic energy
distribution. Their main advantages are the fast response and the excellent Signal
to Noise Ratio (SNR). The drawback is that these detectors usually require cooling
since noise in photon infrared sensor increases exponentially with the temperature
of the ambient. This makes them bulky, heavy, expensive and inconvenient to use
for certain applications [9].
Thermal detectors are based on the principle that incident radiation, which is
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State of the Art

Type of detector Advantages Disadvantages

Thermal (bolometer, thermopile, pyroelectric) Light, Low cost Low detectivity at HF

Working at Troom Low response (ms)

Photon (intrinsic, extrinsic, free carriers) Fast response Require cooling (bulky, heavy)

Good SNR

Table 2.1: Advantages and disadvantages of different infrared sensors

absorbed, leads to a change of the temperature. In this case, the measured
electrical signal depends on the impinging radiation power itself. These devices
can be wavelength dependent if proper design constraints are met (like wavelength
dependent absorbers). Their strengths are the cost and the trivial usage, while
the weakness is the need of being thermally isolated from the surrounding due to
the temperature variation caused by incident radiation [9, 10]. Depending on the
type of detector, different parameters are measured to define the performances of
the detector itself: variation of electrical resistance in bolometers, induced thermo-
electric voltage in a thermocouple and internal electric polarization in pyroelectric
systems.
Up to 2017, only MEMS with thermal or metal-to-metal kinds of actuation have
been studied. Going more into details of the first category, thermal detectors
can in turn be divided in thermoelectric, pyroelectric and bolometers [11]. The
temperature change in the thermoelectric sensors will become a voltage signal
output through the Seebeck effect, while for the pyroelectric ones it corresponds to
an accumulation of charge in the object which has been warmed up. For the last
one in the list the change in temperature is detected through the variation of the
electrical resistance of the system. The main features of these three different kinds
of actuation are included in Table 2.2. On the other hand, concerning the other
category of actuation, metal-to-metal Radio Frequency (RF) MEMS usually require
relatively high actuation voltages to drive the movable part (order of magnitude in
the units of V ), making these devices not suitable for ultra-low power applications
[12].
All the technological issues mentioned until now have been partially solved by
micro-nano electromechanical relays because they rely on mechanical motion to
make and break an electrical contact between two terminals. These systems, due
to their nature, do not present sub-threshold conduction while they do provide
extremely low leakage current and abrupt sub-threshold slopes. Therefore, they
present all the necessary features to be used in zero-power consumption systems.
In 2017, Qian et al. [2] demonstrated the first relays with light actuation. The new
MEMS with this actuation relies on plasmonically enhanced thermomechanical
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State of the Art

Transducers Conversion Effect Signal Responsivity Basic Design

Pyroelectric Pyroelectric SC current Prop to ∆T/t

Thermoelectric Seebeck effect OC voltage Prop to ∆T

Bolometer TCR SC current and OC voltage Prop to ∆T

Table 2.2: Different kind of actuations

coupling to collect the impinging electromechanical radiation in a very specific region
of the spectrum and exploits this energy to mechanically create a contact between
two terminals without the need of any other power source. This fact leads directly
to a zero-power consumed sensor, able to provide a reversible off-to-on transition
(which corresponds to a digitized bit) when exposed to a light intensity that goes
above a certain threshold [2]. The working region in the spectrum is lithographically
defined by plasmonic nanostructures, which can provide both a narrowband and a
broadband region where the device collects the light. IR-based relays can be used in
the field of water content monitoring. These techniques are particularly attractive
since they are non-destructive and can be completely automated requiring less
complexity in measurement and data processing to accurately determine plant
stress. Studies have shown that leaf moisture content is a direct indicator of
plant stress that affects evapotranspiration and leaf reflectance in the SWIR (1.3
µm ÷ 2.8µm) and MWIR (4 µm ÷ 5.5µm) regions [13, 14, 15, 16]. The reduction
in evapotranspiration is a result of stomatal closure in the leaves during stressed
conditions, which also has a direct correlation with the temperature of the leaf
by making it higher than the surroundings, up to ∼10 °C. The measurement of
such a temperature variation via IR thermal sensing has been used as a reliable
indicator of plant water stress. The reduced water content in a leaf can also be
sensed remotely by monitoring the spectral reflectance of the leaf in both SWIR
and MWIR spectral regions because it increases with decreasing moisture content
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State of the Art

[16].
Non MEMS IR-based methods use handheld devices (thermal and hyperspectral
cameras), which are bulky, labor intensive (requiring advanced operator training)
and extremely costly. Therefore, they cannot be effectively employed to continuously
monitor large areas with high spatial resolution while ensuring a sufficient return
of investment for the farmers. Satellite-based hyperspectral IR imaging is typically
used to monitor larger areas. However, this approach is characterized by severely
limited spatial and temporal resolutions (∼weeks). Most recently, thermal and
hyperspectral IR cameras combined with unmanned aerial vehicles have been
employed for imaging large area of crop field from the air. Nevertheless, the costs
involved with this approach are prohibitive for frequent inspections throughout the
production cycle. Moreover, further data processing and interpretation by experts
are required to make decisions on the most effective irrigation plan. It can take up
to several hours to derive useful information from aerial images, and they often do
not provide the farmers with substantially new information compared to what they
already know [17]. In general, predictive and actionable information with much
higher granularity is needed to determine the status of plants and translate them
in actionable items that can maximize the crop yield.
In Table 2.3, state of the art water stressed plants detectors are listed. For each of
them, advantages and disadvantages are presented. As you can notice, the IR-based
sensing, which is going to be exploited during this master thesis, is the best choice
between the existing ones.
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State of the Art

Method Advantages Disadvantages

Soil moisture-based

(gravimetry, neutron probes,

tensiometers)

Reliable, fast

Labor intensive, destructive

Time consuming, highly localized

data

Deployment of sensors over large

areas: energy and cost-prohibitive

Plant-based

(leaf-water potential, stomatal

conductance, stem and fruit

diameter)

Widely accepted benchmark

for plant water status

Can be very sensitive

Labor intensive, destructive

Time consuming, non ok for

automation. Highly localized data.

Deployment of sensors over large

areas: energy and cost-prohibitive

IR-based remote sensing

(near IR reflectance,

IR thermometry)

Non-contact, sensitive, reliable,

fast, non-destructive

Influenced by atmospheric

conditions

Can cover large areas, but low

resolution (satellites)

Can cover small areas, but high

resolution (IR thermometry)

High resolution and large areas is

cost and energy-prohibitive

IR-based remote zero-power

temperature sensing

Non-contact, sensitive, fine

granularity, maintenance-free,

real-time monitoring

Other heat sources may trigger

false alarms

SWIR-based remote

zero-power reflectance

sensing

Non-contact, sensitive, reliable,

fine granularity,

maintenance-free

Requires calibrating for the

intensity of impinging sunlight

or the use of an external light

source

Table 2.3: State of the art water-stress plant detectors
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Chapter 3

Methods

To develop the sunlight digitizer idea, briefly explained in Chapter 1 and now
discussed in details, three main ideas are explored. These ideas are listed below for
completeness of the study:

1. A solar cell which supplies the circuit and works as input for a window
comparator.

2. Two normally open switches in parallel, followed by a XOR gate.

3. A normally open switch in series with a normally closed one.

Before starting with the presentation of the three different possibilities, a brief
introduction is needed to understand in which sunlight conditions the system should
be working. Thinking that the average sunlight irradiance during winter is lower
than during summer season, as schematized in Figure 3.1, is straightforward. This
comes together with the fact that at noon the irradiance is higher than in the early
morning and the afternoon. For this reason, an analysis of the data is performed
to find which is the month with the lower average sun radiation. This can be done
thanks to the database supplied by the Measurement and Instrumentation Data
Center (MIDC) [18]. December comes out to be the chosen month, with an average
sun radiation of about 330 W

m2 at noon. Intuitively, not every day reaches this value
due to a large variety of factors. Then, the chosen value that is going to be used
for the whole sunlight digitizer calibration is 220 W

m2 because all days go above
this threshold. The window of values that will be accepted is 1% of the chosen
threshold. In other words, the window within which the system will give a high
signal is 220 ÷ 222 W

m2 . The window is taken to be 1% because the change of the
RWC from 100% to the witting point corresponds to a change in reflectance of
about 3.4%. Then, the window cannot be too wide, in order to avoid false alarms
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Figure 3.1: Irradiance versus daily hour. Concept on the left and data analysis
on the right

(i.e. to avoid that the system works even when it should not). The two values cited
above corresponds to threshold powers of respectively 305 and 308 nW . These
numbers are obtained with the following formula:

Pth = K · A · IrradianceBB (3.1)

where A is the area of the absorber head (150 · 150 µm2), IrradianceBB is the
value irradiated by the sun broadband (along all its spectrum), and K is the ratio
between the integral of the sun spectrum broadband and the integral of the same
spectrum in the specific absorbing area of the reflectance-based sensor (∼1500 to
1750 nm, as explained in Section 1.5). The threshold power values are fundamental
for the implementation of Option 2 and 3, as in the list at the beginning of this
section.

3.1 Option One

Since the goal of such a digitizer is to introduce a working range within which the
water-stress sensor is active and remaining always with a low power or, even better,
zero power consumption, a solar cell is used to feed all the integrated circuitry in
the schematic shown in Figure 3.2. The window comparator, on the other hand,
has the role to establish the functioning range, providing as output the so called
digitized bit. In this specific case it is represented by the within signal, as depicted
in Figure 3.3. The within signal is high only when the electrical input coming from
the solar cell is inside the established working range, as explained below, in Section
3.1.1.
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Figure 3.2: Conceptual schematic of the sunlight digitizer

3.1.1 Components

A conceptual picture of the schematic is shown in Figure 3.2, in order to introduce
the chosen components. The properties for each of them are explained hereafter.
However, a peculiar feature in common between all the components is the extremely
low power consumption. To analyze Option One, LTspice (high performance SPICE
simulation freeware software) has been adopted.

Figure 3.3: LTSpice Schematic for the option 1
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Dimensions [mm] 22·7·1.8

Open Circuit Voltage [V ] 4.70

Short Circuit Current Density[mA/cm2] 42.4

Voltage @ mpp [V ] 3.40

Current Density @ mpp[mA/cm2] 37.2

Maximum Peak Power [mW/cm2] 18.6

Solar Cell Efficiency[%] 22

Table 3.1: Solar cell datasheet features [19]

Figure 3.4: Solar cell electrical circuit

Solar Cell

The solar cell by IXYS model KXOB22-01X8F is selected. In Table 3.1, the main
features of this cell are listed. In Figure 3.4, the electrical circuit of the solar cell
is presented. The same circuit is present on the left of Figure 3.3. The idea is
to reproduce the solar panel in LTSpice with the very same characteristics of the
datasheet. To do so, the first calculation is the short circuit current ISC , which is
given by the following equation:

ISC = JSC · A (3.2)

where the area A is obtained thanks to the dimensions in Table 3.1, resulting in a
ISC of 4.4 mA. As far as the diode is concerned, the forward voltage of a Silicon
one usually is around 0.7 V . The solar cell IXYS 01X8F is monocrystalline with
a spectral sensitivity range that goes from 300 nm to 1100 nm. Then, thanks
to its broadband absorption, it can be exploited in indoor as well as in outdoor
applications [19]. Due to the much lower percentage of impurities with respect to
polycristalline cells, monocrystalline ones can achieve higher efficiencies, like in this
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Figure 3.5: Sweep to determine Number of Diodes - SC current versus OC voltage

case, of about 22%. In order to get such an Open Circuit Voltage of VOC = 4.7 V
(as in Table 3.1), there is intuitively a need of more diodes in series. Two parameters
can be defined in order to achieve a voltage as close as possible to the datasheet
value. The first, obviously, is the number of diodes and the second, parameter a in
Figure 3.3, is the ideality factor, i.e. how close the model is to an ideal diode. This
last value generally varies from 1 to 1.5. There are second order effects that makes
the diode not to follow the simple diode equation. For example the ideal diode
equation states that the recombination process can occur through band to band or
via traps mechanism. However, it can also happen thanks to other mechanisms,
like the Auger recombination and the recombination in the depletion region [20].
However, fixing a = 1.13 as suggested in [21], and sweeping the number of diodes
(parameter N ), it is possible to notice that the value that allows to have VOC = 4.7
V is N = 6, as in Figure 3.5. Thus, the solar cell model considered contains six
diodes in series.
To define shunt and series resistances, the model suggested by Ghani et al. [22] is
used. From the I-V curve in the solar cell datasheet, as in the left plot of Figure 3.6,
the derivatives in V = 0 V and I = 0 mA is calculated according to the following
formulas: A

dI

dV

B
V =0

= − 1
RSH

A
dI

dV

B
V =VOC

= − 1
RS

(3.3)

From the calculations of Equation 3.3, the results for the resistances are:

RSH = 161 kΩ
RS = 200 Ω

(3.4)

In Figure 3.6, a comparison between the I-V curve of the datasheet, on the left, and
of the developed model, on the right, is shown. Furthermore, also the Irradiance-
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(a) Datasheet I-V curve (b) Developed model I-V curve

Figure 3.6: Comparison between datasheet curve and my solar cell model

Voltage curve represented in Figure 3.7 is very important to understand which
voltage the solar cell is able to provide in the sun condictions set in Chapter 1.
According to the collected data, the open circuit voltage that the cell provides
is around 3.4 V at 220 W/m2. At the same time, it is fundamental to know the
current the cell generates at the very same irradiance conditions. In Figure 3.8
this value is presented, obtained by simply doing a step simulation in LTSpice and
varying the current. As it is possible to see in Figure 3.8, the current I for each

Figure 3.7: Irradiance-Voltage curve of the solar cell
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Figure 3.8: Irradiance-Current curve of the solar cell [21] vs Open Circuit voltage

irradiance value is obtained thanks to the following formula:

I = ISC · G

GR

= 0.968 mA (3.5)

where ISC is 4.4 mA at maximum sunlight and the maximum sunlight GR is 1000
W/m2 for convention. Then, at a value of G of about 220 W/m2, the current is
0.968 mA. It is straightforward to notice the linear proportion between current and
irradiance. In order to have an eventually complete solar cell electrical circuit a last
step needs to be accomplished, as explained in depth in [23]. It is not sufficient to
measure the open circuit voltage only by using a voltmeter (simulated in LTSpice
with an ideal voltage source) because this can lead to major errors. What we want
to measure is the current generated at different irradiance values. In other words,
the solar cell is considered as a current generator, not as a voltage source. The
method suggested by Chuck Wright involves the following steps:

1. Estimate the current generated at the desired light condition.

2. Calculate the resistance required to have 3.38 V (value valid only in this case,
see Section 3.1.1).

3. Add the resistor where the voltmeter was previously placed.

This procedure is useful to maximize the change in voltage for very little change in
current. It is important to notice that for a change of 2 W/m2 in irradiance, as in
the case of the sunlight digitizer window, a change of about 30 mV is observed in
the voltage. To fulfill the requirements of Point 2, the value R for the resistor is
calculated:

R = V

I
= 3.38 V

0.968 mA
= 3.888 kΩ (3.6)
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Figure 3.9: Solar Cell Complete Schematic

where V is the voltage that the cell provides at 220 W/m2 and I is calculated in
Equation 3.5. The final electrical circuit for the solar cell is depicted in Figure 3.9.

Step-Up Voltage Regulator

A voltage regulator is necessary for this master project in order to give a constant
supply source to both the window comparator and the voltage divider, which aims
are explained below in Section 3.1.1, Subsection Window Comparator. The center
and width/2 signals need constant voltage to provide a window which remains
constant during time. Moreover, to supply the comparator itself, a constant source
means a better working of the IC component.
As can be seen in the general schematic presented before in Figure 3.3, the step-up
voltage regulator exploited in the schematic is by Linear Technology, model LT1307
(Single Cell Micropower 600 kHz PWM DC/DC Converters). As a matter of
fact, the regulators that are going to be tested are both the models LT1307 and
TPS61096 by Texas Instruments. This last component is not simulated in LTSpice
and it is not present in the schematic since it can not be found in the libraries.
However, the characteristics of both components are similar, if not for the fact that
the TPS61096 is even less power hungry than the LT1307. Their main features
are summarized in Table 3.2.
Then, to make the voltage regulator to achieve a 5 V output, two resistances R1,
of values 1 MΩ, and R2, of value 324 kΩ, are put in series at pin number 2 of the
LT1307 component [25]. This is because pin number 2 is the FeedBack (FB) pin
and, for this reason, it always provides 1.22 V . According to the following formula,
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TPS61096 LT1307

Dimensions [mm] 3·2 4.9·3

Input Voltage [V ] 1.8 ÷ 4.5 1 ÷ 12

Output Voltage [V ] 4.5 ÷ 28 1.22 ÷ 30

Quiescent current [µA] 1 3

Table 3.2: Voltage regulator datasheet features [24]

it is trivial to obtain the resistance values cited above:

VOUT = 1.22 ·
3

1 + R1

R2

4
V (3.7)

Using similar values for the two resistances, a similar output of 5 V is obtained
using Equation 3.7 with the TPS61096 component, which has a 1 V feedback. To
ensure that the output signal remains constant in the input range of our interest,
around 4 V , the resulting output voltage of the simulation is shown in the plot of
Figure 3.10.
The capacitors, which can be seen in the general schematic of Figure 3.3, present
both on the left and on the right of the regulators, are necessary to reduce the
noise and to stabilize the input voltage, minimizing the ripple. The input capacitor
minimizes the input voltage ripple, suppresses the input voltage spikes and provides
a stable system rail for the device [24]. The output capacitor determines the output

Figure 3.10: Output of the regulator vs output of the solar cell
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voltage ripple Vripple according to the following formula:

Vripple = IOUT · tdelay

COUT

+ 0.03 V (3.8)

where IOUT is the output current, COUT is the value of the output capacitor and
tdelay is typically 10 µs. Although the default hysteresis window of VOUT is 30 mV ,
due to an internal comparator delay, the higher is the current load the higher is the
ripple. Both capacitors are better if made of ceramic and set as close as possible to
the regulator pins. Simulations show peaks on both current and voltage in input
with a 1 µF input capacitor, but they disappear when a 100 µF one is placed.
Obviously, the simulation time is slower when the capacitance is higher. However,
velocity is not a constraint in our application.
The VC pin, as you may see in the general schematic of Figure 3.3, is grounded
with a 100 kΩ resistance and a 680 pF capacitor. These are necessary as part of
the compensation pin of the error amplifier, as it is clearly shown in Figure 3.11.
The LBI and LBO pins, always with reference to Figure 3.3, are useful to detect
a low battery input and output, since the typical application for this regulator is
to provide a stable output voltage when supplied by a battery. Pin 5, the switch
pin, is used to connect the inductor to the diode and pin 3, the shutdown pin, is
grounded when we want to disable the regulator and set to VIN or higher when we
want the regulator to be in function.

Figure 3.11: Regulator analog circuit

31



Methods

Output Voltage [V ]

Irrad @ 220 W/m2 3.365

Irrad @ 222 W/m2 3.395

Table 3.3: Output of the solar cell at the desired irradiance

Dimensions [mm] 10.2·6.5

Supply Voltage [V ] 2.8 ÷ 16

Input Voltage [V ] Vsupply to GND

Quiescent current [nA] 1

Current when ON [mA] 1.2

Response Time [µs] 80

Table 3.4: Window comparator datasheet features [26]

Window Comparator

The aim of the window comparator is to provide a high signal only when the output
of the solar cell is within a predetermined window. The circuit inherent to this
part is on the top right of the schematic of Figure 3.3. The simulations results at
irradiance of 220 and 222 W/m2, values obtained and explained at the beginning
of Chapter 3, are displayed in Table 3.3. It is now possible to determine a center
signal (pin 3) which should be the middle point of the values depicted in Table
3.3, i.e. 3.380 V . As far as the width signal (Pin 5) is concerned, which is the
amplitude of the window, it is trivially calculated by subtracting the two voltage
values obtained at the two different irradiance values. The result is 30 mV .
For the window comparator, the chosen component is the LTC1042 by Linear
Technology. It exploits the LTCMOS silicon gate process technology. The main
goal of the OPEN project is to maintain the whole system zero power consumption
and, when this is not possible, ultra low power. That is why also this IC is selected
to have a very low quiescent current, hence it is defined as a micro-power element.
Its specifications are illustrated in Table 3.4. The response time is the result of
the sampling cycle: applying power to both comparators, sampling the inputs,
storing the results in CMOS output latches and turning the power off. This whole
process takes approximately 80 µs [26]. Thanks to these data is straightforward
to demonstrate the low power consumption of the comparator when the sampling
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frequency is 1 sample/s, as in the following equation:

Power = Vsupply · ION−avg = 5V · 1.2mA · 80µs

s
= 0.48 µW (3.9)

where Vsupply is the supply voltage and ION−avg is the average current consumption
when the component is on. Actually, at very low sampling rates, as for this purpose,
the power consumption is leaded by REXT , the resistor linked at pin 7 (OSC). In
this case the consumption is:

Power = (Vsupply/2)2

REXT

= 2.52V

1MΩ = 6.25 µW (3.10)

This is why the resistor placed is as high as the datasheet allows to, i.e. 1 MΩ.
In Figure 3.12, a block diagram of the LTC1042 is presented. It is composed by two
different comparators, whose outputs are both low in the case where VIN satisfies:

Vcenter − Vwidth/2 ≤ VIN ≤ Vcenter + Vwidth/2 (3.11)

Then, thanks to the NAND gate, the within signal results high. On the other hand,
the above signal is high only when the output of the lower comparator is high,
when VIN satisfies:

VIN ≥ Vcenter + Vwidth/2 (3.12)

On pin 7 (OSC), a resistor and a capacitance are positioned, as depicted on the
top right of the general schematic of Figure 3.3. They are necessary because

Figure 3.12: Comparator block diagram
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R2 4.25 MΩ

R3 10 MΩ

R4 30 MΩ

R5 50 kΩ

Table 3.5: Values of resistor of the voltage divider

the comparator contains an internal oscillator to strobe itself. The frequency of
the oscillation is established by the RC value. The project application does not
require high frequency, that is why both passive components have high values of,
respectively, 1 MΩ and 0.1 µF , in order to achieve an oscillation of about 5 Hz
[26]. Moreover, the group of four resistors R2 to R5 on the right of the schematic
in Figure 3.3 is the voltage divider. Its function is to reduce the output of the
voltage regulator, which is 5 V , to 3.38 V and 20 mV , necessary for, respectively,
the center and width/2 signals. The following formulas are adopted:

Vcenter = VOUT −reg · R3

R3 + R2

Vwidth/2 = VOUT −reg · R5

R5 + R4

(3.13)

Since VOUT −reg, Vcenter and Vwidth/2 are known, only a resistor for each branch
needs to be predefined while the others can be calculated out with the formulas of
Equation 3.13. This leads to the resistor values reported in Table 3.5. The decision
to adopt such big resistors is clearly due to the need to reduce the current flowing
through them. The current coming out of the solar cell is about 1.8 mA and the

(a) LT regulator (b) TI regulator (c) LT comparator

Figure 3.13: Components packages
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current absorbed by the regulator is 50 µA. Consequently, the amount of current
flowing through the voltage divider, which is the same as the output current of
the regulator, needs to be smaller than the input one for a correct working of the
circuit. This leads to a drawn current flowing in the divider of 566 nA, which
fulfills our requirements.
In Figure 3.13, the packages of the two regulators (a, b) and the comparator (c)
are shown, to better understand the positioning of each pin described above.

3.1.2 Simulations Results

The aim of this subsection is to show the simulation results obtained with the setup
deeply explained previously. As in Figure 3.3, a transient analysis with LTSpice is
performed. The output of the window comparator with the irradiance sweeping
from 0 to 1000 W/m2 is shown in Figure 3.14. From the results, it can be noticed
that the window is not exactly 1% as established, but around 2%. This is due to
the noise caused by the output signal of the solar cell and by the output signal of
the regulator. It might also be caused by the rumor occurring in the width signal
since it is supposed to be about 20 mV , a very small value. In both signals, few
capacitors are present. However, bigger capacitors are not simulated on purpose,
because they may cause a slower response and the output may not be high when
the irradiance is in the predefined window. For this reasons, capacitors of values
around units of µF are placed.
Furthermore, the analysis of the currents is performed. As stated in the datasheet,
the quiescent current of the regulator LT1307 is 50 µA and the one of the regulator
TPS61096 is 1 µA. For the window comparator LTC1042, the datasheet ensures a
quiescent power equal to 1.5 µW , which corresponds to a 0.3 µA quiescent current
with a Vsupply equal to 5 V [24, 26, 25]. The same currents for the regulator LT1307
and for the comparator LTC1042 are obtained from the simulations and they are

Figure 3.14: Output of the comparator vs irradiance
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(a) Regulator input current (b) Regulator input current - zoom

Figure 3.15: Input current of the LT1307 voltage regulator versus time

(a) Comparator input current (b) Comparator input current - zoom

Figure 3.16: Input current of the LTC1042 window comparator versus time

Datasheet Simulation

LT1307 regulator 200 µW 172 µW

LTC1042 comparator 1.5 µW 1.5 µW

Table 3.6: Comparison of quiescent currents between datasheet and simulations

shown in Figure 3.15 and 3.16, respectively. In Table 3.6, the quiescent currents
obtained through simulations are compared with the ones provided by the datasheet.
They match and the values confirm the low power feature of both components.

3.1.3 Breadboard Testing Results

As soon as the simulation results shows satisfying results, the testing phase starts.
Here below, a list of all the components used in the simulations and then purchased
is shown. The circuit with the regulator LT1307, used in the simulations, which is
called Circuit 1 from now on, is composed by:

1. A solar cell by IXYS, model 01X8F.
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2. A 10 µF capacitor by Nichicon, connected to the input pin of the regulator
(pin 6).

3. the regulator LT1307 by Linear Technology.

4. A 100 kΩ resistor by Vishay and a 680 pF capacitor by Vishay, connected to
the compensation pin (pin 1).

5. A 100 µH inductor by Bourns between the input pin and the switch pin (pin
6 and 5, respectively).

6. A diode by Vichay, between the switch pin (pin 5) and a 1 MΩ resistor.

7. A 1 MΩ and a 324 kΩ resistors connected in series with an edge connected to
the feedback pin (pin 2) and the other ones respectively linked with the diode
and the ground.

8. A 1 µF capacitor by Vichicon connected to the diode and the ground.

9. A voltage divider, branch 1, composed by two resistors and a potentiometer:
the 4 MΩ is between the output of the regulator and the center pin of the
comparator (pin 2), the 10 MΩ, on the other hand, is linked between the
output of the regulator and the potentiometer. This last one is then connected
to ground.

10. A voltage divider, branch 2, composed by two resistors and a potentiometer:
the 30 MΩ is between the output of the regulator and the width/2 pin of
the comparator (pin 5), the 50 kΩ, on the other hand, is linked between the
output of the regulator and ground.

11. The comparator LTC1042 by Linear Technology is then placed;

12. A 1 MΩ resistor by Vishay connected between the supply pin of the comparator
(pin 8) and the oscillator pin of the same component (pin 7).

13. A 0.1 µF capacitor linked between pin 7 and ground.

The whole system is shown in Figure 3.17.
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Figure 3.17: Picture of Circuit 1

At the same time, another circuit, which is not simulated on LTSpice, is built with
a different voltage regulator, TPS61096, which is less power hungry. It is named
Circuit 2 and its components are listed below:

1. A solar cell by IXYS, model 01X8F.

2. A 4.7µF capacitor by MuRata, connected to input pin of the regulator (pin 3).

3. A 10µF capacitor by MuRata, connected to output pin of the regulator (pin
9).

4. The regulator TPS61096 by Texas Instruments.

5. A 2.2 µH inductor by Wurth between the input pin and the switch pin (pin 3
and 4).

6. A 10 kΩ and a 169 kΩ resistors connected in series with an edge connected to
the feedback pin (pin 7) and the other ones respectively linked with the diode
and the ground.

7. A voltage divider, branch 1, composed by two resistors and a potentiometer:
the 4 MΩ is between the output of the regulator and the center pin of the
comparator (pin 2), the 10 MΩ is, on the other hand, linked between the
output of the regulator and the potentiometer. This last one is then connected
to ground.

8. A voltage divider, branch 2, composed by two resistors and a potentiometer:
the 30 MΩ is between the output of the regulator and the width/2 pin of
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Figure 3.18: Picture of Circuit 2

the comparator (pin 9), the 30 kΩ is, on the other hand, linked between the
output of the regulator and ground.

9. The comparator LTC1042 by Linear Technology.

10. A 1 MΩ resistor by Vishay connected between the supply pin of the comparator
(pin 8) and the oscillator pin of the same component (pin 7).

11. A 0.1 µF capacitor linked between pin 7 and ground.

The whole system is shown in Figure 3.18. As explained in the previous subsection,

Figure 3.19: Lights setup
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Figure 3.20: Output of the solar cell

the circuit is supposed to work, i.e. provide a high within signal, when the irradiance
is between 220 and 222 W/m2. Obviously, since the testing sessions are performed
at home, there is no way to simulate the sun, and it is even more difficult to simulate
such a small irradiance range. This is why in this master thesis, a LED and a
variable intensity light by 4H-Jena Engineering with a diffuser are adopted, as in
Figure 3.19. The center signal needs to be changed in order that the illumination
setup described above supplies the solar cell with a different amount of irradiance.
The first thing to be tested with this new setup is thus the voltage that the solar
cell provides in such conditions. This turns out to be around 4.4 V , as shown in
Figure 3.20. Then, changing a resistor in the first branch of the voltage divider
and thanks to the use of a 500 kΩ adjustable resistor by Bourns, the center signal
is adapted to the new sunlight conditions. In Figure 3.21, the within signal is
displayed. At the same time, changing the intensity of the variable light lamp

Figure 3.21: Within signal high
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Figure 3.22: Noise of the width signal

leads to a within signal low and an above signal either low or high, when this new
illumination setup is respectively below or above the window established by the
center and the width signals.
This latter voltage value deserves a small dissertation on the side. Theoretically
speaking, it is expected to be around 30 mV . However, it is already known from
the simulations that, due to the noise of the output of the regulator and of the solar
cell, it is not possible to achieve such a small value. This is confirmed also during
the testing process, as shown in Figure 3.22. In this plot, the capacitors are already
placed in meaningful spots, thus the remaining rumor may be due to thermal noise.
It is hopefully removed once the testing will be performed on a Printed Circuit
Board (PCB). Anyway, this little issue is not a big deal in the functionality of the
sunlight digitizer because the only difference is a window that instead of having a
1% range will have a 3% one, as in Figure 3.23. It is to underline the fact that in
the meanwhile the team is thinking about increasing this window in order to have
more chances that everyday the range around 220 W/m2 will be present for more
than a few minutes. Moreover, it will allow to repeat the measurements, if needed,
and it will provide a longer time for the IR sensor to activate itself.
Furthermore, during the testing process of the breadboard, the quiescent currents
are measured to confirm the low power features of these electrical components. To
do so, the currents are measured according to the definition given by Chris Glaser
in [27], i.e. the IC must be in a no-load and non-switching but enabled condition.
To do so, all the components, one at a time, are connected to the sourcemeter model
2450 by Keithley in no-load condition, but enabled (i.e. if an enable pin exists,
then it is connected to a high logical signal, usually VIN ). The quiescent current is
then measured through the VIN pin, or VCC in the case of the window comparator.
For the TPS61096 regulator, it is not possible to measure the quiescent current
in such a way, since an evaluation module already containing the inductor and
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Figure 3.23: Voltage window of the comparator during the breadboard testing

Datasheet Simulation Breadboard Testing

LT1307 regulator 200 µW 172 µW 196 µW

TPS61096 regulator 4.8 µW - 20 µW

LTC1042 comparator 1.5 µW 1.5 µW 5 µW

Table 3.7: Comparison of stand-by power consumption between datasheet, simu-
lations and testing

the capacitor is purchased. Later on, the stand-by current is measured properly,
using a PCB. The values contained in Table 3.7 are the quiescent current values
of the evaluation module containing also capacitors and inductors, not removable.
That is why the value for the TPS61096 regulator is bigger than expected. The
inductor draw current to maintain a 18 V output, no matter what the input voltage
is (provided that it is between 1.8 V and 5.5 V ). Also the comparator is showing
a value higher than expected. This is due to the resistance placed outside the
supply pin, as in Equation 3.10. Increasing that resistance means a reduced power
consumption, but corresponds to a lower sampling frequency. Since the value of
irradiance may last few minutes, it is better to keep a reasonable value for this
frequency. In Figure 3.23, the final plot for the breadboard testing is shown. The
sweep on the VIN is performed simply by turning the knob of a DC supply. The
window is around 3%.
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3.1.4 PCB Testing Results

Once the breadboard testing results shows a correct working mechanism and the
proof of concept is demonstrated, the natural prosecution of the evaluation path of
this circuit is the design of the PCBs. They provide shorter paths for the signals,
less noise and they are compact, thus easy to be integrated into a smaller package for
final applications. To do so, EasyEDA free software tool is adopted for the design.
In Figure 3.24 the schematic and the 3D view PCB of the TPS61096 regulator
are shown, while in Figure 3.25 the same is reported for the LTC1042 comparator.
Two different boards are designed and then tested, one for the regulator and one for
the comparator. The choice of having two PCBs is for the sake of simplicity during
the testing process and to allow the possibly to use them for different applications.
If a part of a component needs to be changed, not the whole printed circuit has
to be redone. At this point, the LT1307 regulator has been abandoned since its
excessive power consumption makes the team opting for the TI component.
As you can notice from Figures 3.24 and 3.25, in both the schematics more header
pins are placed with respect to the necessary ones. This is because in parallel to
the analog potentiometers, i.e. adjustable resistors, we want to be certain to be
able to achieve any output voltages and any center and width signals during the
testing phase thanks to the digital potentiometer model AD5165 by Analog Devices
[28]. In Figure 3.26, the soldered PCBs are shown. The same breadboard testing
process is repeated in this context, one PCB at a time. As far as the comparator is
concerned, the testing phase has produced good results. As expected, the noise
visible in the width signal of the breadboard is no longer present, as shown in

(a) Regulator schematic (b) Regulator PCB - 3D view

Figure 3.24: TPS61096 regulator schematic and PCB
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(a) Comparator schematic (b) Comparator PCB - 3D view

Figure 3.25: LTC1042 comparator schematic and PCB

(a) Soldered regulator PCB (b) Soldered comparator PCB

Figure 3.26: Soldered PCBs

Figure 3.27. Thus, the noise visible in the previous testing phase was probably
due to a defective resistor. The within and the above signals work as expected as
well. In this case, the voltage window of the comparator perfectly achieves the 1%
requirement, since the width signal is able to reach a value as low as 5 mV , without
having the noise to overhang it. In Figure 3.28, the 1% window is shown. Also in
this case, the sweep of the input voltage is simply obtained by turning the knob of
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Figure 3.27: width signal

a DC supply.
As far as the regulator PCB is concerned, its correct functioning is not verified.
The reasons are multiple, the first is because the TPS61096 IC has dimensions of
2 · 3 mm2, containing 12 pins. Due to my lack of experience in hot air soldering, I
found difficulties during the process, since I was by myself. One related cause is
the coronavirus situation in the US and because the accessibility to the laboratory
was restricted to few workers at a time. Nobody more expert than me was allowed
to help me. Last but not least, I was running out of time. The testing of this last
PCB will be the main focus of the project in the coming months. In any case, the
TPS61096 evaluation module tested during the breadboard testing, is used also in
this case to show the correct functioning of the whole system: the solar cell plus
the two PCBs. The current consumption measurements are performed and shown
in Table 3.8. From the LTC1042 datasheet [26], its power consumption should be
around 1.5 µW , instead of 5 µW . Like mentioned before, this discrepancy may be
due to the REXT placed at the Vsupply pin. REXT currently is 1 MΩ, but it may go

Figure 3.28: Voltage window achieving the 1% window
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Datasheet Simulation Breadboard Testing PCB Testing

LT1307 regulator 200 µW 172 µW 196 µW -

TPS61096 regulator 4.8 µW - 20 µW -

LTC1042 comparator 1.5 µW 1.5 µW 5 µW 5 µW

Table 3.8: Comparison of stand-by power consumption between datasheet, simu-
lations and both testing phases

up to 10 MΩ. Since it is the denominator of the power consumption formula in
Equation 3.10, increasing it decreases the consumption itself. In the near future, a
new PCB will be soldered with a different REXT value.

3.2 Option Two

Two normally open devices with different threshold powers are placed in parallel,
linked to an ultra low power XOR gate (Icc ≈ 0.5 µA) model 74AUP1G86 by
Nexperia, as in Figure 3.29. This Option 2 circuit will be called XOR implementation
from now on. The advantage of this choice is the simplicity in voltage-based
threshold control, allowed by the presence of the two normally open devices. Some
disadvantages expected due to the larger footprint, the added hardware complexity
and, even if minimal, the power consumption of units of µW . Also in this case

Figure 3.29: Schematic of Option 3
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Figure 3.30: LTSpice schematic of the XOR implementation

IQ[µA] VCC[V] VIN[V]

74AUP1G86 0.9 0.8 ÷ 3.6 Up to VCC

SN74LVC1G86 10 1.8 ÷ 5.5 Up to VCC

Table 3.9: Comparison of the XOR IC used for testing and for simulations

different simulations are performed with LTSpice. In Figure 3.30, the schematic of
this option is shown. As it is possible to notice, it depicts an ideal implementation
since the XOR IC shown has no power consumption, no input voltage range and no
input voltage range. In order to achieve a more detailed model the netlist for a real
IC component is imported. As in Option 1, the implementation of the parameter
list for the Nexperia 74AUP1G86 is not possible, since it is not available in the
LTSpice libraries. However, the SN74LVC1G86 XOR gate by Texas Instrument is
used, which is very similar to the previous one. The two components features are
compared in Table 3.9. As you may notice, both the components can be treated as
low power components since it is ∼10 of µW in both cases.
The actual schematic with the replaced component is shown in Figure 3.31. On
the left of the schematic it is possible to notice the voltage source V 1 follows a
linear relation with the irradiance. The maximum voltage reached at the maximum
irradiance (1000 W/m2) is established to be 5 V . For this reason, the two thresholds
for the voltage-controlled switches (SW1 and SW2) at 220 W/m2 and at 222, W/m2

are respectively 1.10 V and 1.11 V . On the very left, another voltage source is
placed to make sure that, if the switch is closed, a voltage is present to be detected
by the XOR gate as a high signal. The two photoswitches are designed in order
to have a resistance when the switch is closed or equal to 5 kΩ, which is the
actual resistance that the current devices provide when active, i.e. when there is a
contact. When the switch is open, on the other hand, the photoswitches provide
a 1 MΩ resistance, i.e. an open circuit. On the right, the model for the XOR
implementation is depicted with two inputs, the supply voltage, ground and the
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output. In order to maintain also this system as low power as possible, the same
solar cell cited in Option 1 is exploited. The output signal is set to high only when
one of the two inputs is high and the other is low, i.e. the irradiance is within the
predefined range. Contrarily, the output is set to low when either both or none
of the photoswitches are closed. The two photoswitches are both closed when the
irradiance is too high, i.e. when the reflectivity of the leaf is not reliable since it
may be affected from the extremely sunny day. This other situation (both open)
arises when the irradiance is too low and hence not inside the range of interest.
The correct working system is shown in Figure 3.32.

3.2.1 Simulation Results

The output is correctly high only in the desired range, within the 1% window from
220 W/m2 to 222 W/m2. This implementation may be straightforward to realize
in laboratory. It is sufficient to place two working devices with the same, or at
least similar, threshold voltage in the vacuum chamber. Once there, thanks to the
electrical connections that the chamber supplies, it is necessary to apply different
pull-in voltages such that the threshold voltages are equals to the desired ones. To
be sure that this is achieved, it is possible to exploit the heaters under the absorber
head as explained in Chapter 1 in order to calculate the threshold power and
consequently the minimum voltage necessary to close the contact. In the probable
case in which a difference in threshold of only 10 mV is not achievable, a lens can
be placed above the ZnSe window of the vacuum chamber. Also in this case the
same lens used in Chapter 1 can be exploited, using a smaller magnification. This
is because already a 50 mV threshold difference is easily obtained with the current
tools.

Figure 3.31: LTSpice actual schematic for the XOR implementation
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Figure 3.32: LTSpice simulation of XOR IC output vs irradiance

3.3 Option Three

A normally closed device (i.e. the contact is closed) is connected in series with a
normally open one (i.e. the contact is open), as shown in Figure 3.33. The former
is the upper limit detector, which corresponds to the high level of the irradiance
window, i.e. 308 nW . It opens when the sun irradiance is greater than the threshold
of the normally closed device. The latter corresponds to the lower irradiance limit,
i.e. 305 nW , and it closes when the irradiance exceeds this threshold. Both these

Figure 3.33: Schematic of Option 3
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Figure 3.34: Normally closed switches technique

two micromechanical sensors are placed in series with the leaf reflectance detector
and the whole effectively checks the leaf reflectance (or temperature) only when
both switches of the sunlight digitizer are closed, i.e. when the solar irradiance
is within the window. This solution provides zero standby power consumption,
low complexity and a minimized footprint since all switches are fabricated on a
single die. However, even though the group has observed normally closed devices
and has ways to create normally closed devices from normally open devices, the
team is still working on ways to control the threshold of normally closed devices.
A technique to obtain normally closed switches is based on sticky normally open
devices and by using the pull-in voltage method. An observed repeatable reopen
threshold of ∼1.06 µW is found thanks to the serpentine heater above the reflector
head. The concept is illustrated in Figure 3.34. In Table 3.10, the advantages and
the disadvantages for the three options are summarized.

Pros Cons

Option 1 battery-less larger footprint, complexity

Option 2 only NO devices larger footprint, power units of µW

Option 3 minimized footprint lack of threshold control in NC devices

Table 3.10: Advantages and disadvantages of the three options
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Chapter 4

Conclusions

4.1 Final Results

Throughout this master thesis, the following results have been achieved:

1. A complete electrical solar cell model, as in Figure 4.1, developed to establish
with extreme accuracy the output voltage at a certain irradiance value.

2. A fully operational sunlight digitizer tested with the breadboard complete
setup as in Figure 4.2, providing a 3% window, and tested with a positive
feedback also when supplied with the solar cell, as in Figure 3.23 of Section
3.1.3.

3. A fully operational window comparator PCB with 5 µW power consumption,
as in Figure 3.26 of Section 3.1.4. Mechanism tested also when supplied with
the solar cell.

4. A fully operational sunlight digitizer composed of the 01X8F solar cell by
Ixys, an evaluation module for the voltage regulator TPS61096 by TI and the
window comparator model LTC1042.

5. As side work, as explained in details in Appendix A, a water pump is connected
to the IR sensor, which is described in Chapter 1, and fed uniquely by the
IR sensor when activated by a low RWC of a soybean alive plant. All this is
achieved with the help of a ultra low power load switch.
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Figure 4.1: I-V curve of the solar cell, results of the LTSpice simulation

Figure 4.2: Breadboard complete setup
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4.2 Next Steps

4.2.1 Packaging

For field testing and deployment, the current setup of testing devices inside bulky
vacuum chambers is understandably unfeasible. To mitigate this issue and eventu-
ally demonstrate miniaturized sensor nodes for remote deployment, the team is
working towards a chip-sized vacuum packaging solution. Vacuum packed devices
are already implemented in the old device designs [29]. This proves the compatibil-
ity of the current technology with commercial vacuum packaging processes and
demonstrate Commercial Out of The Shelf (COTS) electronics interfacing. As part
of this project, the plan is to package the new devices on a larger scale and eventu-
ally work towards demonstrating a system-level implementation of a network of
remotely deployed miniaturized water-stress sensors. The vacuum package features
are listed below:

1. Packaged by INO Inc. with proprietary low temperature (∼ 170 °C) packaging
process.

2. ∼15 mm x 15 mm chip mounted on Leadless Chip Carrier (LCC) 68 ceramic
header.

3. 3 ÷ 14 µm IR-transparent window.

4. ≤ 3 mTorr vacuum pressure (previous packages are shown to maintain this
level even after 3 years [29]).

5. Internal COTS MEMS pirani gauge included to monitor package pressure .

6. ≥ 10 devices wire-bonded per chip for redundancy and improved functionality.

The whole system idea is shown in Figure 4.3. On the left, the IR-activated
PMP controls the load-switch, which connects the 3 V battery to the wireless
microcontroller [30]. On the right, the PMP is connected to one of the GPIO
terminals of the microchip. The timer circuit shares the same power supply of the
microchip and, when turned on, it sends a pulse to the heater after a 1 s delay to
automatically reset the switch [29].
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Figure 4.3: On the left, near zero power IR Wireless Sensor Node (WSN) circuit
schematic and image. On the right, image of an RFID sensor tag

4.2.2 Change of Etching

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the height of the gap is not yet controllable and this
may be caused by the etching technique adopted. Currently, isotropic XeF2 dry
etching is exploited, while DRIE provides a higher selectivity and it might be a
good substitute. Same thing holds for KOH wet etcher, which is anisotropic and
it is quite quick, thus for this reason also less controllable. In the next fabrication
sessions in cleanroom, these new process steps will then be adopted.

4.2.3 Finalization of the Circuit

Another main step to be performed soon is the finalization of the PCB testing.
Firstly, the regulator TPS61096a needs to be soldered by expert hands and secondly,
REXT of the LTC1042 PCB needs to be changed with a 10 MΩ resistor to reduce
the power consumption. Then, a final in-field testing needs to be done with the
solar cell collecting data of its output voltage throughout the day, with a changing
irradiance. The sunlight data used for this master thesis is taken by [18], in
Elizabeth City State University, North Carolina, which is the sunlight collecting
city closest to Boston. Thus, the next operation would be changing the adjustable
resistors to achieve the requirement of a 1% window. Once that is achieved as well,
I state the complete setup is ready to be integrated in the whole package system of
the IR sensor.
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Appendix A

Side Work - Connection of a
Water Pump to the IR
sensor

The goal of this side work is to show that our plasmonically-enhanced IR sensor
is able to activate a water pump thanks to its output only, without any external
input. It may look very simple but our MEMS device alone, for reasons concerning
its size, can not flow an amount of current sufficient to feed a pump, i.e. a current
of hundreds of mA would burn the whole device. To overcome this obstacle, the
conceptual schematic of Figure A.1 is developed. As you can notice, a Load Switch
(LS) is part of the schematic. This latter component is essentially an electronic
switch that can be used to turn on and off the power supply rails of the systems,
similar to a relay or a discrete Field Effect Transistor (FET). Load switches offer
many other benefits to the system, for example some protection features that are
often difficult to implement with discrete components [31].

Figure A.1: Conceptual schematic of the system
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TPS22860

Vbias 1.65 ÷ 5.5 V

Vinput 0 ÷ Vbias

Iswitch 200 mA

Ileak−input 2 nA

Ileak−bias 10 nA

Table A.1: TPS22860 datasheet specifications

First of all, it is necessary to identify a load switch which has the characteristic
common to the philosophy of this project, i.e. to be ultra low power. For this
purpose, the ultra-low leakage load switch model TPS22860 by Texas Instruments
is selected [32]. In Table A.1, the main specifications of this switch are cited. The
IR sensor is used during these testing process is subject of the research of the
pull-in voltage. For this specific IR sensor, the Vpull−in turns out to be 20 V . As it
is possible to notice in Table A.1, this pull-in voltage is not a suitable bias voltage
for the load switch. For this reason, as you can see on the right of the device in
Figure A.1, a voltage divider is used. Since the Vbias cannot be higher than 5.5 V ,
suitable resistor values are 470 kΩ for the one connected to ground and 1.5 MΩ for
the one connected in series with the device. On the other hand, the 5 kΩ resistor,
which is placed before the sensor, is present only to represent the on resistance of
the sensor itself. The Vbias is then obtained thanks to the following formula:

VON = Vsupply · 470kΩ
1MΩ + 470kΩ + 5kΩ = 4.76 V (A.1)

where Vsupply is the pull-in voltage of the IR sensor. Thus, when the device is
active, i.e. there is a plant with an RWC (concept explained in Chapter 3) lower
than 65.8% in front of the transparent window of the vacuum chamber where the
MEMS is placed, the load switch receives a voltage of 4.76 V . At this point the LS
is closed and allows the Vinput to be transmitted to the output and reach the load,
i.e. the water pump.
At this point, there is another LS specification that needs to be fulfilled: it can
support only 200 mA flowing while the water pump currently in use works with
600 mA. This problem is temporarily solved soldering three evaluation module
PCBs containing the selected TPS22860 in parallel, as shown in Figure A.2. In
this way, the whole system is able to supply 600 mA to the water pump, current
that results to be sufficient to make it work properly. In Figure A.3, the complete
setup is shown.
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Figure A.2: The three PCBs soldered together

(a) Conceptual setup (b) Real setup

Figure A.3: Conceptual (on the left) and real (on the right) setup

The soybean Glicine Max plant is used as always throughout this master thesis.
Since the pull-in voltage results to be 20 V as suggested before, in order to make
our nanometric device be the cause for the switch to open itself, a bias voltage is
applied. This value will change together with the drying process of the plant, i.e.
with the dicreasing of the RWC of the leaf.
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Time of the day [h] RWC [%] Bias Voltage [V ]

13:50 100 19.8

14:10 91 19.6

14:45 85 19.5

15:25 75 19.2

15:55 68 19

17:00 47 18.5

17:36 25 17

Table A.2: Bias voltage changing with the RWC

To underline once again the almost zero power consumption of this system, it is
necessary to highlight that the bias voltage does not make the device consume
any power since, when it is applied, no current flows through the device. At the
same time, this voltage intuitively decreases together with the decreasing of the
RWC since when the leaf dries up, its reflectivity increases, as explained in Chapter
1. Then, one more testing needed is the research of the bias to be applied when
the leaf is at around 65%, the lowest percentage from which the plant is able to
recover. To do so, the data summarized in Table A.2 is presented. As you can
notice, the trend is mostly linear apart from when the leaf is very dry, almost dead.
However, these final measurements are not of our concern. Thanks to these values,
it is possible to finally define that the bias voltage to be applied at the IR device is
19 V .
Now, to show that the whole setup works properly, a voltage of 19 V is applied.
The plant is placed in front of the transparent window containing the device. The
sensor turns on due to the reflectance of the leaves, the output sets to high and
the pump starts pumping water to the plant. To be sure that it is not working at
any plant reflectivity, a 100% RWC soybean plant is placed in front of the vacuum
chamber and, with the same bias, the device does not turn on. However, it does
turn on when applying an higher bias voltage of around 20 V . Thus, the complete
mechanism is proven.
Ultimately, a test of the current consumption is performed on the same setup. The
goal is to compare the stand-by current flowing when the pump is connected to
the IR device and when it is connected to its own batteries. In both cases there
is no load. The results are displayed in Table A.3 and shown in Figure A.4. It is
possible to conclude that the water pump linked to the device which is the focus of
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Quiescent current - connected to device Quiescent current - connected to batteries

180 nA 28.4 µA

Table A.3: Quiescent currents when the pump is connected to the IR device and
when it is connected to its own batteries

Figure A.4: Current consumption when the pump is OFF and ON

this thesis consumes 160 times less power than when connected to its own batteries.
A confirmation that the whole system is carrying on being a very low power sensor.
In the future, new tests will use a better load switch IC (SiP32431 ) that has been
recently found, capable of much lower standby current (∼ pA) and much higher
current handling capability (∼ 1.4 A).
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Appendix B

Paper

During my stay in the NSaNS Laboratory, at Northeastern University, the following
paper has been written containing all the last achievements of the group on the IR
sensor, applied to crop applications. It is currently in the review phase and it will
be submitted to the journal Nature Electronics soon.
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Appendix C

Matlab Minicode

The following code is used for the power threshold calculation of the temperature-
based IR sensor, changing the distance between the leaf and the device.

1 c l c ;
2 c l e a r a l l ;
3 c l o s e a l l ;
4

5 R=0.5; %h a l f width o f area o f the l e a v e s
6 Ao=pi ∗R^2; %area o f the l e a v e s (m^2)
7 H=1; %d i s t ance between l e a v e s and de t e c t o r (m)
8 As=150∗150e −12; %area o f the head o f the de t e c t o r
9 dT= 0 : 0 . 1 : 7 ; %chenge in temperature ( s t ep s )

10

11 Te=298; %environment temp
12 To=Te+dT;
13

14 Gcon=1.15e −6; %thermal conduc t i v i ty od the dev i ce
15 k=As∗Ao. ∗ 0 . 6 4 8 / (R^2+H.^2 ) ; %equat ion from page 50 o f one o f the docs
16 Ts=(k . ∗To+Gcon∗Te) /(k+Gcon) ; %equat ions from other document
17 Pt=Gcon . ∗ ( Ts−Te) /10^−9; %thre sho ld power f o r temperature s enso r
18 p lo t (dT, Pt ) ;
19 x l a b e l ( ’ Decrease in temperature r e l a t e d to dec r ea se o f water s t r e s s (

C) ’ ) ;
20 y l a b e l ( ’ Power (nW) ’ ) ;
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