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Plasma Response to Jump of Insulator Surface
Potential in Ionospheric Plasma Environment
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Once an arc occurs on a solar array in low Earth orbit, it might grow by taking charges from a remotely located
insulator through a current path formed by the plasma. A laboratory experiment and a computer simulation
are carried out to study the response of plasma to a sudden potential change of the insulator surface induced
by arcing on a solar array in low-Earth-orbit plasma environment. The experiment gives an arti� cial potential
jump to the insulator surface. The simulation employs a Monte Carlo particle-in-cell method in axisymmetrical
two-dimensional space that simulates the laboratory experiment. When a set of simulation parameters as close as
possible to the experiment is used, the unsteady response of the plasma observed in the experiment is reproduced
very well. Once the insulator surface potential jumps up due to arcing, a positive sheath develops. If the neutral
density is high enough to be of the order of magnitude of 1018 m ¡ 3 , explosive expansion of the sheath is set off
due to the feedback mechanism induced by ionization inside the sheath. The explosive sheath expansion alone,
however, cannot explain the current path formation between the array and the insulator observed in the arcing
experiment, and the importance of electrons ejected from the arc spot on the onset of arcing is pointed out.

Nomenclature
Bz = axial magnetic � eld, G
I p = peak of discharge current, A
m = particle mass, kg
n = number density, m¡3

r = radial position, cm
Te = electron temperature, eV
t = time, s
V = potential, V
Vb = array bias voltage, V
Vpr = probe signal, V
Vs = step-bias voltage, V
z = axial position, cm
z p = probe axial axial position, cm
1r = grid size in radial direction, m
1t = time step, s
1z = grid size in axial direction, m

Subscripts

e = electron
i = ion
n = neutral

I. Introduction

W HEN a spacecraft has a high voltage within its body and
the high-voltage surface is exposed, most of the high volt-

Presented as Paper 2001-0955 at the AIAA 39th Aerospace Sciences
Meeting, Reno, NV, 8–11 January 2001; received 22 March 2001; revision
received 24 August 2001; accepted for publication 30 August 2001. Copy-
right c° 2001 by the American Institute of Aeronautics and Astronautics,
Inc. All rights reserved. Copies of this paper may be made for personal or
internal use, on condition that the copier pay the $10.00 per-copy fee to
the Copyright Clearance Center, Inc., 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA
01923; include the code 0022-4650/02 $10.00 in correspondence with the
CCC.

¤Associate Professor, Department of Electrical Engineering, Tobata-ku;
cho@ele.kyutech.ac.jp. Member AIAA.

†Postdoctoral Fellow, Satellite Venture Business Laboratory, Tobata-ku.
‡Professor, Department of Electrical Engineering, Tobata-ku.
§Research Associate, Space Energy Division, Sagamihara.
¶Professor, Space Energy Division, Sagamihara.

age becomes negative with respect to the electric potential of the
surrounding plasma. If the spacecraft structural body is connected
to the negative end of solar array, the spacecraft structure has a
highly negativepotential. The spacecraftbody attracts positive ions
from the surroundingplasma, and ions impact the body surface and
solar array. The insulator on the spacecraft, such as solar array cov-
erglass or thermal coatings, is charged and acts as a capacitance
that stores the positive charge on the surface facing the plasma. If
a conductor with a negative potential of the order of magnitude of
100 V is exposed to the plasma along with dielectricmaterial, an arc
occurs due to � eld intensi� cation at the triple junction formed by
conductor,dielectric,and plasma, such as an interconnectoron a so-
lar array.1 Once an arc occurs on the spacecraft surface, the charge
stored on the spacecraft insulator is supplied as the arc current.
How much the arcing affects the spacecraft system depends on how
muchcurrentandenergythearcingcurrentcarriesinto the spacecraft
circuit.

In Ref. 2, a pair of one solar array and an electrode wrapped by
an insulator � lm separated by 40 cm or longer was biased to a neg-
ative potential of ¡500V or higher in a plasma chamber. Once an
arc occurred on the solar array surface, the mirror image current of
the arc current � ew from the insulator electrode, which indicated
that the charge on the insulator was supplied as the arc current. It
was explained that a current path was formed in the plasma between
the arc point on a array and the remotely located insulator because
the current loop had to be closed. Once an arc occurred, electrons
were ejected from the array to the surroundingplasma producingan
electron-rich negative sheath, whose formation was inferred from
the transient signal of a langmuir probe. At the same time, the po-
tentials of the array and the electrode under the insulator jumped
from the highly negative value to near zero. Then a positive sheath
was formed near the insulator surface whose formation was also
inferred from the transient signal of the langmuir probe. When the
langmuirprobe was moved inside the chamber, it was found that the
plasma potentialwas more negativenear the array and more positive
near the insulator,which suggests that the negativesheathoriginated
from the array and the positive sheath originated from the insulator.
When the distance between the array and the insulator was short,
the arc current had a long duration and dual peaks suggesting that
the current path was formed in the plasma and the insulator charge
was released. Also, the shorter the distance was, the more charge
was � own as the arc current.
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CHO ET AL. 401

The key mechanism of the current path formation is whether the
positive sheath and the negative sheath can meet. The purpose of
the present paper is to investigate the expansion mechanism of the
positivesheath.This paper is a part of basic studyon the currentpath
formation, and we treat only the positive sheath. By studying the
contribution from the positive sheath and the contribution from the
negative sheath separately, we can reveal basic physical processes
underlying the complex phenomena and can identify the synergetic
effects produced by the two processes.

Once an arc occurs, the potential of the solar array increases
rapidly from the negative bias voltage Vb to near zero, as shown in
Figs. 5 and 6 of Ref. 2. For the case of real spacecraft, this increase
correspondsto the situationwhere the spacecraftpotential increases
due to the sudden in� ux of positive charges into a spacecraft that
can be regarded as one object � oating in the plasma. The potential
of the capacitance surface also increases suddenly from the near
zero value to a positive value comparable to jVbj as the potential
of underlying electrode increases.3;4 In the present paper we carry
out a controlled experiment by giving a potential jump to the elec-
trode underlying the thin insulator, similar to the potential pro� le
measured in the experiment of Ref. 2. We measure the plasma re-
sponse to the potential jump by measuring the transient signal via a
langmuir probe.

Another reason for carrying out the controlled experiment by
biasing only a capacitance is that the situation becomes simple
enough to carry out computer simulation matching most of the pa-
rameters to the experiment. By the use of computer simulation via
a Monte Carlo particle-in-cell code, we can visualize the phenom-
ena occurring in the experimentalcondition,especiallyhow the sur-
roundingplasma is respondingto the sudden change of the insulator
surface potential. Doing so via experimental alone is dif� cult be-
cause themeasurementby a probegivesdata only on discretepoints.
We also change the neutraldensityand magnetic � eld, which is usu-
ally dif� cult to change in the experiment, to see their effects on the
sheath formation.

In the second part of this paper, we describe the experiment and
its results. In the third part, we describe the computational code
and the results. We verify the code by comparing the probe signals
measured in the experiment and calculatedby the simulation. Once
we have agreement in a macroscopicvalue,we can use the computer
simulationas a tool to investigatemicroscopicphenomena.Also, we
study the effectsof neutraldensityand magnetic � eld by varying the
simulation parameters. In the fourth part, we discuss the necessary
conditions of the current path formation based on the � nding made
by the simulation. Finally, in the � fth part, we conclude the paper
and suggest future work.

II. Experiment
A. Experimental Setup

In Fig. 1, the experimental setup for the experiment is shown,
which is verysimilar to theoneshownin Fig. 4 ofRef. 2. Actuallywe
did the experimenton the same week with the same facility as Ref. 2
without breaking the vacuum. The chamber plasma is produced by
a backdiffusion-typeargon plasma source with an exit diameter of
20 cm. In the plasma source, a dc bias of approximately 200 V is
applied between the grounded cathode and the anode, where the
cathode is made of hot tungsten wire and electrons are emitted by
thermal emission. This bias voltageof 200 V should be kept in mind
when we compare the simulation results to the experimental results
in Sec. III.A. The plasma condition,gas pressure, the magnetic � eld,
and the lagmuir probes were the same as those of Ref. 2. The only
differences were that we biased only the capacitance 2 and that a
stepwise voltage was given by a thyristor switch. The four-channel
oscilloscope measured the electrode potential, the current � owing
to the capacitance 2 via a current probe, and the moving probe
via a voltage probe across a 100-kÄ resistance. The oscilloscope
was triggered when the electrode potential rose across 52 V and the
sampling rate was 50 MS/s.

The coordinate system of the probe position was the same as that
of Ref. 2. Capacitance 2 was located at y D 40 cm and z D 0. The
thyristor switch could provide a step bias from 5 to the 95% of the
peakvalue in 0.5 ¹s and supplya step voltageas high as 2500V. The

Table 1 Parameters of experiment

Case Bias voltage Vs , V Probe position, cm

E1 434 z D 5–100, y D ¡50–70
E2 175 » 690 z D 50, y D 40
E3 85 » 690 z D 10, y D 40

Fig. 1 Experimental setup of step-bias experiment.

Fig. 2 Example of temporal pro� le of bias voltage applied to the
electrode.

30-nF capacitance connected to the external circuit prevented the
step bias from decaying after the switch was turned on. During the
experiment, each step bias was applied with an interval of 10 s or
longer. We carried out three cases for the experiment, which are
listed in Table 1.

The probe signal was also very susceptible to external high-
frequencynoise (2 MHz or higher). To minimize the effect of noise,
we carried out a Fourier transform of all of the waveforms, includ-
ing the currents and the voltage, and � ltered out frequencieshigher
than 2 MHz. This � ltering limited the time resolution of the exper-
iment to 0.5 ¹s. The resistance of 100 kÄ connected to the probe
was chosen so that the small amount of current, such as an ion sat-
uration current in the density measurement, can be measured as the
voltage across the resistance. At the same time, however, the cable
connecting the probe has a capacitanceof 600 pF to the ground and
the current with the timescale faster than 100 kÄ £ 600 pF D 60 ¹s
cannot be measured directly. Then the probe acts as an ac poten-
tial probe (it cannot measure the dc potential) with the bandwidth
between 16.6 kHz and 2 MHz.
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402 CHO ET AL.

In Fig. 2, a typical waveform of the electrode potential is shown.
The original waveform recorded by the oscilloscope has the time
zero when the oscilloscope was triggered at the threshold of 52 V.
The waveform has been shifted by 1.6 ¹s to the right so that the
beginning of the step pulse coincides with the time zero. This shift
is necessary to match the time between the experimentand the sim-
ulation. This waveform is also used as the temporal pro� le of the
electrode potential in the simulation cases S1–S4 and S8–S14. The
potential gives a small overshoot once it reaches the peak value
as shown at t ’ 2 ¹s in Fig. 2. The step-bias voltage is de� ned as
the time-averaged potential from 2.6 to 4.6 ¹s after this overshoot
decays.

The waveformshown in Fig. 2 is similar to the waveformof array
potentialobserved in two-peak-typedischarge in Ref. 2, though the
time is shifted and it starts from 0 instead of Vb.<0/. The current
waveform of a two-peak-type discharge has the second peak while
the array potential is still near zero (see Fig. 6 of Ref. 2). Therefore,
when the steady electrode potential is kept at least for that duration,
10–15 ¹s from the beginning of the step bias, the step bias can
simulate the potential pro� le of the arc experiment. The rise time,
however, is a little too fast for the step bias by about1.5 ¹s compared
to the potential rise in the arc experiment. Therefore, the positive
sheath expansion in the step-bias experiment would be accelerated
a little compared to the arc experiment.

B. Experimental Result
InFig.3, typicalwaveformsobtainedin theexperimentare shown.

The waveforms are taken from a result of case E1, where the capaci-
tance 2 is step biased to C434 V and the probe position is z D 10 cm
and y D 40 cm. The high-frequency oscillation near time zero is
noises due to the switching of the thyristor. The waveforms has
been shifted by 1.6 ¹s to the right from the originals recorded by
the oscilloscope.We have a positive peak, Vpr4, at Tpr4, several mi-
croseconds after the bias is applied. Unlike the waveforms of the
arc experiment shown in Figs. 5 and 6 of Ref. 2, the probe signal in
Fig. 3 does not show the initial negative peak because no arc occurs
for this case and no negative sheath is formed. The probe transient
after 4 ¹s, however, is very similar to the one-peak-type discharge
(see Figs. 5 and 8 of Ref. 2) and to the two peak near the capacitance
(see y D 40 cm of Fig. 11 of Ref. 2).

In Fig. 4, the peak values Vpr4 measured in the case E1 are plot-
ted. For the case of the step-biasexperiment, the electrode potential
jumped by 434 V from 0 to 434 V within 2 ¹s, as shown in Fig. 2.
The probe position was changed along the y axis keeping the axial

Fig. 3 Examples of typical waveforms observed in the step-bias
experiment.

Fig. 4 Probe peak signals for the step-bias experiment,Vpr4 , measured
at different positions along y axis in case E1.

Fig. 5 Probe peak signals for the step-bias experiment,Vpr4 , measured
at different positions along z axis in case E1.

Fig. 6 Probe peak signals for the step-bias experiment,Vpr4 , measured
for different step-bias voltages in cases E2 and E3.

position at z D 10 cm. The peak value increases sharply when the
probe is located in front of capacitance 2. A similar plot is found
in Fig. 10 of Ref. 2, where the probe signals Vpr3 for the one-peak-
type discharge and Vpr2 for the two-peak-typedischarge are plotted.
The peak values also increase when the probe is placed near capac-
itance 2. The similarity of the probe signal measured in the present
experiment with the signals measured in the previous arc experi-
ment supports the idea that the positive sheath develops due to the
sudden jump of the insulator surface potential.

The characteristics shown in Fig. 4 also shows that the positive
sheath has its center at the insulator surface.To support this idea, in
Fig. 5 we plot the peak values Vpr4 , measured at different locations
along z axis, the direction perpendicularto the surface,while � xing
the y position at y D 40 cm. In Fig. 5, the results of case E1 are
plotted.The peak value decreases as the distancebetween the probe
and the insulator surface increases. It also shows saturation at the
distance of 60 cm or longer.

If the peak of probe signal Vpr4 is due to the jump of the insulator
surface potential, the larger the potential jump is, the larger and the
faster it shouldappear.Figures6 and 7, show the peakvalue Vpr4 and
its time Tpr4 measured at y D 40 cm and z D 10 cm and y D 40 cm
and z D 50 cm for different bias voltages in the cases E2 and E3.
As the step-bias voltage increases, the peak value increases,and the
peak time decreases,againsupportingthe idea of positivesheathfor-
mation. Figure 7 also shows that the peak time Tpr4 does not depend
on the probe axial location for the same step-bias voltage. Whereas
the peak amplitude depends on the probe position, the peak time
does not. We discuss the reason why via the computer simulation.
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CHO ET AL. 403

Fig. 7 Time of the probe peak signals for the step-bias experiment,
Tpr4 , measured for different step-bias voltages.

III. Simulation
A. Simulation Code

As the simulationscheme,we use theMonte Carlo particle-in-cell
(PTC) method5;6 that follows the motion of charged particles self-
consistentlywith their own space charge and collisionswith neutral
particles. The simulation domain is axisymmetric, and we consider
spatial variationsonly in the r and z directions,while all of the three
componentsof particle velocitiesare considered.Figure 8 shows the
computationaldomain. The computationaldomain simulates a slice
of cylinder with an angle of 7 £ 10¡8 rad whose radius is 1.24 m
and length is 3.3 m.

Initially, a plasma of uniform density (ne D ni D 5 £ 1011 m¡3)
with the Maxwellian distribution at ·Te D ·Ti D 2:4 eV is loaded
inside the computational domain, and once the simulation starts,
no particle is added from the boundary. The plasma source is not
included in the simulation. The plasma parameters simulate the ex-
perimental condition in Ref. 2. In a PIC code, a particle followed
in the simulation represents a group of real charged particles or a
fractionof a real particle,which is often called a superparticle.Each
superparticlehas its weight as an indicator of how many real parti-
cles it represents.If we load the superparticleswith equalweighting,
only few particles are loaded near the axis because the cell volume
becomes increasingly small as the radius approaches zero.

To avoid this problem, we assign smaller weight to particles
loaded near the axis, and load the superparticles so that an equal
number of superparticles, 18, is loaded in each cell. Then the ini-
tial number of particles in the domain is 730,000 for each species.
The ion to electron mass ratio is set to 73,400 to simulate the
real mass ratio of an argon ion to an electron. The computational
boundary is a � xed wall except for the center axis, to simulate the
chamber wall, where the potential is set to zero. Once a particle
reaches the wall, it is removed from the domain. The simulation
time step is 1t D 7:5 £ 10¡10 s, and the simulation is run typically
up to 15–32 ¹s. Typical computationaltime for one case is 2–4 days
on a UNIX workstation with an Alpha 21264 500-MHz CPU.

The computational domain is � lled with argon gas of uniform
densitynn . Collision between charged particles and neutral argon is
taken into account, though no motion of neutral argon is taken into
account. Quantitative accuracy of the collision cross section was
already checked against the the transport coef� cient data, such as
ionizationand drift velocity, taken from the literature (see Ref. 6 for
details). Once ionization collision occurs, a pair of secondary elec-
trons and ions is placed with an appropriate energy at the collision
point.

To simulate the insulator and electrode used in the experiment,
we place an electrodeinsulatedby acrylic and polyimide.The cylin-
drical coordinate of the computational domain has its center at the
polyimide surface for comparison with the experiment. In the ex-
periment, the insulator surface was 40 cm off axis from the chamber
axis in the r direction. The effect caused by this slight difference
is insigni� cant as long as the the sheath from the insulator does
not extend over 85 cm, where the closest chamber wall existed
in the experiment.The geometry reproducesthe real geometry with
the same thickness of the electrode, the polyimide, and the acrylic.
The area of the polyimide � lm is also the same so that it has the
same capacitance as the experiment. The dielectric constants are
3:5 for the polyimide and 2:7 for the acrylic. To model the thin � lm

Fig. 8 Schematic of computationaldomain.

(7.5 ¹m), the computationalgrids are clustered in z directionsusing
Eq. (5.220) of Ref. 7. The smallest grid size is 1z D 2 ¹m and the
largest grid size is 1z D 3 cm. In the r direction, the grid size is
equal to 1r D 0:02 m. The total number of grid points is 63 in the r
direction and 651 in the z direction. Initially, the insulator surface,
polyimide and acrylic, has a potential of zero. The initial surface
charge to have the zero potential is calculated from the capacitance
matrix method.8 We give the same potential pro� le to the electrode
as the experiment, such as the one shown in Fig. 2. The potential
data are taken from the step-bias experiment and used as an input
� le for the potential pro� le in the simulation. Because in the exper-
iment the oscilloscope was triggered at the threshold of 52 V and
recorded that time as time zero, we have shifted the oscilloscope
data by 1.6 ¹s as shown in Fig. 2 so that time zero corresponds to
the time when the step pulse begins. The time 1.6 ¹s was chosen
because the potentialnever went to negative after that time until the
end of the record.

To validatethe simulationcode,we placea langmuirprobe shaped
like a fat disk, whose radius is 2 cm and the thickness is 2 cm.
The planar surface is perpendicularto the z axis. In the experiment,
the probe is a disk of 3 mm radius. The thickness is about 1 mm.
The planar probe surface is parallel to the z axis in the experiment.

The probe current consists of displacement current and the con-
ductioncurrent.The displacementcurrentis due to the time variation
of the surface charge induced on the probe surface as the electric
� eld on the surface varies. The conduction current is mainly due
to ions entering the probe surface for the present case because the
plasma potential is mostly positive with respect to the probe. As it
was explained in Ref. 2, the probe signal in the experiment corre-
sponds to the the time integral of the current because of the large
resistance, 100 kÄ, compared to the parallel capacitance. There-
fore, as a comparison, we calculate the surface charge induced on
the probe surface by integrating the electric � eld perpendicular to
the probe surface. By dividing the surface charge by the probe ca-
pacitancewith respectto the ground,600 pF, we canobtain theprobe
signal in the voltage as if it were observed in the experiment. Un-
fortunately,however, the probe signal calculated this way cannot be
compared quantitatively because the electric � eld and the surface
charge on the probe surface depend on the size and shape of the
probe. Nevertheless, the probe signal in the experiment shows very
similar temporalpro� le to the computationallycalculatedprobe sig-
nal. In the simulation, the probe potential is � xed to zero, though
the probe actually has a small potential equal to the probe signal
output voltage, less than 1 V. Because the probe is surrounded by
the plasma,whose space potential is 20 V or higher, this assumption
on the probe potential causes no signi� cant error.
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404 CHO ET AL.

Table 2 Parameters of Monte Carlo
PIC simulation

Case nn , m¡3 z p , cm Vs , V Bz , G

S1 6:5 £ 1018 10 434 0
S2 6:5 £ 1018 30 434 0
S3 6:5 £ 1018 50 434 0
S4 6:5 £ 1018 100 434 0
S5 6:5 £ 1018 10 174 0
S6 6:5 £ 1018 10 262 0
S7 6:5 £ 1018 10 690 0
S8 1:0 £ 1016 175 434 0
S9 1:0 £ 1017 175 434 0
S10 1:0 £ 1018 175 434 0
S11 2:0 £ 1018 175 434 0
S12 4:0 £ 1018 175 434 0
S13 6:5 £ 1018 175 434 0
S14 6:5 £ 1018 50 434 0.35

Fig. 9 Time variation of electron density (in m¡ 3) distribution calcu-
lated by the computer simulation for case S4.

In Table 2, we list the parametersused in each case of simulation.
Cases S1–S4 are to check the simulation results against the exper-
imental results comparing the probe signals. Cases S5–S7 are to
investigate the effects of step-bias voltage and compare the results
against the experimental results. Cases S8–S13 are to investigate
the effects of neutral density on the sheath expansion. To avoid the
effects of probe presence, the probe was placed far away from the
insulator. Case S14 is to investigate the effect of magnetic � eld.
The experiment in Ref. 2 was carried out by canceling the geo-
magnetic � eld to less than 0.09 G to make the analysis easier. The
chamber axis (z axis) was at the north–southdirectionat the latitude
of 36± and the eastern longitudeof 140± . To investigate the effect of
magnetic � eld, we apply B D 0:35 G along the z axis.

B. Simulation Result
In Figs. 9 and 10, the temporal pro� le of the electronand ion den-

sity are shown, respectively,for case S4. The densitiesare in m¡3. In
Figs. 9 and 10, the insulator surface is at z D 0 and r D 0. The probe,
whose potential is � xed to zero, is located at z D 100 cm and r D 0.
Initially, theplasma potential inside the chamberis zeroeverywhere.
Once the simulation is started, electrons near the chamber wall are
rapidly absorbed, and a thin sheath appears near the chamber wall.

Fig. 10 Time variation of ion density (in m ¡ 3 ) distribution calculated
by the computer simulation for case S4.

The potentialof the whole plasma increasesdue to the loss of nega-
tive charge.This phenomenonoccurs to any plasma producedinside
a � nite volume, where the plasma has a positive potential with re-
spect to the wall. When no bias is applied, the plasma potential
becomes nearly steady at approximately 20 V in 10 ¹s. Once the
bias is applied to the electrode and the insulator surface potential
jumps up, electrons near the insulator are absorbed by the insulator
surface.Then a small positive sheath appears near the insulator (see
2 ¹s in Figs. 9 and 10). At t ’ 3 ¹s, concentrationof ions begins to
build up near the insulator surface, and the sheath keeps growing.

These ions are produced due to ionization of neutral argon. Al-
though the ionizationmean free path is about 10 m at its shortest for
this neutral density, the small amount of ionization still occurs via
electrons coming to the insulator surface. In the laboratory experi-
ment, we observed by naked eye a � ash of light near the insulator
surface when the step bias of 690 V is applied. Ions move much
slower than electrons, and they stay for a long time near the insu-
lator. The secondary electrons produced by ionization are quickly
absorbedby the insulator.Then the charge balance inside the sheath
is tilted. The sheath boundary is determinedso that the space charge
inside the sheath makes the electric � eld at the boundary zero. To
compensate the increaseof the positive charge, the sheath must col-
lect more negativecharge, that is, electrons,by extendingthe sheath
boundary farther outward. Additional electrons are collected by the
sheath. However, because they run for a longer distance inside the
sheath, there is a greater chance of making an ionization collision.
Therefore, there is a feedback mechanism that further expands the
sheath outward, which is the so-called sheath explosion studied in
Refs. 9–11. As electrons are drawn to the insulator, a void of elec-
trons is formed near the chamber wall. The total charge inside the
chamber becomes more and more positive. As a result, a whole
plasma potential inside the chamber increases. Figure 11 shows the
potentialdistributionat t D 9 ¹s inside the chamber.The plasma po-
tential is elevated to as high as 130 V, but it is rather uniform except
near the insulator where the sheath is formed.

Figure 12 shows the temporal pro� le of the electric potential cal-
culated in case S4. The probe is placed at r D 0 and z D 100 cm, and
we see a spot of zero potential. In Fig. 12, we plot the equipotential
contoursat every100 V for t > 7 ¹s. We see that thechamberplasma
potential increases sharply between t D 8 and 9 ¹s. This time cor-
responds to the peak time Tpr4 observed in the step bias experiment
in Ref. 2.
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CHO ET AL. 405

Fig. 11 Potential distribution at t = 9 ¹s calculated for case S4.

Fig. 12 Time variationof electric potential calculated by the computer
simulation for case S4.

In the experiment, the chamber plasma is produced by a
backdiffusion-type argon plasma source. In the plasma source, a
dc bias of approximately 200 V is applied between the grounded
cathode and the anode. It is essentially a dc glow discharge, and the
plasma density inside the plasma source is estimated to be of the
orderof magnitudeof 1014 m¡3 with a temperatureof a few electron
volts. At a normal condition, the plasma source emits a plasma � ow
via ambipolar diffusion of ions and electrons. The plasma poten-
tial inside the plasma source is generally higher than the chamber
plasma potential so that the plasma is extracted and compensates
the loss of charged particles to the chamber wall. When the plasma
density of ne D 5 £ 1011 m¡3, the temperature of ·Te D 2:4 eV, and
the chamber area of 40 m2 are considered, the thermal � ux of ions
lost to the wall at the normal condition is approximately 10 mA,
translated into the current, which is compensated by the plasma
source via ambipolar diffusion.

For the present case, however, the chamber plasma potential
changes rapidly after the switch on of the thyristor. As the chamber
plasma potential becomes higher than the plasma potential inside
the plasma source, for example,8–9 ¹s, the plasma sourceno longer
acts as a plasma source. It becomes an electron source. The thermal
� ux of electrons is far greater than the ambipolar diffusion � ux.
Therefore, once the plasma source becomes an electron source, it
can quickly supply enough electrons to lower the elevated plasma
potential inside the chamber.

a) b)

Fig. 13 Comparison of probe signals between a) simulation and
b) experiment.

Figure 13 shows the signal calculatedfor cases S1–S4 at different
probe positions along z axis. The probe positions are r D 0 and are
varied in z. The probe signal in volts that is shown is calculated by
dividing the surface charge on the probe by the capacitance,600 pF.
InFig. 13, theprobesignalsmeasured in experimentcase E1 are also
plotted.The high-frequencyoscillationat t ’ 2 ¹s of the experiment
is noise due to switching of the thyristor. The probe signals of the
simulationand theexperimentcannotbe comparedquantitativelyby
plottingwith the sameverticalaxis becausethe sizes of theprobeare
different, causing the shape of the sheath surrounding the probe to
be different.Nevertheless, the probe signal of the simulation shows
the rate of increase very similar to the experimental rate before t D
8–9 ¹s. In the simulation, the probe signal reaches a steady value
because there are no electrons from the plasma source to lower
the elevated plasma potential. The rate of increase changes at t D
6–7 ¹s, and the simulationeven reproducesthis change.The relative
intensities among the different probe locations also agree between
the simulation and the experiment.

The probe signals in the experiment have peaks at t D 8–10 ¹s
irrespective of the probe position because the chamber potential
increasesare so high, over 100 V, that the plasma source emits elec-
trons lowering the chamber potential rapidly. This explanation � ts
Fig. 7, where the peak time Tpr4 does not differ much between the
probe positions. Because the whole plasma potential is lowered,
the probe peak appears almost simultaneously at every point inside
the chamber. In the presentsimulation,we do not include the plasma
source.Therefore, once the chamber plasma potentialbecomesnear
100V, it is no longercorrect.However before that, t · 8–9 ¹s, while
the plasma source is acting as a plasma source, we can neglect its
presence because the amount of current, 10 mA, provided by the
plasma source is negligible compared to the electron charge drawn
to the insulator.When thepotentialdisturbanceis givenbya stepbias
to the electrode, the amount of electrons drawn to the insulator is of
the order of magnitudeof 10¡6 C. Therefore, even if we include the
plasma � ow of 10 mA from the outside in the simulation, it has little
effecton the resultsin the timescaleof thesimulationtime,10–20¹s.

Figure 14 shows the temporal variation of potential at r D 0 and
z D 175cm calculatedfor casesS1 and S5–S7 changingthe step-bias
voltages.We use the potentialat this locationas an indicatorto know
when the chamber potential jumps over 100 V. The higher the bias
voltage is, the faster the chamber potential increases. We do not
know the exact potential where plasma source acts as the electron
source giving the peak to the probe signal, though it is between
several tens of volts and 200 V. If we set the threshold arbitrarily
to 100 V for the moment, the chamber potential reaches that value
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at t D 6, 8, 11, and 14 ¹s for the case of Vs D 690, 434, 262, and
174 V, respectively. These numbers agree with the Tpr4 measured
in the experiment and plotted in Fig. 7 within 2 ¹s for each bias
voltage.

Figure 15 shows the temporal pro� le of the spatial distribution
of the electric � eld amplitude calculated in case S4. Figure 15 was
created to visualize the sheath boundary that is not always clear in
the plot of density or potential. The sheath boundary is clearly seen
around the insulator (z D 0 and r D 0), where the � eld amplitude
becomes as strong as 1000V/m or more. The sheath also grows
into the ¡z direction as the � eld line from the electrode penetrates
the acrylic holder. The sheath expansion is fastest in the forward
direction, that is, the Cz direction, which is best seen at time 7 ¹s.
This observationsupportstheexplanationmade for theexperimental
results that the two-peak-typedischarge occurred faster for the case
where the insulator and the solar array were placed face-to-face
than in the case where the insulator and the solar array were placed
side-by-side (see Fig. 10 of Ref. 2).

Figure 16 shows the potential distribution near the insulator sur-
face at t D 10 and 20 ¹s for various neutral densities. Figure 16
shows the simulation results of cases S8–S13. The equipoten-
tial contour lines are at every 50 V. For the neutral density nn ¸
4:0 £ 1018 m¡3, we see the plasma potential outside the sheath is
already higher than 100 V at t D 10 ¹s. Also, the higher the neu-
tral density is, the larger the sheath size becomes. For the neutral
density of 2:0 £ 1018 m¡3 , we still see the contour line of 50 V that
is extending outward at t D 10 ¹s. The chamber plasma potential

Fig. 14 Temporal variation of potential at r = 0 and z = 175 cm for dif-
ferent step-bias voltages.

Fig. 15 Time variation of distribution of electric � eld strength calculated by the computer simulation for case S4.

eventually reaches 100 V at t D 20 ¹s, and we see that the sheath
size becomes 50 cm in the z direction, 30 cm in the r direction,
and 10 cm in the ¡z direction, and keeps growing further. For the
case with nn D 1:0 £ 1018 m¡3, the sheath never grows to such an
extent and reachessteadystate, thoughit is still larger than the lower
density case, nn D 1:0 £ 1017 m¡3 . There is no signi� cant difference
between the cases with nn D 1:0 £ 1017 and 1:0 £ 1016 m¡3 . There-
fore, we can conclude that for this set of parameters the threshold
over which the explosive sheath expansion occurs is somewhere
between nn D 1:0 £ 1018 and 2:0 £ 1018 m¡3 . Although, this den-
sity sounds very high as a density at the orbital altitude, the neutral
density around the spacecraft is easily enhanced to this level due to
surface outgassing or thruster � rings.12

We also compared the cases with external magnetic � eld in the z
direction (case S14) and the case with no magnetic � eld (case S3).
However, as long as the neutral density was high, 6:5 £ 1018 m¡3,
there was no signi� cant difference between the two.

IV. Discussion
In the simulation results, we have seen that the sheath expands

explosively from the insulator surface if a suf� cient amount of ion-
izationoccurs inside the sheath.The sheathboundaryexpands,how-
ever, only up to 50 cm into the z directionand 30 cm into the r direc-
tion within 9 ¹s when the step bias is 434 V. In the arc experiment
of Ref. 2, however, we observed that a current path was formed be-
tween the arc point on a solar array and the unarced insulator even
when they are separated by as much as 270 cm in the face-to-face,
z, directionor 140 cm in the side-by-side,r , direction.That the cur-
rent path is formed indicates that the two points are connectedby a
� eld line. Therefore, the jump of the insulator surface potential and
the successive ionization near the insulator is not enough to extend
the positivesheath from the insulatorto the arc point and connect the
two points by a � eld line.

When the current path was formed, that is, two-peak-type dis-
charge in Ref. 2, the arc current showed the increasesat time 3–4 ¹s
from arc onset, suggesting that the positive sheath has reached the
arc point by that time. Therefore,whether an arc grows by receiving
the charge on unarced insulator surface dependson how quickly the
positive sheath from the insulator reaches the arc spot before the
arc plasma near the solar array loses the conductivity. With ambi-
ent electrons alone, the sheath cannot expand as fast and as far, as
shown in the computersimulation.Therefore,we need an additional

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 B

R
IS

T
O

L
 U

N
IV

E
R

SI
T

Y
 o

n 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
27

, 2
01

5 
| h

ttp
://

ar
c.

ai
aa

.o
rg

 | 
D

O
I:

 1
0.

25
14

/2
.3

83
9 



CHO ET AL. 407

Fig. 16 Spatial distribution of electric potential near insulator at time t = 10 or 20 ¹s calculated for various neutral densities.

mechanism to speed up and extend its expansion.Electrons ejected
from the array on arc onset are probably the missing links in the
chain, contributing somehow to ionization near the insulator sur-
face. These electrons rapidly diffuse toward the chamber wall. As
they diffuse, their negative space charge signi� cantly lowers the
space potential around the array and nearby insulators, which has
been illustrated as the probe signal Vpr1 (see Fig. 6 of Ref. 2). If the
diffusingelectrons � nd the insulatoron their way and accelerate the
positivesheathexpansion,thecurrentpath mightbe formedbetween
the array and the insulator.

A question now arises on how many of these phenomena ob-
served in the chamber experiment apply to the situation in orbit.
In space, there is no chamber wall. Therefore, the plasma potential
outside the sheath is not elevated, as we observed both in exper-
iment and simulation. For the case in the chamber, as the plasma
potential is elevated, the potential drop inside the sheath decreases,
and the expansion speed of the sheath is slowed down. In space,
this phenomenon does not occur, and the potential drop across the
sheath is maintained and the sheath keeps growing. Therefore, in
space, the sheath expansion is faster, which means the current path
is formed farther from the arc point. This leads to an unfortunate
prediction that the safety distance of 3–4 m derived in the labora-
tory experiment in Ref. 2 is probably longer for the real situation in
space.

Another difference is the gas species. The laboratory experiment
and its simulation are carried out with argon as the gas species. In
space, if the gas is provided via outgassing from the surface, the
major species is water vapor. The sheath expansion is due to the
difference of mobility between an ion and an electron, and it scales
inversely with the square root of the ionic mass.9 Therefore, for a
pure water vapor, the sheath expansionspeed is slower than the case
for argon, and the safety distanceagainst the current path formation
can be shortened. If the gas is provided via thruster � ring, the gas
species is determined by the byproduct of the thruster operation.
When the gas is heavier than argon, the safety distance must be
extended farther.

V. Conclusions
As the size of spacecraft systems and the demand for more power

increase, arcing on solar array has become an obstacle against the
developmentof a megawatt-class space platform that generatesand
delivers its power at a voltage of 400 V or higher. Once an arc
occurs on a solar array, the jump in the circuit potential causes
the expansion of positive sheath from the unarced insulator that is
connectedto thearcpoint throughtheexternalcircuit.As thepositive
sheath reaches the arc point, there is an electric � eld between the
array and the insulator. If the conductivityof the plasma is high, the
current path is formed between the insulator and the array, feeding
energy to the arc plasma. The response of the surrounding plasma
to the potential change of the array and insulator surface plays an
important role because the arc plasma and the ambient plasma form
the currentpathbetween the insulatorand the arcpoint.A laboratory
experiment and computer simulation have been carried out to study
the basic mechanism of positive sheath formation and expansion
near the insulator surface.

When a set of simulation parameters that match with the exper-
imental condition as closely as possible was employed, the simu-
lation reproduced the experimentally observed probe signals very
well, proving its accuracy. It has shown that the positive sheath ex-
pands as a small degree of ionization inside the sheath pushes the
sheath boundary outward due to the positive charge of secondary
ions. As the suf� cient degree of ionization occurs, the sheath ex-
pands explosively.

The expansion of the sheath draws a signi� cant amount of elec-
trons from the plasma in the chamber with a � nite volume. As the
number of electrondecreases, the chamber plasma potentialoutside
the sheath is elevated to a positive value of approximately100 V or
higher. This potential increase makes the plasma source located at
the chamber end start operating as an electron source, rapidly low-
ering the plasma potential inside the chamber,yieldingthe observed
peaks of the langmuir probe signal in the experiment.

Although the sheath expansion is extensive when ionization oc-
curs near the insulator surface, its speed and extent are not enough
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to explain the current path formation between the remotely located
solar array and the insulator surface observed in the experiment.
Therefore, it is noted that the contributionof electrons ejected from
the arc point at the time of arc onset is probably the key to speed up
and to extension of the initial sheath expansion. In future work, we
plan to include the motion of electronsejected from the array in the
computer simulation to reveal fully the mechanism of arc develop-
ment. We also plan to include the plasma source to reproduce the
observed peaks of the langmuir probe signal.
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