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Using a Ca optical frequency standard at 657 nm,
we demonstrate a method that reduces uncertainties in absolute
frequency measurements of optical transitions using freely expanding neutral atoms. Working with atoms that have been laser
cooled to 10 kK, we have developed and employed a new technique that combines launching of cold atom clouds with atom
interferometry to measure and optimise spectroscopy beam parameters. When applied to a frequency standard -with laser
beams of high spatial quality, this approach can potentially reduce residual Doppler effect uncertainties to well below one
part in 1016.With Doppler uncertainties greatly suppressed, we
investigate other potential shifts at the 1-Hz level with a multiplexed measurement system that takes advantage of the low
instability of the calcium frequency standard (4 x 1 0 - l ~ at 1 s).
The resultant fractional frequency uncertainty for the standard is
6.6 x lo-'', the lowest uncertainty reported to date for a neutral
atom optical standard.
ABSTRACT

Introduction
In recent years there has been a dramatic surge of
interest in optical frequency metrology, in part due to advanced laser cooling methods and the widespread implementation of femtosecond-laser-based frequency combs, which
enable direct connection between the optical and countable
microwave domains [l-51. The most accurately known optical frequencies are those of transitions in single ions, which
have now been measured with fractional frequency uncertainties approaching one part in 1015 [6-81. While lattice-based
systems look extremely promising [9], the most accurate frequency measurements of neutral atom transitions currently
use clouds of laser-cooled atoms that are allowed to expand
freely in the Earth's gravitational field [lo-121. Such systems can have high signal-to-noise ratios (SNRs) due to the
large numbers of atoms involved (lo6 or more), but atom
motion can lead to significant Doppler-related uncertainties
t
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(unlike their trapped-ion counterparts, which have no firstorder Doppler effect due to the ions being in the Lamb-Dicke
regime). Recent advances in laser cooling have led to temperatures near the recoil limit for atomic samples used in optical frequency standards [13- 171. Already groups are beginning to enjoy the benefits of reduced temperatures to achieve
smaller uncertainties for measurements of neutral atom transitions [18,19].
Now that temperatures for suitable optical clock atoms are
nearing their expected cooling limits (- 1 pK), it is timely to
consider how well transition frequencies can really be measured in the laboratory with freely expanding cold atoms, and
to identify potential limitations [20]. Here we demonstrate
how to use the colder atom temperatures to achieve a fractional transition frequency uncertainty of less than 10-l4 with
excellent prospects for considerable improvement. First, we
describe a new technique that takes advantage of the rnicrokelvin atoms to improve the spatial wave front characteristics of the laser beams themselves, since laser cooling alone
does not reduce the residual first-order Doppler uncertainty to
a negligible level. This method, which uses atom interferometry with launched clouds of cold atoms to improve probe laser
beam parameters (e.g. wave-front flatness and mutual beam
tilt), could reduce Doppler uncertainties to below 50 mHz
(10-l6 fractionally) for beams of high spatial quality. Second,
with first-order Doppler uncertainties contributing less than
1 Hz in our current apparatus, we present a detailed investigation of other potentially significant physical and technical
effects at the hertz level. This evaluation of potential shifts
was greatly expedited by an interlaced measurement system
designed to take advantage of the low fractional frequency
instability (4 x 10-l5 at 1 S) of the clock apparatus. Finally,
we report a total fractional uncertainty for the Ca frequency
standard of 6.6 x 10-15, which is the lowest uncertainty to
date reported for a neutral optical frequency standard. Since
the largest contributors to the uncertainty are technical in nature, prospects for improvement by an order of magnitude (or
more) look promising.
Experimental apparatus
Overview
The principal experimental setup has been described in detail in earlier publications [lo, 17,21,22], but
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FIGURE 1 Partial energy-level scheme for neutral 4 0 ~ ashowing
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transitions relevant to the Ca optical frequency standard

here we summarise the apparatus with particular emphasis on the aspects most relevant to the reduction of the
clock frequency uncertainties. The 657-nm intercombination line (see Fig. 1) in neutral 4 0 ~ has
a been the subject
of atom interferometric and precision spectroscopic studies for over thirty years, due to its nearly ideal realisation
of a closed two-level system with a long coherence time
(natural line width= 375Hz [18]). The rn = 0 += m = 0
transition is highly insensitive to external magnetic and
electric fields and has shown no evidence to date of collisional shifts at the 10-l5 level [lo], making it an excellent candidate for an optical frequency standard. This
transition is one of the recommended radiations for the
realisation of the metre and has been the subject of absolute frequency measurements for nearly a decade at the
Physikalisch Technische Bundesanstalt (PTB) and the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) [2,
10, 181. The uncertainty with which this transition frequency has been measured has been reduced by several
orders of magnitude in the last few years, due in part to
improved stabilisation of the probe lasers, but due mainly
to advances in laser cooling, which greatly reduce the
Doppler uncertainties in finding the unperturbed transition
frequency [ 10,181.
Our experiment uses two stages of laser cooling to reduce
the temperature of the atomic sample to 10 p,K. Since the
laser cooling beams shift the levels involved in the clock transition, they are turned off during the clock spectroscopy. This
leads to a measurement cycle that consists of an atom preparation period and a clock transition spectroscopic period. In
order to improve the clock stability (see Sect. 3), we have designed the apparatus to have the shortest measurement cycle
(< 25 ms) that will not compromise the measurement accuracy. The cycle time is presently limited by the need to reload
the trap and achieve a narrow velocity distribution in the
second-stage cooling (Sect. 2.2).

-

Cooling apparatus

The measurement cycle is depicted in Fig. 2. It
commences with the first stage of laser cooling, during which
we use the strong transition at 423 nm (see Fig. 1 for relevant energy levels) to load atoms from an atomic beam into
a standard six-beam magneto-optic trap (MOT). Through frequency doubling of a semiconductor laser system, we generate about 40 mW of 423-nm cooling light. This light is

-

total cycle time 25 ms

-

The cycle used to perform the spectroscopic measurements described in this work. First-stage cooling is used to collect atoms and cool
them to 2 mK. The second stage of cooling uses the narrow 657-nm transition
in combination with the 552-nm quenching transition to reduce the atom temperature to 10 pK. After optional launching pulses that are used in some
systematic investigations, the clock spectroscopy sequence occurs, followed
by normalised 423-nm detection pulses. An optional delay can be added at
the end to test for synchronised systematics. See text for details
FIGURE 2

-

sent through several acousto-optic modulators (AOMs) to
shift the frequencies of the various beams to the appropriate detunings. To achieve fast shut-off with a large extinction
ratio to minimise Stark shifts (see Sect. 5.2.1), a minimum
of three AOM stages is used for each beam. The first two
AOM stages actually consist of a single double-pass AOM
that is also used to stabilise the intensity (< 20 p.s settling
time for switching on) of the 423-nm light. Although we do
not use a Zeernan slower coil, a counterpropagating 423-nm
beam detuned by -245 MHz decelerates slow atoms (initial
velocity below 100m/s) from a thermal beam, thereby increasing the loading rate of atoms by a factor of more than
10. For simplicity, the present version of the apparatus does
not use a repumping beam at 672 nm to close a leak to the
metastable D state from the excited state of the broad Doppler
cooling transition [21,23]. During a 15-111s loading period
the trap is filled with 5 x lo6 atoms at a temperature of
2 mK, which is within a factor of three of the Doppler
limit.
More than 20% of these atoms are then cooled to -- 10 p.K
with a three-dimensional, second stage of quenched cooling [15-171 using the 657-nm clock transition in conjunction
with a repumping transition at 552 nm [17]. The light for this
second-stage cooling is controlled by AOMs with extinction
ratios leading to negligible levels of leakage light during the
clock transition spectroscopy (Sect. 5.2.1). The second-stage
cooling period lasts only 7 ms, and operates without an applied magnetic quadrupole field. During this time, however,
the extinguished MOT quadrupole field (0.6T/m) decays,
yielding a background field of less than 0.5 pT at the end of
the second-stage molasses. We measure the atom temperature
(along with drift velocities) in three orthogonal dimensions
using the narrow clock transition (see Fig. 3). Within the 7 ms
of second-stage cooling a narrow Gaussian velocity distribution with low offset velocities can be achieved that allows one
to minimise the residual Doppler effect (Sect. 4).

-
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The atomic velocity distribution measured in all three dimensions after 15 ms of first-stage cooling and 7 ms of second-stage cooling.
The distributions are measured by scanning the frequency of the clock laser
s
For the vertical direction ('y' in the
and using n pulses of 1 0 - ~ duration.
figure), the measurement can be contaminated by a back reflection from a detection lens, which causes an effective weak standing wave. To separate the
contributions, we take distributions after a 11-ms delay. Gravitational acceleration during this delay leads to a large drift velocity (10.8 cm/s), which
resolves the two contributions via the opposite signs of their Doppler shifts.
In practice, typical velocity offset values for the three directions were less
than 1.1 cm/s
FIGURE 3

Probe laser apparatus
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FIGURE4 The apparatus used to generate red probe pulses. The
frequency-stabilised master diode laser (DL) in external-cavity configuration (ECDL) controls slave laser 1, which in turn controls slave laser 2.
A double-pass acousto-optic modulator (AOM) between the lasers enables
precise modulation of the probe frequency and phase. Injection-locked laser
2 sends light through an AOM that generates the probe pulses before passing through a fibre for equal pulse shaping for all probe directions. Finally,
the red light passes through AOMs that direct the light through either of two
single-mode, polarisation-maintaining (SM/PM) fibres for spatial filtering
before collimation for the Ca spectroscopy

injection locking a second laser (slave 1 in Fig. 4), which
sends the majority of its light to the femtosecond comb. Additionally, this second laser provides light for injection locking
a third laser (slave 2), which generates the light used for probing the atoms. The light from slave 1 is offset by an AOM in
double-pass configuration and fed through a fibre before injection locking slave 2. The frequency and phase of this laser
can then be controlled via the rf signal going to this offset
AOM, with minimal impact on the amplitude and direction of
the light that actually probes the atoms. All AOMs used in the
probe laser apparatus are driven by maser-referenced synthesisers.
To provide equal pulse shapes from both probe directions, the light from slave 2 passes through a pulsing AOM
that is used to generate the probe pulses and is coupled into
a polarisation-maintaining optical fibre. The emergent light
pulses are then coupled by directional AOMs to one or the
other of the two fibres downstream that illuminate the atomic
cloud. The fibres provide spatial filtering for the beams from
the two directions. The directional AOMs are opened (closed)
2 ms before (after) the probe pulses are generated in the
switching AOM. These time windows remove the effect of the
transfer function of the directional AOMs on the pulse shapes.
At the same time, the combination of laser light frequency
offsets and the two-stage switching off of the probe light provides a high degree of suppression of AC Stark shifts (see
Sect. 5.2.1).

We excite the clock transition in a variety of ways
through the use of different probe pulse sequences in the time
domain. Single pulses are used to measure Rabi-flopping rates
or velocity distributions while three- and four-pulse atom
interferometers are used to measure systematic frequency
shifts or stabilise the clock laser to calcium (see Sect. 2.4
and Fig. 2 for details). To achieve highest resolutions with
low noise levels, it is necessary to have a laser with a very
narrow line width. To this end, we lock the frequency of an
extended-cavity diode laser (with a good anti-reflectioncoating) to a narrow resonance ( A v = 9kHz) of an environmentally isolated Fabry-PQot reference cavity. This cavity rests
on a floating table with active tilt control, and is enclosed in
a thermally controlled, vibrationally isolated vacuum charnber [2 11. Measurements via a femtosecond laser that is locked
to an extremely stable reference laser at 563 nm (used in the
' 9 9 ~ g +frequency standard at NIST [24]) provide an upper
limit to the probe laser line width of 2 Hz in a 1-s measurement period [25]. Frequency tuning of the laser relative to the
cavity is achieved with a maser-referenced synthesiser. The rf
output drives a double-pass AOM to control an offset between
the laser and the reference cavity. The frequency-offset laser
light from the AOM is sent via a fibre that maintains the light
polarisation and is coupled into the reference cavity.
We generate the probe pulses for the clock transition by
Spectroscopy on the clock transition and locking
sending rf pulses to AOMs that deflect light to optical fibres. 2.4
scheme
To reduce the effects of directional switching, frequency modulation, and pulsing on the pulse spectral and spatial content,
The probe light emerging from the fibres (about
we implemented the probe beam apparatus shown in Fig. 4. 6.7-mW power in each beam) located after the directional
The stabilised master laser provides 3 to 4 mW of power for AOMs is carefully collimated and aligned using two identical
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telescope setups. They consist of a high-quality microscope
objective (NA 0.55) and a plano-convex lens (f = 200 mm,
diameter 50 mm) on micrometer stages to allow for fine adjustment of the beam diameter (- 5.9 mm) and collimation
at the position of the atoms (- 1-m distance). The alignment
procedure is outlined in Sect. 4. Prior to the spectroscopic sequence, a small magnetic bias field is turned on (parallel to the
probe light electric field) to enable selective excitation of the
m = 0 -t m = 0 transition. After a delay of 1 ms during which
the magnetic field reaches its set value of 150 KT, the clock
spectroscopy is performed. The spectroscopy is immediately
followed by detection pulses that, with an electron shelving
scheme using near-resonant light at 423 nm, measure the degree of excitation induced by the probe laser. In principle, this
detection scheme can reach a SNR sufficient to enable spectroscopic performance limited only by quantum-projection
noise (QPN) [22,26,27]. As shown in Fig. 2, this scheme uses
one blue pulse directly after the spectroscopy (but before significant decay occurs) to measure the depleted ground state
population. Induced fluorescence is imaged on a photomultiplier. A second pulse measures the total atom population after
the excited-state population is returned to the ground state
through decay and optical pumping using 552-nm light. The
normalised excitation is stored and the measurement cycle is
then repeated with a new frequency value for the probe laser,
as desired.
For the majority of the optical clock work, we use a BordCRamsey-type atom interferometer (AI) [28,29] in the time
domain, which consists of four pulses of duration Tp. The
BordC-Ramsey sequence uses frequency-stabilised 657-nm
light to make a frequency-sensitive asymmetric AI. With this
technique we first illuminate the atoms with a pair of timeseparated pulses (time interval = T) from one direction, followed by an identical pair from the opposite direction (the
time between pairs T' = 10 ms). As we expect with a Ramsey technique, the spectroscopic resolution depends on the
time separation for each pair of pulses (the FWHM line width
or resolution is -- 1/(4(T Tp))). The pulse durations were
Tp = 3 ms, while the separations ranged from T = 18.6ms
to 15 12 ms depending on the resolution desired. The BordCRamsey approach effectively cancels the first-order Doppler
shift, thereby enabling high-resolution signals to be obtained,
while still allowing a large fraction of the atoms to contribute
to the signal and hence ensure a good signal-to-noise ratio.
In Fig. 5, we show typical four-pulse A1 spectra taken at
low resolution (fringe width = 11.55 kHz). Note that due to
the narrow residual Doppler width (150 kHz FWHM) of the
cold atom cloud, the spectrum is Fourier-transform limited,
with virtually all atoms contributing in a similar way to the
observed line shape. In the low-resolution spectrum the asymmetry in the envelope containing the fringe pattern is clearly
visible. This is a direct consequence of atomic recoil effects [30], and possible associated frequency shifts are discussed in Sect. 5.1.
In order to stabilise the probe laser frequency to the
Ca spectroscopic signal, we modulate the laser frequency
from cycle to cycle between two values separated by the
fringe width. To achieve this we use the frequency shift key
(FSK) feature of a commercial synthesiser that provides the
frequency offsets with millihertz uncertainty. We then feed

-

+

a low-pass-filtered version of the demodulated excitation signal to the synthesiser that controls the AOM before the reference cavity. This locks the frequency of the light sent to
the comb (see Sect. 2.3) on the atomic Ramsey fringe centre
(save for known fixed AOM offsets). Frequency offsets that
can result from this modulation technique are discussed in
Sect. 5.3.2.
For the evaluation of certain sources of frequency shifts
(see Sect. 4), we use a second type of atomic interferometer,
which is based on a photon echo pulse sequence [20,3 1,321.
This interferometer uses three time-separated pulses from one
direction only (we refer to it as a symmetric AI) and is sensitive to phase rather than frequency. More specifically, the
interferometer measures the difference in the average total
phase accumulated by the atoms during each of the two dark
periods, as can occur when atoms move through non-planar
wave fronts of laser beams. To produce three-pulse interferograms, we sweep the phase of the first pulse relative to those of
the last two. We achieve this by driving the phase/frequency
offset AOM (Sect. 2.3 and Fig. 4) around the time of the first
pulse from a synthesiser with its phase continuously modulated via an external modulation input. Before pulses 2 and 3
occur we switch to a second synthesiser with constant phase.
3
3.1

Calcium clock stability
High-stability performance for the Ca standard

We use the generated Ramsey fringes to determine
the signal-to-noise ratio for the spectroscopic signals, and
hence estimate the expected stability for the clock signals. The
stability (as a function of averaging time) is important, since
it tells us how long we need to average to reach a given level
of precision. High levels of stability are one of the hallmarks
of optical clocks since their line Q's can be much higher than
those of their microwave counterparts [33]. Given a higher
stability, we can evaluate potential clock shifts much more
quickly. Figures 5a and 6 show excitation signals taken at different spectroscopic resolutions. Also shown is an estimate of
the fractional frequency instability (for a 1-s averaging time)
as a function of the FWHM width of the fringe. The lowest instability is achieved at a resolution between 500 and 900 Hz.
At resolutions below 500 Hz the fringe contrast drops considerably, due to decay of the excited-state population (natural line width of the clock transition = 375 Hz [18]), while
at resolutions above 1 kHz the reduced line Q degrades the
stability. To confirm these stability estimates, we have performed external measurements against the Hg+ frequency
standard [24], by use of a femtosecond-laser comb to bridge
the 76-THz frequency gap between the standards. The resulting frequency fluctuations showed a fractional frequency
instability of 4 x 10-15 at 1 s, which averaged down to less
than 2 x 10-l6 at 2000 s [34].
Since it is experimentally convenient to work with a high
signal-to-noise ratio, we typically operate at a resolution of
770 Hz, which is roughly the lowest resolution for which we
still achieve the highest stability. We note that an instability
of 4 x 10-l5 at 1 s is competitive with the best demonstrated
stability for any frequency standard, although it is still an
order of magnitude larger than the quantum projection noise
limit [33] for the number of atoms available in our apparatus.
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FIGURE 6 The insets show Bord6-Ramsey fringe patterns taken at resolutions of 770 Hz (b) and 180 Hz (c).Each spectrum is a 4-s frequency sweep
containing single measurements at discrete frequencies. For the lowest resolution, see Fig. 5a. The data points in the main plot (a) show the fractional
frequency instability for a I-s averaging time as a function of resolution. The
data are estimated from the scatter (rms values) on the fringe pattern

Av (kHz)
(a) A Bord6Ramsey spectrum taken at a relatively low resolution of 11.55 H z . The asymmetric envelope is a consequence of atomic
recoil effects. (b) Rabi-flopping curve showing the degree of excitation as
a function of the duration of the single probe pulse. For the highest Rabi frequency, two overlapped curves are shown, which were taken using beams
from each of the two directions. This enables good matching of the two probe
intensities. (c) Overlapped BordbRamsey spectra taken with opposite~ulse
sequences. This shows that it made little difference from which direction the
first pair of probe pulses originated
FIGURE 5

We have investigated the elevated noise level and now believe
that it is due to frequency noise on the cavity-stabilised probe
laser amplified by the optical Dick effect [35-371. We have
deduced the short-term noise of the free-running diode-laser
system, i.e. stabilised to the stable cavity but not to the calcium
clock transition, by beating the laser light against a comb line
of the femtosecond laser system. The system was locked to
the free-running laser system of NIST's Hgf frequency standard (see [24] for the short-term stability of this laser system).
An approximate line width of less than 2 Hz at the calcium
frequency standard's 456-THz frequency was measured on
a time scale of 4 s, as well as a fractional frequency instability
of -- 2 x 10-l5 at 1 s.
Multiplexed signals for internal evaluations
To expedite the evaluation of potential frequency
biases in the Ca clock, we implemented a system that takes advantage of its high stability. The basic strategy for measuring
such shifts is simply to change various experimental parameters with the laser locked to the central fringe and look for
changes in the laser frequency. One technique we use is to
compare measured frequencies to the Hg+ system via the femtosecond laser comb. This approach is especially useful for
parameters that can be changed only quite slowly, such as the
Ca oven temperature (see Sect. 5.2.6). However, for parame-

ters such as spectroscopic resolution that can be changed from
One m e a ~ ~ ~ e mcycle
e n t to the next (- 25 ms), it is more Convenient to use the short-term stability of the probe laser reference cavity for compar~sons~
F~~this purpose we constructed
a
measurement system, which generates
in parallel from alternate measurement cycles. The spectroare fed into two
SCiPiCsignals from the odd and even
different electronic channels. We stabilise the laser to calcium
in the usual way (see Sect. 2.1), except that we use only the
odd measurement cycles. For the purpose of stabilisation this
is similar to using 50-ms-long measurement cycles. In these
odd cycles the system is run with one fixed set of experimental parameters. So, the laser frequency is locked to the calcium
clock transition frequency including the systematic offset due
to this set of parameters. In the even cycles a different set of
parameters is used and the error signal measured with the laser
frequency still set to the odd-cycle conditions. While in the
odd cycles the error signal is zero on average due to the stabilisation, the offset measured in the even cycles reveals the
systematic frequency shift between the two sets of experimental parameters. By referencing to the experimental parameters
in the odd cycles, this alternating scheme allows us to take advantage of the high SNR of our system while simultaneously
suppressing slow drifts in the experimental apparatus. In particular, the low drift rate of the reference cavity (compensated
to yield an effective drift rate of less than 1 Hz/s) in conjunction with comparing the two experimental conditions every
25 ms, i.e. every cycle, yields an effective offset between the
two signals of less than 50 mHz. The stability of the multiplexed measurement system enables hertz-level evaluations
for an averaging time of 100 s.
A new approach for reducing residual first-order
Doppler effects
The largest uncertainties in earlier Ca experiments [2,20,22,32] were those resulting from imperfectly
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cancelled first-order Doppler effects. These shifts result
from the ballistic motion of the atoms in combination with
imperfect probe laser collimation or overlap, or with nonorthogonality of the probe beams relative to gravity. The
introduction of a second stage of laser cooling, which reduced atomic velocities by a factor of about 15, reduced these
Doppler-related uncertainties considerably [lo, 18,271. Here
we describe a procedure that enables further reduction of the
Doppler uncertainties by improving the characteristics of the
probe beams themselves. This method is based on an idea by
Trebst et al. [32], who showed how to use three- and fourpulse AIs to extract information about the probe laser beams.
We have extended this method by performing the atomic
interferometry with clouds of atoms launched at different velocities. Measuring phase and frequency shifts as a function of
launch velocity enables isolation of the different laser beam
imperfections. These features (wave-front curvature, mutual
beam tilt, and orthogonality to the acceleration of gravity) can
then be improved to reduce their contributions to the measurement uncertainty and their residual effects can be quantified.
The evaluation of the phase and frequency shifts was
performed with the multiplexed measurement system described in Sect. 3. In this way we avoid the influence of
phase-shifting contributions from other sources such as AOM
frequency chirps (Sect. 5.3.1) due to common-mode rejection. The difference in offset phase (or frequency) for atomic
interferograms taken with launched and unlaunched ensembles is measured by alternating between the two every 25 ms
(every other cycle). This technique results in measured shifts
of A @ = A@,,unched - AOu,,au,kd for three-pulse AIs and
A V = Avlaunched- Avunlaunched for four-pulse AIs, respectively. Measuring these shifts as a function of launch velocity
then provides the data used for probe beam characterisation.

FIGURE 7 Summary of launching of the cold atom samples for leveraging
systematic effects. (a) shows the velocity distributions in the direction of the
launch (horizontal) as a function of time. (b) shows the velocity distributions
in the perpendicular direction. (c) shows the measured launch velocities and
rms velocities in the direction of the launch as a function of the duration of
the launch pulse. (d) shows the much smaller increase in rms velocity along
the probe beam direction (perpendicular to the launch)

beams (see Sect. 2.4) by comparing phase-dependent spectra
based on symmetric three-pulse AIs. As the atoms move further out from the centre of the laser beam during the spectroscopic sequence, they sample a quadratically increasing offset
from the wave-front surface for a non-planar (i.e. improperly collimated) laser beam. This motion produces a spatial
phase chirp during the second dark period of the interferometer larger than that during the first, yielding a greater phase
Launching atoms
offset of the interferogram. In Fig. 9, examples are shown
for phase-dependentinterferograms with different launch velAs we will see in the next few sections, the reocities. Since the three-beam interferometer is also sensitive
sidual Doppler uncertainties of concern result from atom velto gravitational acceleration, comparing launched and unocities that are perpendicular to the propagation direction
launched ensembles separates the curvature effect (velocity
of the probe beam. Thus, to take advantage of the launchsensitive) from the gravity effect (velocity insensitive). The
ing technique to measure amplified versions of these effects,
phase-shift difference depends on the velocity, vlaunch,I.of the
it is necessary to generate launches in two orthogonal direclaunched ensemble in the plane perpendicular to the k vector,
tions perpendicular to the horizontal probe beam path. With
our apparatus we launch atoms by applying near-resonant
423-nm laser pulses. For the perpendicular horizontal direction, we send launch pulses along the slowing beam direction.
For studies in the vertical direction, we actually use launches
at 45 degrees relative to the vertical due to restricted experimental access. With launching pulse durations of up to
16 bs, average velocities as large as 3 m/s can be achieved
with rms broadening of the velocity as large as 90 cm/s along
the launch direction and 20 cm/s perpendicularly. (Typical
launched velocity distributions are depicted in Fig. 7.) The
lower amount of broadening in the direction parallel to the
probe beams (perpendicular to the launching direction) allows
us to maintain high SNR in the atom interferograms.
Wave-front curvature

The first step of this procedure measures and minimises the wave-front curvature of each of the two probe

c

d

FIGURE 8 Sketch depicting the definition of the variables used for calculating the systematic Doppler effect: (a) for wave-front curvature, (b) for
gravity contribution, (c) and (d) for vertical and horizontal mutual beam tilts
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Interferograms resulting from the three-pulse A1 sequence for
four different cloud launching velocities. The interferograms slightly shift
to the left with increasing launch velocity, indicating imperfect probe beam
focusing as described in (I)
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chronised vibrations (see Sect. 5.3.3). By increasing the mean
atom velocity, we amplify this shift considerably and correct it
by adjusting the location of the collimating lens after the fibre
that sets the location of the probe beam waist. Figure 10 also
contains data showing the residual phase-shift sensitivity for
a minimised wave-front curvature.
With the multiplexed A1 signals our sensitivity of 10 mrad
is sufficient to determine a probe beam radius of curvature of
greater than 3000 m but, due to uncertainty in the laser beam
quality (higher-order aberrations), the minimum radius of curvature was conservatively assigned a value of 200 m. For typical experimental drift velocities of 1.1 cm/s and a temperature
of 11 p.K, this yields shifts of less than 100 mHz at 770-Hz
resolution. This corresponds to a relative uncertainty contribution of 2.2 x 10-16. Assuming an improved beam quality
where one would be limited only by the present sensitivity of
the curvature measurement, the relative contribution could be
as low as 2 x lo-''.

FIGURE 9

Mutual beam tilt

Once the wave-front curvature is minimised, the
frequency-sensitive,four-pulse A1 can be used in combination
k (abs. value k), as well as on the radius of curvature, Ri, with launching atoms to minimise the mutual beam tilt (i.e. the
i = 1,2, of the particular beam, and the interval between the residual angle between the counterpropagating probe beams,
O). The frequency shift Avtilt,,, with j = (hor, ver) for the holaser pulses T (see [20,32]):
rizontal or vertical launch direction (Fig. 8), depends linearly
on the product of the mutual angle, O j , in the plane of the
launch direction and the probe beams and the launch velocity,
v j [20,32]:
As depicted in Fig. 8, a positive Ricorresponds to a concave
wave front along k. Figure 10 shows the change in phase-shift
difference as a function of launch velocity for three different
resolutions. Initial offsets are presently not well understood,
but are most likely due to oscilloscope sampling or to syn- The systematic shift is positive if the launch direction is parallel to the sum of the two ki. By comparing signals between
launched and unlaunched atom clouds, we can minimise the
resulting frequency shift by adjusting the beam alignment.

FIGURE 10 The sensitivity of phase difference measured with a symmetric
A1 to the launch velocity. The open symbols show measurements for a nonzero wave-front curvature of about 150 m. Down-pointing triangles are for
a dark time of T = 20 ps, diamonds for 200 KS,and triangles pointing up for
500 KS,indicating the growing sensitivity with dark time. The lines show the

FlGURE 11 The four-pulse A1 frequency shift as a function of mutual beam

theoretically expected shift for a radius of curvature of 150 m and the same
dark times as used in the measurements. Thefilled circles represent a T =
500 ws measurement after the wave-front curvature had been minimised

tilt (along the direction of the launch) for a launch velocity of 99 cm/s. The
down-pointing triangles show that the signal is largely insensitive to mutual
beam tilt perpendicular to the launch direction
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However, this frequency shift is complicated by the fact that
it also depends quadratically on the velocity in the product for
wave-front curvature, and linearly on the velocity for an initial offset of the laser beams from the trap centre [20]. But,
with the wave-front curvature already minimised and careful
alignment to reduce the probe offset to less than 0.8 mm (for
a laser beam with a waist of 3 mm and an atomic cloud with
a rms radius of 2 mm), these effects limit the frequency uncertainty (for the launched atoms) at only the 6-Hz level. With
launch velocities of nearly 1 m/s (and typical cloud drift velocities of 1 cm/s), the frequency uncertainty due to the tilt
can be reduced to around 50 mHz. Figure 11 shows measured
frequency shifts as a function of mutual beam tilt for optimised wave-front curvatures. The tilt-minimisation procedure for our apparatus begins with a nulling in the horizontal
direction with a launch velocity of 60cm/s and then in
a diagonal direction (1714 angle to the vertical) for a velocity
of 1.5 m/s (for the convenience of using the same launch
time). The nulling of the frequency difference for launched
vs. unlaunched atoms is accomplished by first adjusting the
alignment to overlap the respective fringe patterns on an oscilloscope and to achieve a higher sensitivity by zeroing the
error signal for the unlaunched ensemble condition while stabilising the laser to the launched atom condition. This can
be accomplished with a 6-Hz uncertainty (determined by the
noise in the detection process). Including the contributions of
curvature, offset, and projection from the diagonal direction,
the final uncertainty for the mutual beam tilt for the horizontal
plane made up of the two probe beam k vectors is u(Ohor)=
16 prad and for the vertical plane u(Over)= 36 prad. From
these values we determine a tilt-related shift of < 0.3 Hz for
drift velocities up to 1.1 cm/s.
The uncertainties in O measured using beam-tilt-sensitive
spectroscopy are consistent with a second approach where the
coupling efficiency to the fibre of the opposite beam is used
to minimise beam tilt. Based on geometric factors, this technique yields an uncertainty of 46 brad, slightly larger than the
net 40 prad for the launching procedure. We emphasise that
the launching procedure was limited solely by the achievable
laser beam curvature. With an optimised radius of curvature,
and a 0.5-Hz sensitivity in measuring the frequency offset,
a residual beam tilt of less than 1 krad would be feasible. In
that case the total residual Doppler uncertainty as outlined
in [20] would be less than 7 mHz (relative uncertainty of 1.6 x
10-17) for a I -mm/s average velocity of the ensemble and use
of the pulse-reversal technique (see Sect. 4.4).

-

-

-

-

Gravity contributions

Since the shift due to gravitational acceleration
during the spectroscopy cannot be amplified by launching,
a careful prealignment of the beams with respect to the tiltstabilised optical table was carried out. With the other residual Doppler contributions already minimised, the angleto-gravity effect can be directly measured by reversing the
order of the pulses in the four-pulse AI, while keeping everything else the same. This gives a direct measure of the
frequency shift, which is inversely proportional to the spectroscopic resolution [20,32]. If we assume a situation as depicted
in Fig. 8 with a small tilt of the k vector of beam 1 upwards

from perpendicular to the direction of gravity, g, with an angle
E, and correspondingly for the counterpropagating beam an
angle - E
Over(i.e. this beam is closer to perpendicular t o g
for Over> 0), then we find for the beam order 1122

+

where TI is the time between switching off the trap and the
first pulse and T' is the time between the two inner pulses.
With a minimised mutual tilt we can assume that Over<< E ,
and (3) can be approximated as Avg,1122 M (g/2h)(T TI)&.
This equation can be used to correct for the gravity contri=-AV~,II~
the
Z,
bution. Using pulse reversal with AvR,221~
frequency difference for the two beam orders is

+

and allows us to directly extract E from the pulse-reversal
measurement. This procedure was carried out during frequency measurements and in internal measurements to correct the effect. A typical tilt-induced gravitational shift was
5 Hz at 770-Hz resolution. corresponding to E % 0.5 mrad.
An alternative scheme could make use of averaging over
the two beam sequences. With the beam order changed to
221 1, E and (-E Over)would be swapped in (3). The frequency value would then be shifted due to the gravity contribution by

+

leaving only the angle of the mutual beam tilt in the vertical
direction as a scaling factor for the gravity contribution, while
the actual tilt to gravity would no longer contribute. To avoid
effects of differences in the gains of the two error signals, the
laser lock should alternate between the two different lock signals rather than average over the two error signals. However,
with the present setup this approach could not be readily implemented. Finally, we are left with an uncertainty in Overthat
gives a contribution of 0.5 Hz (10-15).
On the other hand, assuming an idealised situation as has
been described in Sects. 4.2 and 4.3, the optimised wave-front
quality would contribute to the fractional frequency with 2 x
10-l7 and subsequently the mutual beam tilt with 1.6 x 1 0 ~ ' ~ .
In this case and additionally alternating between the two pulse
orders for locking as described above, the contribution due
to gravity could effectively be reduced to well below IO-l7.
Thus, the total fractional uncertainty of the residual Doppler
effect could be reduced to well below 10-16.
Reproducibility

Measurements of the minimised residual Doppler
effect repeated over a five-day period indicate that the wavefront curvature, mutual beam tilt, and gravity contributions to
systematic shifts stay within their respective levels of uncertainty over this period. This allows one to alternate between
control and frequency measurements on a day to day basis and
repeat part of the control measurements during the frequencymeasurement days. The power in the pulses could drift within
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a measurement day mainly due to coupling efficiency. They
were monitored and the power did not change by more than
6% (see also Sect. 5.1).
Other important physical effects
With the residual first-order Doppler uncertainty
reduced to the sub-hertz level, other important potential frequency shifts such as line-shape asymmetries and technical
effects require more careful evaluation. Fortunately, isolating and measuring these various contributions is now much
easier, since Doppler contributions no longer dominate measurements of clock shifts as a function of parameters such as
resolution.
Asymmetry of the line shape

The recoil effect that is present in spectroscopy
with ballistic atoms causes a fundamental asymmetry in the
line shape produced by the frequency-dependent, four-pulse
atom interferometer (see Fig. 5a) [30]. The asymmetric fringe
envelope leads to shifts of the measured central fringe position, which depend on the stabilisation technique used. Taking into account measured velocity distributions, the ratio
of probe beam diameter to atom cloud diameter, and laser
intensities known from measurements of Rabi oscillations
(see Fig. 5b), we performed simulations of the expected line
shapes based on the formalism in [28]. The simulations allow us to compute the expected offset for the first-harmonic
locking used in our setup (Sect. 2.4). In this locking scheme
linear and higher-order terms added to the basically cosinusoidal line shape introduce an offset to the locking scheme.
With probe pulse durations of 3 ~ sthe
, asymmetry contribution can be as large as 30 Hz for low resolution, where the
fringe is spread out over a larger fraction of the asymmetric
envelope as shown in Fig. 5a). Even at high resolution where
the central fringe is only spread over a narrow region of the
asymmetric envelope (see Fig. 6b), there is still a frequency
offset of about 1 Hz at a 1-kHz resolution present. In Fig. 12 it
can be seen that the sign of the offset changes with increasing
resolution. This is due to the fact that in the Bord&Ramsey
scheme minima of the fringes occur at offsets of & half the
recoil splitting from line centre. With increasing resolution
(increasing T T,) the number of periods between these minima increases and, hence, the sign of the cosinusoidal line
shape of the centre fringe flips. With the laser stabilised to this
central fringe, the sign of the gain of the harmonic locking is
changed. Hence, the sign of the effect of the linear contribution in the asymmetry is changed.
Normally, we expect the frequency centre (although not
the contrast) of the fringe pattern in the Bord6-Ramsey signal to be extremely insensitive to the intensities of the probe
beams. However, the recoil-induced asymmetry adds a sensitivity to imbalances between the two beam intensities (the
shift can even change sign) and, to a lesser degree, to overall
intensity levels. To account for possible probe intensity drifts
during the measurements, we allow for 6% intensity changes
from those deduced from the measured Rabi oscillations to
compute uncertainties for asymmetry-based corrections (see
Fig. 12). Shorter pulse durations and the minimisation of dead

+

FIGURE 12 Computed line-shape-induced asymmetry shifts for experirnen-

tal parameters measured from Rabi oscillations and velocity distributions.
Error bars denote the range of shifts possible for a maximum change of intensity of 6%in either beam direction. The data are plotted for the resolutions
used in the experiment, with 1, 2, 4. 8, 15, 20, 30, 40, 55, and 70 periods
per recoil splitting. For the three highest resolutions only the uncertainties are
indicated

time between the pulse pairs can reduce the effect of the asymmetry to below 100 mHz. With careful modelling and measurements of the actual spectroscopy parameters, corrections
with a remaining uncertainty of 10% would allow us to compensate for the shift to better than 10 mHz (2 x lo-").

5.2.1 AC Stark shifts. While the Ca clock transition is in-

herently extremely insensitive to stray electric and magnetic
fields, stray light from the imperfectly extinguished laser
cooling, quenching, or probe beams can lead to significant AC
Stark shifts. In particular, the cooling and quenching lasers
couple to transitions originating from the ground and excitedstate energy levels of the clock transition. In a similar way the
clock laser and the second-stage cooling laser couple to transitions involving the magnetically shifted Zeeman components
of the 3 ~ excited
1
state. In both cases, such couplings lead to
intensity-dependent shifts of the measured clock frequency.
To calculate the exact shifts we have included 19 transitions
with their respective frequencies and oscillator strengths and
calculated the possible total shifts from the maximum expected light intensities and laser frequencies. For the quenching transition where the actual oscillator strength is known
only to within two orders of magnitude, we measured the AC
Stark shift and extrapolated to lower intensities.
For our experimental apparatus AC Stark shifts are of
particular concern, because the traditional method of using
mechanical shutters to achieve high extinction ratios is not
feasible, due to the short duration of the measurement cycle
and the fast timing of the various pulses. Instead we use one
or more AOM stages before the light beams are coupled to
optical fibres, each yielding onloff extinction ratios ranging
from 500 to 30000, while maintaining the capability for fast
switching of the beams.
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For the 423-nm light, the three layers of AOM switches
between the frequency-doubling cavity and the atom trap
yielding
(Sect. 2.2) lead to a power extinction of 2.5 x
a total shift of less than 50 mHz. This level was verified by interlaced frequency measurements made with various switches
intentionally left on.
Since the line strength of the 552-nm transition is not
well known, we needed to make more direct measurements
of potential shifts due to leakage of the quenching laser light.
Thus, we performed frequency measurements at low spectroscopic resolution with the full quenching power incident
on the atomic ensemble. As we scanned the green laser frequency over the quenching transition resonance, we measured
the induced shift of the clock laser frequency.Figure 13 shows
the resulting frequency shift. A frequency shift of less than
2500 Hz on the clock transition was measured for the full incident power. Taking into account the AOM extinction ratio of
3 x lo-' leaves a maximum shift of less than 85 mHz. During
the Ca frequency measurements the power was reduced by an
additional factor of five, yielding a shift of less than 20 mHz
(4 x 10-17, fractionally).
An AC Stark shift due to the red laser can result from interactions with the Zeeman components of the 3 ~ state
1
that
cause shifts of the ground states. With the multiple AOM
stages the red-light leakthrough for cooling and probe beams
leads to shifts of less than 1 mHz. The shift due to off-resonant
excitation for higher-lying levels is less than 1.5 mHz for
a typical probe intensity of 30 mW/cm2.

lie with equal probability in the (very conservatively) chosen range of f200 V/m and with fields of arbitrary polarisation. With the resulting differential polarisability of Act =
(3.07 f 0.06) p . ~ z ( ~ / m[38,39]
)~
the possible shift is less
than 70 mHz and is included as an uncertainty contribution.

5.2.3 Black-body shifr. For this system there are two potential sources of black body radiation induced clock shifts. The
first originates from the room-temperature environment surrounding the atomic cloud, while the second comes from the
oven (800 to 900 K), located 13 cm from the trap centre. We
can estimate these shifts using the DC value for the atom polarisability, since the peak of the black-body radiation lies far
from the wavelengths of the relevant transitions (< 2 wm).
A more exact method by Farley and Wing [40] yields values
that differ by less than 15% from the DC values [lo]. For the
room-temperature contribution, we include a 5-K temperature spread due to uncertainty in the effect of the water-cooled
high-current quadrupole coils attached to the vacuum chamber. Using the known values for the differential DC polarisability, we find a shift of 1.O1 f0.07 Hz for a temperature of
295 f 5 K.
Estimating the contribution of the Ca oven is somewhat
more difficult. The oven has a temperature ranging from 800
to 900 K and an effective aperture of 0.5-cm radius and is
enclosed in a water-cooled housing. The housing has a maximum temperature of 600 K and a radius of 2.3 cm. The oven
assembly is 13cm away from the trap but the high reflectivity of the metal tube connecting the oven and main chamber
could function as a fibre-like connector, effectively increasing
5.2.2 Quadratic Stark shift. DC electric fields due to patch the fraction of radiation making it to the atom cloud. For conpotentials on the surface of the stainless steel vacuum cham- servativeparameters, we estimate a maximum frequency shift
ber with a distance > 3 cm from the trapped atoms can cause of -200 mHz, but it is likely much closer to zero. Rather than
a quadratic Stark shift due to differential polarisability of the make a correction, we have added a 200-mHz contribution to
ground and excited states. DC field gradients are assumed to the total uncertainty budget.

5.2.4 Second-order Zeeman shiji. The n component of the
clock transition has no linear magnetic field dependence and
only a very small second-order Zeeman-shift coefficient of
(+63.75 f0.09) MHZ/T'. A diamagnetic contribution from
the clock ground state can be assumed to be less than 1%
of this coefficient [41]. The combined effect has been measured by different groups [2 1,38,41,42] and was found to be
(+64 f 1) MHZ/T~.The linear magnetic shifts of the a components relative to the n transition o f f 21.0 GHz/T [42] can
be used to measure the value of the magnetic field at the
location of the atoms. During clock operation a typical measured field is (151 f30) KT, resulting in a shift of (+1.47 f
0.07) Hz.
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FIGURE 13 Stark shifts of the clock transition as a function of 552-nm laser

detuning from the normal setting for second-stage cooling with the green
light intentionally left on. The green light beam passes through the trap four
times with a waist of 1.5 mm and a power of 90mW. Under normal
clock conditions, the intensity of the 552-nm light (and the induced light
shift) is reduced by a factor of more than 30000

-

-

5.2.5 Density-dependent frequency shifts. At PTB measurements of the density-dependent frequency shift due to colli~
sions
between Ca atoms at a temperature of about 20 FK were
made. These measurements were made with densities ranging
from about 1014/m3 to 1.2 x 1016/m3. Assuming that the frequency shift scales linearly with density, it was found that the
frequency-shift coefficient was consistent with zero to within
Q x 7.3 x 10-l7 HZ m3, where Q is the cold atom density [lo].
Due to the short cycle times and the lack of trapping in the
second-stage cooling, the number densities in the NIST setup

FIGURE 14 Frequency comparison (arbitrary offset, 10-s averages) between

the single-ion mercury clock and the calcium optical frequency standard with
two ditferent atomic beam fluxes set by oven temperature. Initial and final fluxes including the intermediate range where the oven temperature was
changed are indicated

FIGURE 15 The shift in the Ca clock frequency as a function of T. I
dark period for each pair of BordB-Ramsey pulses, measured using I
multiplexed system. After accounting for the contribution of the line-sha
asymmetry, we find the expected I I T dependence (the line shows a weigh1
fit to the data) that would result from AOM phase chirps. This leads to a c
rection of 1.6 Hz at the working resolution of 770 Hz (T T, = 324 ps)

+

were below loi4/m3, with a corresponding uncertainty in the
frequency shift of 10 mHz.
5.2.6 Collisions with thermal atoms. Since the fast atoms in
the thermal beam impinge directly on the laser-cooled cloud,
there exists a possibility for significant shifts resulting from
collisions between fast and slow atoms. To search for such
effects we varied the temperature of the Ca oven, thereby
changing the flux of fast atoms, which was calibrated with
a detection beam aligned perpendicular to the atomic beam.
Frequency measurements were made against calibrated hydrogen masers from the NIST time scale as we varied the
flux by a factor of three. Note that we could not measure
relative to the cavity because the oven takes 10 to 20 min
to settle at a new temperature. A first set of measurements
showed a shift of less than 2 Hz, limited by the stability of
the maser. A subsequent measurement against the Hg+ frequency standard was performed. The flux of atoms was varied
by a factor of two. Figure 14 shows the results of the measurement of the change in frequency offset. A slow drift is likely
due to the effect of synchronised vibrations slowly changing over time (Sect. 5.3.3) and does not show any correlation
with the change in flux also indicated in the figure. From
the measurement an upper bound of -0.9f 2.2Hz for the
shift due to atomic flux can be given that confirms the maser
results.
5.2.7 Relativistic Doppler shift. For the low velocities in the
microkelvin ensemble the relativistic Doppler shift can be
approximated to second order, resulting in AvRD= -vc, x
(v&,,/2ci). This shift is well below 20 kHz for ensemble temperatures of up to 15 pK.
5.3

Technical effects

5.3. I Phase shifts originating from pulse switching. An im-

from the short light pulses used to excite the atoms. Wh
the brevity (3 ps) of these pulses leads to high-contrast si
nals, it also makes the pulses very sensitive to rf phase shi
and chirps. These phase deviations are caused by transient t
fects in the rf switching and AOMs as the signal is fed throu,
a rf amplifier to the AOM resonant circuit. When the pha
deviations are imprinted onto the laser light, they can le
to shifts of the BordC-Ramsey fringe patterns used for sl
bilisation. For a detailed treatment and investigation of the
effects, see [43]. This effect scales linearly with the resolutil
(or, equivalently, inversely with the time interval between t
pulses). After applying the independently deduced come
tions for other resolution-dependent effects, this systema
shift can be explicitly measured and subsequently compe
sated. In Fig. 15 the measured phase-chirp effect is s h o
including a fit to a 1/T dependence, and indicates a shift
about 1.6 Hz with an uncertainty of 0.9 Hz at the 'normr
resolution of 770Hz. The data shown here were measur
internally with the multiplexed measurement system and 2
consistent with external measurements of this shift against t
Hgf clock.

5.3.2 Electronic offsets. Potential electronic offsets in t
laser loclung system are reduced by the purely integrati
nature of the feedback loop used to lock the laser to the (
transition. Measurements of offsets in the electronics lead
estimates of less than 0.1% of the spectroscopic line wic
and are included in the uncertainty budget. For measureme1
at the I-Hz level it is also necessary to evaluate potent
electronic offset shifts resulting from residual laser drift. D
to imperfect stabilisation of the temperature of the housi
that contains the reference resonator, the free running la!
drift can be as large as 10Hz/s, but can be reduced w
a manually adjusted linear feedforward to below 1 Hz/s.
be able to calculate the corresponding shift due to the s~
gle integrating stage of the stabilisation [38,44] the ser
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siser used for the offset between reference resonator and
calcium transition was stepped rapidly to achieve a probe
laser frequency step of typically a quarter of the resolution
used for stabilisation. ~imultaneousl~,
the servo error and
correction signals were recorded. Figure 16 shows the resulting signals for the lowest, normal, and highest resolutions
used, along with the measured time constants for the different
resolutions.
At the standard (770-Hz) resolution, the correction time
constant is 50 ms, corresponding to the combined duration of
the two measurement cycles necessary for the If stabilisation scheme. The time constants are several times longer for
the highest and lowest resolutions, due to reduced stability
of the spectroscopic signal. The short servo attack times allow us to keep the systematic shift due to a maximum linear
free running laser drift of 1 Hz/s to below 800mHz for the
low-stability case and below 100 mHz for resolutions between
500 Hz and 1 kHz.

resonator length, the probe laser frequency was modulated
proportionally to the acceleration and this modulation was
synchronised with the measurement cycle. The absolute laser
stabilisation in turn was based on a comparison of the laser
frequency to the atomic transition frequency during 1 ms in
the 25-ms measurement cycle. This led to a fixed offset of the
stabilised laser frequency averaged continuously in frequency
measurements against the mercury frequency standard or the
caesium atomic clock. This fixed offset was a function of
when the excitation sequence occurred in the cycle, i.e. which
part of the acceleration/frequency offset waveform was sampled while comparing to the clock transition. Shifts as large as
tens of hertz were seen.
To reduce this sensitivity, we decoupled the vacuum system from the optical table by suspending it just above the table
with an outside support. A set of multiplexed measurements
with variable time delays added to the end of each cycle (in
10-ws steps up to several 100 ps) verified that this effect was
suppressed with a 1-Hz uncertainty. In this way we did not
5.3.3 Synchronised vibrations. One source of systematic change any other systematic in the measurement cycle. We
error for these measurements resulted from vibrations in- only changed the acceleration waveform by waiting different
duced in the optical table when the quadmpole coils for the times before the next measurement cycle started. The level of
magneto-optic trap were turned on and off. Since the refer- uncertainty was verified by a second set of measurements that
ence resonator providing the short-term stability of the clock used the Hg+ standard as a reference. In this case we took
steps from zero delay up to 2 ms, and found a standard
laser was originally located on the same (floating and ac- 100-I.L~
tively levelled) optical table, vibrations were coupled through deviation of 1.1 Hz for the scatter of the frequency values,
the table from the coils to the cavity. The switching of the which we took as the contribution to the total uncertainty.
coils excited resonances between 0.3 and 2 kHz in the over- Note that these effects could also contribute to limitations in
all mechanical setup that combined into a waveform for systematic uncertainties in the resolution-dependentmeasurethe acceleration of the optical table. Measurements with an ments (see Sect. 5.3.1 and Sect. 5.1).
accelerometer triggered off the frequency standards measurement cycle and averaged over extended numbers of cycles
Total uncertainty for the calcium standard
showed a fixed phase relationship and negligible change in
waveform and amplitude up to hours. Changes in the total
In Table 1, which summarises the measured freduration of the measurement cycle and/or changes of the pos- quency shifts and their contributions to the total uncertainty
ition of the quadrupole switching within this cycle did change (all reported uncertainties are lo), two results stand out. First,
the waveform, but were reproducible. Since acceleration of the net frequency shift of the laser locked to the spectrothe reference resonator induces proportional variation in the scopic signal from the unperturbed Bohr frequency is small
(-3.27 Hz), so we are not in the uncomfortable position of
having to make large corrections at an extremely fine level.
Second, the resulting total uncertainty is 3.03 Hz for the system, which represents an improvement by a factor of more
than six over our previous result from 2000 [2,22]. The 2000
result was based on calcium samples with temperatures of
a few mK rather than 10 pK. Indeed, the dominant contributor
to the rnillikelvin atom-based uncertainty was the first-order
Doppler effect, which motivated the two-pronged approach
adopted here (second-stage laser cooling and improvement of
the laser beams through atom interferometry with launched
clouds of atoms). We note that a more recent measurement
of the calcium transition frequency at PTB achieved an uncertainty of 5.3 Hz, with 4.3 Hz resulting from uncertainty
in the calcium standard itself [18]. This measurement also
benefited from a second stage of laser cooling (resultant temperature 10 kK), although a different quenching transition
was used [16].
With the uncertainty of our standard reduced to 3 Hz, it is
of considerable interest to measure its absolute frequency and
FIGURE 16 The temporal response of the stabilisation loop to artificial fre- compare it to previous measurements. Such a measurement
quency steps for several different Ramsey dark times with Tp = 3 ~s
has been performed and soon will be reported elsewhere.
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Effect

Avca (Hz)

~ ( A v c a (HZ)
)

Residual Doppler
Asymmetry
Other phase shifts
Magnetic field
Quadratic Stark
Black body (room)
Black body (oven)
AC Stark
Cold collisions
Thermal atoms (oven)
Synchronized vibrations
Electronic offsets
Ca total
Uncertainty budget for the Ca standard for a spectroscopic resolution of 770Hz (see text for details). Avc, is the shift (i.e. the applied
correction to the final frequency value) due to a particular effect and u(Avca)
is its uncertainty

TABLE 1

Future prospects for the calcium standard
One encouraging aspect of Table 1 is that the total
uncertainty is dominated by a variety of technical effects
(rather than by fundamental physical limitations), several of
which can easily be addressed. Specifically, the uncertainty
associated with possible collisions with fast atoms in the
atomic beam can be greatly reduced by the introduction of
a beam block (e.g. with a thin wire placed in the atomic beam
to make a shadow around the trapped atoms). Alternatively,
we can locate the magneto-optic trap outside the beam path
by using an optical molasses arranged at an angle to send
atoms from the beam to the trap only during the trap-loading
cycle [45]. The second largest contributor, the uncertainty due
to synchronised vibrations between the quadrupole coils and
the reference cavity, will be suppressed simply by relocating
the cavity on a different table (linked by a Doppler-cancelled
fibre connection [46]). While we will still need to check for
possible synchronised vibrations of the optical elements on
the table, this effect should be greatly reduced. Reduction of
these two main contributors would lower the net uncertainty to
1.8 Hz.
Further reduction in the uncertainty is still possible, since
the key remaining contributors are also technical in nature and
could be addressed in future versions.
In fact, measurements at levels < lo-'' seem feasible. The
low 10-16 range might even be achieved, if the technical issues associated with the AOM phase chirps can be overcome
and asymmetry shifts can be reliably modelled at the appropriate level. Additionally, since several of the critical issues
for the Ca standard (AOM-related shifts, asymmetry shifts)
are resolution dependent, going to higher resolution would be
advantageous. Although a significant increase in resolution is
not practical for the 657-nm transition ( 'So - 3 ~used
~ here
)
(due to its 375-Hz natural line width [18]), the 70-Hz-wide
transitions at 457 nm in Ca ( 'SO - ' D ~or)Mg ( 'So - 3 ~ 1
could provide attractive alternatives.However, we quickly run
into another limit here due to the ballistic nature of the freely
expanding atoms, namely, the acceleration due to gravitation,
which effectively limits interaction times to roughly 30
A further increase in resolution could result from a fountain
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geometry similar to that used for Cs primary standards, but
this is more difficult to implement in the optical domain. In
any case, significant atomic motion through the laser beams
will severely challenge the wave-front quality of the probe
laser beams independent of choice of atom and narrow clock
transition.
The great advantage of these frequency standards is
their potential to reach unprecedented stability on timescales
as short as 1Oms. Experimental data show that an improved overlap the respective zero points of the magnetic
quadrupole fields for the two cooling stages could allow
second stage cooling times as low as 4ms. An increased
cooling beam diameter for the second-stage cooling could
improve the transfer efficiency and an increased loading
rate, e.g. by the use of a Zeeman slower, would allow us to
shorten the reloading and first-stage cooling time possibly
to 4ms or less. A narrow microkelvin velocity distribution with about lo7 well-localised atoms could be achieved
in 10 ms, thus allowing a 100-Hz repetition rate without
compromise on the projected uncertainty budget. At the
same time, this would allow one to relax the specifications for the prestabilised clock laser to achieve a minimised contribution through the Dick effect on the stability
budget.
8

Conclusions

We have presented a detailed investigation of the
potential shifts for the calcium frequency standard based on
freely expanding atoms cooled to microkelvin temperatures.
To investigate the shifts efficiently, we constructed a multiplexed measurement scheme that took advantage of the high
stability of the standard (4 x lo-'' at 1 s). This system enabled internal evaluations of the majority of the critical shifts
(relative to a high-finesse resonator). With the use of microkelvin atoms, a total uncertainty of 3.3 Hz was demonstrated with good prospects for sub-hertz performance.
Of particular importance in this work was the development
of a new scheme for improving the laser probe beam parameters through atom interferometry with launched clouds of
microkelvin atoms. This method could be applied to precision
experiments involving freely expanding atoms and can potentially reduce first-order Doppler effects to less than one part
in 1016, assuming adequate beam quality. Achieving a total
uncertainty at this level will probably require the use of a narrower transition as well as careful evaluation and control
over several other effects. Eventually, it could turn out that
the most accurate optical standards based on neutral atoms
will result from lattice-based systems [9],
which can confine
atoms in a Doppler-free environment, thereby largely removing Doppler-related issues (wave-front curvature, beam quality, beam alignment, and AOM shifts) from the uncertainty
budget. However, due to their relative simplicity in comparison with their trapped-ion and lattice-based counterparts,
clocks
based on freely expanding atoms will likely find many
)
applications, especially those for which high stability is the
critical factor.
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