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In the rapidly evolving landscape of telecommunications, the precision of Radio Frequency (RF) planning 

determines the fundamental viability of wireless service providers. As we transition from legacy 4G LTE 

architectures to the massive MIMO and mmWave complexities of 5G New Radio (NR), the tools used for network 

design must offer more than just basic coverage maps. Atoll, developed by Forsk, has emerged as the industry-

standard multi-technology RF planning and optimisation software. It provides a 64-bit multi-threaded platform that

supports operators throughout the entire network lifecycle, from initial site selection and frequency dimensioning to

densification and performance tuning.

The Critical Role of RF Planning in Modern Telecommunications

Radio Frequency planning is the process of designing a wireless communication network to provide sufficient

coverage, capacity, and quality of service (QoS) while minimizing capital expenditure (CAPEX) and operational

complexity. Without sophisticated tools like Atoll, engineers would face insurmountable challenges in managing

interference, predicting signal propagation in dense urban environments, and optimizing the spectral efficiency of

expensive frequency licenses.

Atoll acts as a centralized repository for geographic data, equipment specifications, and traffic models. By

simulating real-world conditions, it allows engineers to predict how a network will perform before a single physical

site is commissioned. This predictive capability is vital for 3GPP-compliant technologies, where the interaction

between neighboring cells can significantly degrade user throughput via inter-cell interference.

Technical Architecture of Atoll RF Software

Atoll’s architecture is built on a modular framework, allowing it to scale from small private networks to nationwide

multi-technology deployments. The software integrates a high-performance calculation engine with a robust

database management system. Key architectural components include:

•  Multi-Technology Support: Atoll supports GSM, UMTS, LTE, 5G NR, NB-IoT, and even non-3GPP 

technologies like Wi-Fi and LoRa. This allows for integrated planning where cross-technology interference and 

traffic steering can be analyzed.

•  64-Bit Calculation Engine: Modern RF simulations require immense computational power. Atoll’s 64-bit engine 

utilizes multi-threading and parallel processing to handle large-scale Monte Carlo simulations and complex 

propagation models across vast geographic areas.

•  Open Database Structure: By using standard database formats (Oracle, SQL Server), Atoll ensures that RF 

data can be synchronized with other Operations Support Systems (OSS) and Configuration Management (CM) 

tools.

Integration with Propagation Models

The accuracy of any RF plan is only as good as its propagation model. Atoll supports a wide array of models, 

including the standard Okumura-Hata and Cost-231 models, but its true strength lies in the CrossWave



propagation model. CrossWave is a high-performance universal propagation model that supports all wireless

technologies and frequencies. It utilizes high-resolution 3D maps (Digital Elevation Models, Digital Surface Models,

and Clutter/Land Use data) to calculate path loss based on diffraction, reflection, and absorption.



Model Type Environment Application Key Strength

Statistical (Hata) Rural/Suburban Low computational cost, good for 
macro-cell coverage.

Deterministic (Ray Tracing) Dense Urban/Indoor High accuracy in multipath 
environments and complex 3D 
structures.

CrossWave (Hybrid) All Environments Balances speed and accuracy by 
combining ray-optical techniques with 
statistical refinement.

Standard Propagation Model (SPM) Macro/Micro Empirical model based on the Hata 
formula, customizable with field drive-
test data.

Deep Dive: LTE and 5G NR Planning Workflow

Planning for LTE and 5G NR involves significantly more complexity than 2G or 3G due to the use of Orthogonal

Frequency Division Multiple Access (OFDMA) and sophisticated features like Beamforming and Carrier

Aggregation. The following technical workflow outlines the standard procedure in Atoll for high-capacity network

design:

1. Geographic Data Integration and Clutter Analysis

The first step involves importing high-resolution GIS (Geographic Information System) data. This includes clutter

classes (building heights, vegetation, water bodies) and vector data (roads, railways). Atoll uses this data to define

the morphology of the area, which directly impacts signal attenuation. For 5G NR mmWave planning, sub-meter

resolution is often required to account for the blockage caused by individual trees or street furniture.

2. Site and Sector Configuration

Engineers define the physical parameters of the eNodeB (LTE) or gNodeB (5G). This includes:Antenna Height 

and Orientation: Azimuth and mechanical/electrical tilt settings.Antenna Patterns: Importing .msi or .pln files that 

define the 3D radiation pattern, including side lobes.Power Settings: Defining the Reference Signal Power and 

Total Transmit Power.MIMO Configuration:Setting up 2x2, 4x4, or Massive MIMO (64T64R) arrays to simulate

spatial multiplexing gains.

3. Traffic Modeling and User Distribution

Atoll allows for the creation of sophisticated traffic maps. Instead of assuming uniform usage, engineers can use 

"Traffic Maps" based on population density, historical OSS data, or live hex-bin data. User profiles (e.g., VoIP users, 

Video Streamers, IoT sensors) are defined to simulate the load on the network during peak hours. This is crucial for 

calculating the Cell Edge Throughput  and Total Sector Capacity.

4. Coverage and Interference Predictions

Once the environment and sites are set, Atoll runs prediction studies. The core metrics analyzed include:RSRP 

(Reference Signal Received Power): The measure of signal strength.RSSI (Received Signal Strength 

Indicator): The total received power.SINR (Signal to Interference plus Noise Ratio):The most critical metric for

data throughput. Atoll calculates interference from co-channel and adjacent-channel cells, providing a realistic view

of the Signal-to-Noise environment.



Advanced Optimisation: ACP and AFP Mechanisms

Manually tuning hundreds of sites is inefficient. Atoll’s Automatic Cell Planning (ACP) and Automatic Frequency 

Planning (AFP) modules use mathematical optimization algorithms to achieve target KPIs. 

The ACP Algorithmic Framework

The ACP module utilizes a multi-objective cost function to find the optimal configuration for antenna tilts, azimuths,

and heights. The optimization process follows these steps:

1.  Weighting Objectives: The engineer assigns weights to different goals, such as maximizing coverage, 

minimizing overlap (interference), or maximizing throughput.

2.  Iterative Simulation: The ACP engine runs thousands of iterations, slightly modifying site parameters in each 

step.

3.  Simulated Annealing: Atoll often employs "Simulated Annealing" or "Genetic Algorithms" to avoid local 

optima and find the global best configuration for the entire cluster.

4.  Validation: The resulting configuration is validated through a final prediction study to ensure the theoretical 

gains translate to the simulated environment.

Automatic Frequency and PCI Planning

For LTE and 5G, Physical Cell Identity (PCI) planning is essential to prevent collisions and confusion. The AFP

module ensures that neighboring cells do not share the same PCI or Frequency layers, which would otherwise lead

to handover failures and dropped calls. It takes into account the reuse distance and the interference relationships

calculated during the prediction phase.

Comparative Analysis: Atoll vs. Traditional Planning Methods

The shift from manual link budget calculations to automated software like Atoll represents a paradigm shift in RF

engineering. The following table highlights the differences between legacy approaches and the Atoll-driven

methodology.



Feature Legacy/Manual Planning Atoll RF Planning Software

Interference Calculation Estimated via reuse factors. Detailed point-to-point interference 
matrices.

Traffic Integration Static capacity assumptions. Dynamic Monte Carlo traffic 
simulations.

3D Modeling Limited or 2D only. Full 3D ray-tracing and beamforming 
modeling.

Optimization Reactive (based on drive tests). Proactive (Automatic Cell Planning).

Multi-RAT Disconnected silo planning. Unified platform for GSM/3G/4G/5G/
IoT.

Technical Implementation: A Step-by-Step Field Guide

To successfully deploy a network plan using Atoll, engineers must follow a rigorous procedural execution. Failure to

adhere to these steps often results in a discrepancy between the simulated "paper" plan and the actual field

performance.

Phase 1: Database Setup and Calibration

Before any planning begins, the propagation model must be calibrated using CW (Continuous Wave) drive test

data. Engineers collect real-world signal data and compare it against Atoll’s predictions. The model parameters (K-

factors) are then adjusted until the Mean Error is minimized (ideally &lt; 1dB) and the Standard Deviation is within

acceptable limits (&lt; 8dB).

Phase 2: Initial Dimensioning

Using the Atoll Link Budget tool, engineers determine the maximum allowable path loss for various services. This

determines the site density required to meet coverage objectives for indoor, in-car, and outdoor scenarios. This

phase results in a "Nominal Plan"—a set of theoretical site locations.

Phase 3: Detailed Design and Neighbor Planning

Once site candidates are acquired, the detailed design begins. This involves setting the exact antenna models, 

heights, and tilts. A crucial output here is the Neighbor List. Atoll automatically generates neighbor relations based

on geographic proximity and handover probability, which are then exported to the Radio Network Controller (RNC)

or the Core Network.

Phase 4: Post-Processing and Reporting

The final phase involves generating "Plots" or "Heatmaps" for various KPIs. These reports are used for 

management approvals and for the field implementation teams. Atoll provides specialized reports for:Population 

Coverage: Total number of people covered per clutter type.Area Coverage: Percentage of the geographic area 

meeting the signal threshold.Throughput Maps: Peak and average data rates available to users across the sector.

Case Study: Integrating Tarana Gigabit Wireless with Atoll

As highlighted in recent technical documentation, Atoll is now used to design broadband wireless access using 

Tarana Gigabit products. This implementation requires a specific focus on Non-Line-of-Sight (NLoS) capabilities.



In Atoll, this involves configuring the software to account for Tarana’s unique interference cancellation and

distributed massive MIMO technologies. Engineers must adjust the interference margin and utilize specific

equipment templates that reflect Tarana’s spectral efficiency, ensuring that the Gigabit-tier services are accurately

represented in the simulation.

Troubleshooting Common Operational Challenges

Despite the sophistication of Atoll, engineers often encounter challenges that can lead to inaccurate results.

Understanding these failure modes is key to professional-grade planning.

•  Poor Map Quality: Using 20-meter resolution maps for 5G NR design will lead to massive errors in diffraction 

calculations. Solution: Always match GIS resolution to the frequency band (e.g., 1m to 5m for mmWave).

•  Uncalibrated Models: Relying on default propagation parameters often leads to over-optimistic coverage 

predictions. Solution: Perform site-specific model tuning using drive-test data across different morphologies.

•  Inaccurate Antenna Patterns: Using generic patterns instead of manufacturer-specific .msi files can result in 

incorrect interference estimates. Solution: Maintain a verified library of antenna patterns from vendors like 

CommScope, Kathrein, or Huawei.

•  Database Synchronization Issues: When multiple engineers work on the same project, data conflicts can 

occur. Solution: Utilize Atoll’s Master/Project database architecture with clear check-in/check-out procedures.

Future-Proofing the Network: The Evolution Toward AI-Driven Planning

The future of Atoll and RF planning lies in the integration of Artificial Intelligence and Machine Learning (AI/ML). 

Forsk is increasingly incorporating automated routines that can predict traffic growth trends and suggest proactive 

densification sites. Furthermore, the integration of Open RAN (O-RAN)principles requires tools like Atoll to

manage multi-vendor environments where the hardware and software components of the RAN are disaggregated.

As operators look toward 6G and beyond, the complexity of the radio environment will only increase. Sub-terahertz

frequencies, Reconfigurable Intelligent Surfaces (RIS), and satellite-terrestrial integration will demand even more

advanced simulation capabilities. Atoll’s commitment to multi-threading and high-performance computing ensures it

remains the foundational platform for these future innovations.

In summary, Atoll is not merely a mapping tool; it is a sophisticated engineering environment. By mastering its

propagation models, optimization algorithms, and multi-technology integration features, RF engineers can design

networks that are not only robust and high-performing but also economically viable. The transition from design to

densification and finally to full-scale optimization is a continuous cycle, and Atoll provides the necessary technical

rigor to navigate every stage of that journey with confidence.
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