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SLEEVE FOR A KEY FOB AND METHOD
FOR MANUFACTURING SAME

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit of U.S. provisional
application No. 62/498,528 filed on Dec. 28, 2016.

BACKGROUND
Field of Invention

The invention relates generally to an improved case. More
specifically, but not by way of limitation, embodiments of
the invention provide an improved sleeve for a key fob with
Radio Frequency (RF) blocking features.

Description of the Related Art

As used herein, a key fob (or smart key) is an electronic
device for controlling access to an automobile or other
physical asset. An example key fob is illustrated in FIG. 1,
where a key fob 105 includes a body 110, buttons 115, and
a ring hole 130. Each of the buttons 115 may activate, for
instance, a door lock, a trunk release, or a panic alarm in an
automobile. Typically, one or more split rings 120 cooperate
with the ring hole 130 to retain one or more physical keys
125.

FIG. 2 illustrates an intended call-response chain between
an Electronic Control Unit (ECU) 205 of an automobile and
a Passive Entry Key (PEK, i.e. a key fob 105 or other smart
key) 210. Upon touching (or sometimes only upon lifting) a
door handle of the automobile, the ECU 205 transmits a
Door Handle Call (DHC) signal 215 to the PEK 210. In
response to an expected DHC signal 215, the PEK 210
automatically returns a PEK Response (PEKR) signal 220 to
the ECU 205. Upon receipt of an expected PEKR signal 220,
the ECU 205 will, for example, cause a driver’s door to
unlock and/or generate an engine start enable (ESE) signal.
Each instance of DHC signal 215 may be uniquely encoded.
Likewise, the expected PEKR signal 220 may also be
encoded, for instance using data from the DHC signal 215.
Moreover, the communication link between the ECU 205
and the PEK 210 is generally optimized (by transmission
power level and antenna design choices) for very short range
communications. A designed link distance of a few feet is
typical.

Protective cases for key fobs are generally known. Such
key fob cases many be manufactured, for example, from
leather or vinyl. Many such cases have a substantial short-
coming, however. For instance, while conventional key fob
cases may protect a key fob by resisting physical abrasions
and shock, they may not provide adequate protections
against unauthorized access to electronic communications
discussed above with reference to FIG. 2. Improved key fob
cases are therefore needed.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The invention seeks to overcome the shortcoming
described above by providing an improved sleeve for a key
fob. In particular, embodiments of the invention provide a
key fob sleeve with one or more metallic layers to block
unauthorized RF signals.

DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

An embodiment of the invention is illustrated in the
drawings, wherein:
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FIG. 1 is a perspective view of a key fob, according to the
prior art;

FIG. 2 is a communication diagram, according to the prior
art;

FIG. 3 is a communication diagram illustrating a first
threat type;

FIGS. 4A-4C are communication diagrams illustrating
sequential steps of a second threat type;

FIG. 5 is a communication diagram illustrating a third
threat type;

FIG. 6 is a communication diagram illustrating a fourth
threat type;

FIG. 7 is a perspective view of a key fob sleeve in a
partially-open position, according to an embodiment of the
invention;

FIG. 8 is a perspective view of a key fob sleeve in a closed
position, according to an embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 9 is a perspective view of a key fob sleeve and key
fob, the sleeve being in a partially-open position, according
to an embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 10 is a perspective view of a key fob sleeve and key
fob, the sleeve being in a closed position, according to an
embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 11 is a flow diagram of a key fob sleeve manufac-
turing process, according to an embodiment of the inven-
tion;

FIG. 12 is a perspective view of key fob sleeve compo-
nents, according to an embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 13 is an illustration of a table showing alternative
layering embodiments;

FIG. 14 is an exploded assembly view of a key fob sleeve,
according to an embodiment of the invention; and

FIG. 15 is a plan view of a portion of a key fob sleeve,
according to an embodiment of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

This section further discusses security threats with refer-
ence to FIGS. 3-6, and describes embodiments of the key fob
sleeve and associated manufacturing process with reference
to FIGS. 7-15. Such embodiments are meant to be illustra-
tive and not restrictive. In the drawings, reference designa-
tors are reused for the same or similar features. Features in
the figures are not necessarily drawn to scale. Some features
illustrated in the drawings may be exaggerated in scale.
Other features may be simplified, omitted, or not specifically
referenced for descriptive clarity.

Threat Discussion

As used herein, a threat is any action that could result in
unauthorized access to, or control of, an automobile or other
asset. Four different types of threats are described below
with reference to FIGS. 3-6. Each type of threat interrupts
the intended call-response chain described above, and can be
executed even when the PEK 210 is a relatively long
distance from the ECU 205.

FIG. 3 illustrates a brute force attack. In this scenario, an
unauthorized person disposed near an automobile first
touches (or lifts) a door handle to prompt transmission of
DHC signal 215. Then, using a Spoofing Device (SD) 305,
the unauthorized user transmits a series of signals PEKR1,
PEKR2, PEKR3 . . . PEKRn (310, 315, 320 . . . 325,
respectively) from SD 305 to the ECU 205 in an effort to
guess an authentic (and expected) PEKR signal 220. If such
brute force attack is successful, the ECU 205 will cause a
driver’s door to unlock and/or generate an ESE signal.

There are inherent weaknesses in the brute force attack
described with reference to FIG. 3, however. For example,
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a relatively large amount of time (e.g., several minutes) may
be required to audition each signal in the series of signals
PEKRI1, PEKR2, PEKR3 ... PEKRn (310, 315, 320.. .. 325,
respectively). This large amount of time increases a likeli-
hood the unauthorized person will be detected. In addition,
automobile manufacturers may easily safeguard against
such an attack by configuring the ECU 205 to only consider
PEKR signals 220 received within a narrow window of time
(e.g., a few seconds) after transmitting the DHC signal 215.
Because of such shortcomings associated with the brute
force attack approach, the greatest threats to physical secu-
rity of an automobile or other asset may involve unauthor-
ized communications with the PEK 210 (i.e., key fob) as
discussed below.

FIGS. 4A-4C are communication diagrams illustrating
sequential steps of 3-step attack. In the 3-step attack, an
unauthorized person uses a Spoofing Device (SD) 405
separately, and in close proximity, with the ECU 205 and
with the PEK 210.

FIG. 4A illustrates that, in a first step, the unauthorized
person disposed near an automobile touches (or lifts) a door
handle to initiate transmission of DHC signal 215 to the SD
405. In a second step illustrated in FIG. 4B, the unauthorized
person positions themselves in close range of the PEK 210.
Using the SD 405, the unauthorized person transmits the
DHC signal 215 to the PEK 210, and then receives the
PEKR signal 220 from the PEK 210. Finally, the unauthor-
ized person returns to close proximity to the ECU 205 to
transmit the PEKR signal 220 to the ECU 205 from the SD
405.

While some vehicle access systems may be vulnerable to
the 3-step attack described above with reference to FIGS.
4A-4C, a principle disadvantage is latency in the call-
response chain due to necessary changes in the unauthorized
person’s physical location. Like the brute force attack
described with reference to FIG. 3, automobile manufactur-
ers can mitigate risk by only enabling a narrow window of
time after transmitting DHC 215 in which to receive PEKR
220. The two threats described below are not as easily
defeated by such counter measures, however.

FIG. 5 illustrates a twin-relay attack that substantially
reduces latency in the call-response chain. This scenario
disposes a first Relay Station (RS) 505 near the ECU 205,
and a second Relay Station (RS) 510 near the PEK 210. RS
505 and RS 510 are configured to communicate with each
other over relatively long distances (perhaps a hundred feet,
or more). An unauthorized person initiates the attack by
touching (or lifting) a door handle to initiate DHC signal
215. RS 505 and RS 510 relay DHC 215 to the PEK 210. RS
505 and RS 510 then relay PEKR 220 from PEK 210 to the
ECU 205.

The twin-relay attack described above with reference to
FIG. 5 either requires two unauthorized persons (one with
each relay), or pre-positioning of relay RS 510. Neverthe-
less, latency in the call-response chain is significantly
reduced compared to the brute force and 3-step attacks
described above.

FIG. 6 illustrates a single-relay attack that further reduces
latency in the call-response chain. As shown therein, a single
Relay Station (RS) 605 is disposed proximate to the ECU
205. An advantage of this attack (from the perspective of the
attacker) is that it is not necessary to know precise location
of the PEK 210. The unauthorized person initiates the DHC
signal 215 by touching (or lifting) an automobile door
handle; the RS 605 defeats security by relaying the DHC 215
and PEKR 220 signals over longer distances than intended.
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The 3-step, twin-relay, and single-relay attacks described
above each illustrate how unauthorized communications
with a key fob might be used to breach security of an access
control system for an automobile or other asset. Other attack
types involving unauthorized communications with a key
fob may also be possible. In view of such risks, embodi-
ments of the invention provide a key fob sleeve configured
to block unauthorized RF signals when an authorized user
does not desire communications with the key fob.
Exemplary Sleeve

FIGS. 7 and 8 illustrate an embodiment of a key fob
sleeve 705, according to an embodiment of the invention.
FIGS. 9 and 10 illustrate the sleeve 705 retaining a key fob
105.

FIG. 7 is a perspective view of the sleeve 705 in a
partially-open position. As shown therein, a sleeve 705
includes a base 710, a cover 715, a tongue 720, retention
straps 725, and an end strap 730. As shown, the base 710
preferably includes a cavity defined by a rectangular floor
and 3 side walls extending from the rectangular floor. The
base 710, cover 715 and tongue 720 are preferably rigid or
semi-rigid and sized to envelop a target key fob 105. The
base 710, cover 715, and tongue 720 also each preferably
have RF blocking characteristics to provide a Faraday cage
when the sleeve 705 is in a closed position, as will be further
described below. In typical automotive security applications,
the Faraday cage is effective for blocking electromagnetic
fields having a frequency in the range of 250 MHz to 5 GHz.
Representative materials for construction of the base 710,
cover 715, and tongue 720 are presented below with refer-
ence to FIG. 13. Retention straps 725 are preferably manu-
factured from elastic or are otherwise deformable. End strap
730 may be, for example, a strap or cord and may be
permanently or removably secured to the base 710. FIG. 8
illustrates that the sleeve 705 can be secured in the closed
position with a cover strap 805 that is affixed to the cover
715. Preferably, the cover strap 805 further includes a hook
pad 810 and cooperating loop pad 815 to removably secure
the cover strap 805 onto itself. As illustrated in FIG. 8, the
sleeve 105 is substantially in the shape of a rectangular
parallelepiped (i.e., a 3-dimensional box) when disposed in
a closed position.

FIG. 9 is a perspective view of a key fob sleeve 705 and
key fob 105, the sleeve 705 being in a partially-open
position. Retention straps 725, end strap 730, and a split ring
120 (which may be, for instance, a conventional split key
ring) cooperate to secure a key fob 105 in the sleeve 705.
The cover strap 805 secures the cover 715 and the tongue
720 to a top surface of side walls in the base 710, as
illustrated in FIG. 10.

Variations to the sleeve 705 illustrated in FIGS. 7-10 and
described above are possible. For instance, although an
overall box configuration may be preferable in many
instances, other overall shapes for the sleeve 705 are pos-
sible, according to application needs and design choice. For
some applications, the tongue 720 may not be required. In
alternative embodiments, the end strap 730 may also include
RF blocking properties to improve the effectiveness of the
Faraday cage. A snap or other fastener could be used in place
of hook & loop pads 810, 815.

In typical use, a key fob 105 is disposed in the sleeve 705.
When a user desires communications between an ECU 205
(or other controller) and the key fob 105 (e.g., a PEK 210),
the user opens the cover 715 and tongue 720 of the sleeve
705 (e.g., as depicted in FIG. 9). Otherwise, the user keeps
the sleeve 705 in a closed position (as illustrated in FIG. 10);
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in the closed configuration, the sleeve 705 acts as a Faraday
cage to block RF communications with the fob 105.
Exemplary Manufacturing Process

An exemplary manufacturing process is described with
reference to FIGS. 7-15. The process begins by cutting each
component in step 1105. Cutting step 1105 can be further
appreciated with reference to FIG. 12, illustrating compo-
nents of the exemplary sleeve 705 after cutting step 1105.

In embodiments of the invention, certain components are
enhanced by laminating step 1110. The purpose of laminat-
ing step 1110 is to provide multi-layered sub-assemblies, for
instance for the each of the base 710, cover 715, and/or
tongue 720. Accordingly, cutting step 1105 may include
cutting more than one layer of material for one or more
components illustrated in FIG. 12. Laminating step 1110
may include applying a suitable adhesive between adjacent
layers of each multi-layered sub-assembly. Stitching or other
joining processes could also be used, according to design
choice.

After laminating, the process advances to folding step
1115 where certain components are formed, for instance
along folding lines 1205 illustrated in FIG. 12. Individual
components are then combined in assembling step 1120, for
example as illustrated in FIGS. 14 and 15. An outermost
layer can be applied to one or more components in covering
step 1125. Assembling step 1120 and covering step 1125
may be performed, for instance, by applying a suitable
adhesive or by stitching components together. Binding,
trimming, or other finishing can be accomplished in finish-
ing step 1130.

Each layer of the base 710, cover 715, tongue 720 or other
multi-layered component of the sleeve 705 may be selected
for a particular contribution. For instance, a paper, card-
board, or plastic layer may be used for structural support. A
metallic foil (e.g., an aluminum or copper foil) or metallic
mesh (e.g., a copper/nickel or other woven metal textile)
may be used to block RF signals. A vinyl or leather layer
may be laminated on a top and/or bottom surface of a
component for enhanced durability and for ornamentation.

FIG. 13 provides a table to illustrate exemplary multi-
layered approaches. Column 1305 assigns a layer number,
where layer 1 is an outer-most layer of a component when
used in a sleeve 705. Columns 1310, 1315, 1320, 1325, and
1330 each provide an alternative lamination embodiment.
As shown, including both a aluminum foil and two copper/
nickel (Cu/Ni) mesh layer in each multi-layered sub-assem-
bly is preferable. But sub-assembly embodiments having a
single metallic foil layer, a single metallic mesh layer, or
other combinations not shown in FIG. 13 or described above
are also possible depending upon application needs.

As indicated above, not all components of a sleeve 705
must be laminated (and multi-layered) sub-assemblies.
Moreover, where multiple components of the sleeve 705 are
laminated sub-assemblies, such multiple components need
not share identical layering construction. In addition, for at
least some components of the sleeve 705, the outer-most
layer could be applied in either the laminating step 1110 or
the covering step 1125. It may be preferable, for example, to
apply an outer-most layer of leather or vinyl to multiple
components simultaneously in the covering step 1125 rather
than separately covering individual components during the
laminating step 1110.
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SUMMARY

Embodiments of the invention thus provide an improved
sleeve for a key fob that limits the risk of certain types of
threats related to unauthorized RF communications. Those
skilled in the art can readily recognize that numerous
variations and substitutions may be made in the invention,
its use and its configuration to achieve substantially the same
results as achieved by the embodiments described herein.
Features disclosed in this specification could be combined in
ways not expressly illustrated or discussed. Accordingly,
there is no intention to limit the invention to the disclosed
exemplary forms and applications. Many variations, modi-
fications and alternative constructions fall within the scope
and spirit of the disclosed invention.

I claim:

1. A sleeve for a key fob, comprising:

a base, the base having a cavity formed by a rectangular
floor and three side walls extending from the rectan-
gular floor;

a cover movably connected to a first of the three side
walls;

at least one retention strap connected between a second
and third of the three side walls, the at least one
retention strap being elastic; and

an end strap connected between the second and third of
the three side walls, the base and the cover each having
at least one metallic layer.

2. The sleeve of claim 1, wherein the end strap is
removably connected between the second and third of the
three side walls.

3. The sleeve of claim 1, wherein the at least one metallic
layer includes:

a metal foil layer; and

at least one metallic mesh layer coupled to the metal foil
layer.

4. The sleeve of claim 3, wherein the metal foil layer is an
aluminum foil layer and the at least one metallic mesh layer
is a copper/nickel mesh layer.

5. The sleeve of claim 1, further comprising a tongue
movably connected to the first of the three side walls, the
tongue having at least one metallic layer, the tongue being
disposed between the rectangular floor and the cover when
the sleeve is disposed in a closed position.

6. The sleeve of claim 1, further comprising a split ring,
the end strap being disposed through an opening in the split
ring.

7. A sleeve for a key fob, comprising:

a base, the base having a cavity formed by a rectangular
floor and three side walls extending from the rectan-
gular floor; and

means for securing the key fob in the sleeve, when the
sleeve is in use.

8. The sleeve of claim 7, further comprising:

a cover movably connected to a first of the three side
walls; and

means for securing the cover to the three side walls of the
base, when the sleeve is disposed in a closed position.
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