How to Install the Goddard Flight Planner Software

Step 0: Prerequisites

In order to run the flight planner, you will need:

1) a Unix-based computer (Apple Mac or Linux recommended---sorry, but the software does not run under Windows)

2) a licensed installation of the IDL programming language (see http://www.exelisvis.com/productsservices/idl.aspx)  (Sorry, the free GDL workalike is missing a few features that are required to run the flight planner.)

3) X11-based graphics.  On the Mac, this will probably entail installing Xquartz (see .http://xquartz.macosforge.org/trac/wiki).

4) Optionally, you may want to attach a high capacity external disk drive to your computer to hold meteorological data files.

Step 1: Download the software

Point your web browser at http://acd-ext.gsfc.nasa.gov/People/Lait/Missions/flight_planner/
If you are using a Mac, you may find find the movie file “tutorial00_Mac_install.mov” helpful to download and watch. 

Click on the “flightplan.tar.gz” to download it.  This file always has the latest version of the software.  Other files which have dates in their name, were released on those dates.

Once the file has been downloaded onto your system, unpack it.  You will probably want to use a tool that your graphical desktop environment provides.  But if you are using the Unix command line, you can use:


tar -xvzf flightplan.tar.gz 

The files unpack into a directory called “flightplan”.  This file is self-contained and can be moved to any place that is convenient for you---your desktop, for example.

In the flightplan directory there is a README file that describes how the files and directories are laid out.  The script to actually run the flight planner is “flight_planner.sh”  You can run this from the command line, or you can set up something form your desktop environment to run it.  For the Mac, we provide an application in the Mac_app.zip file: simply double-click this file and drag the resulting “Flight_Planner” app to your desktop.  This app is merely a wrapper around the flight_planner.sh script.

The flight_planner.sh script works hard to try to find where the IDL programming language has been installed on your system.  So if the script takes a few minutes to start up the software, chances are that it is having difficulty finding IDL.  You can make it easier quicker by telling it: create a plain text file,

$HOME/.flightplanrc (note the dot!) and define the environment variable IDL_DIR in it.  For example, if your IDL binary executable is in /Applications/itt/idl/idl/bin/, then put the line


export IDL_DIR=/Applications/itt/idl/idl/
in the “.flightplanrc” file.

flight_planner.sh may also try to start up your IDL license manager, if it is not already running. 

If you are not planning flights for NASA's Global Hawk aircraft, you can skip to Step 3.
Step 2: Obtain the Global Hawk module

The Goddard flight planner can help you plan flights for any of several different aircraft, and it makes a reasonable attempt to simulate aircraft performance.  Because of the nature of the Global Hawk, we understand that its manufacturer, Northrop Grumman Corporation, would prefer that our Global Hawk module not be made available on a public web server.  To the best of our understanding (which may be limited), nothing in our module is either classified or controlled under ITAR regulations. (The only non-public information on which the simulation is based is fuel consumption, which is only roughly approximate.)  Nevertheless, some of the aircraft performance information may be considered proprietary commercial information that Northrop Grumman would prefer not to share widely.

To obtain the Global Hawk module for the flight planner, send email to Leslie.R.Lait@nasa.gov, and I will get you the needed file to you.

Once you have the file, called “flt_ac_globalhawk__define.pro”, you simply move it into the directory flightplan/lib/science/
Step 3: Try it out

At this point, you should be able to get the software running. Running “flight_plan.sh” should cause a terminal window to appear which should immediately be iconified.  You can ignore this window unless something goes wrong, like the software crashing or hanging.  You should also get an entry window, like a splash screen.  There should be a “File” menu on that window's toolbar.  Select “Quit” to get out of the flight planner.
Step 4: Watch the tutorials

Go back to the http://acd-ext.gsfc.nasa.gov/People/Lait/Missions/flight_planner/ web site.  There are a number of video tutorials (*.mp4 format).  The file names are numbered, so you can watch them in order.  The videos last about 15-20 minutes apiece, and they should give you a good introduction to how to use the flight planner.  Because of the files' size, you might want to download each one and then view it, instead of viewing it directly from your web browser (i.e., in your browser click on “Save link” instead of just clicking on the file).
Tips:

The users guide is the more thorough documentation that exists for the software.  You will find a copy in the flightplan/Doc/ directory, or you can download the PDF file from the web site.  You will want to use this as a reference.
For some missions, such as HS3, we will be providing flight plan templates and macro files for common flight sampling patterns.  These will be found in the “Documents” section on the Mission Tools Suite (MTS) web site.
You will probably want to download meteorological forecast fields for display in the flight planner.  For information on how to set that up, look in the flightplan/Data_Acquisition directory.
The flight planner is a work in progress.  It has bugs.  Save your work early and often, so that you do not lose your work.
When you find a bug, please bring it to my attention (Leslie.R.Lait@nasa.gov).  When describing the problem, try to be as specific as you can be.  Screenshot images and text cut and pasted from the terminal window can be helpful.  As bugs get fixed, I put new versions out on the web site.  You can download these easily by running the “upgrade.sh” script that comes with the software.
Good luck, and have fun!
