
C e n t r u m  v o o r  W i s k u n d e  e n  I n f o r m a t i c a

MAS
Modelling, Analysis and Simulation

 Modelling, Analysis and Simulation

An adaptive grid refinement strategy for the simulation of 
negative streamers

C. Montijn, W. Hundsdorfer, U. Ebert  

REPORT MAS-E0532 DECEMBER 2005



CWI is the National Research Institute for Mathematics and Computer Science. It is sponsored by the 
Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO).
CWI is a founding member of ERCIM, the European Research Consortium for Informatics and Mathematics.

CWI's research has a theme-oriented structure and is grouped into four clusters. Listed below are the names 
of the clusters and in parentheses their acronyms.

Probability, Networks and Algorithms (PNA)

Software Engineering (SEN)

Modelling, Analysis and Simulation (MAS)

Information Systems (INS)

Copyright © 2005, Stichting Centrum voor Wiskunde en Informatica
P.O. Box 94079, 1090 GB Amsterdam (NL)
Kruislaan 413, 1098 SJ Amsterdam (NL)
Telephone +31 20 592 9333
Telefax +31 20 592 4199

ISSN 1386-3703



An adaptive grid refinement strategy for the
simulation of negative streamers

ABSTRACT
The evolution of negative streamers during electric breakdown of a non-attaching gas can be
described by a two-fluid model for electrons and positive ions. It consists of continuity equations
for the charged particles including drift, diffusion and reaction in the local electric field, coupled
to the Poisson equation for the electric potential. The model generates field enhancement and
steep propagating ionization fronts at the tip of growing ionized filaments. An adaptive grid
refinement method for the simulation of these structures is presented. It uses finite volume
spatial discretizations and explicit time stepping, which allows the decoupling of the grids for the
continuity equations from those for the Poisson equation. Standard refinement methods in
which the refinement criterion is based on local error monitors fail due to the pulled character of
the streamer front that propagates into a linearly unstable state. We present a refinement
method which deals with all these features. Tests on one-dimensional streamer fronts as well as
on three-dimensional streamers with cylindrical symmetry are carried out successfully. Results
on fine grids are presented, they show that such an adaptive grid method is needed to capture
the streamer characteristics well. This refinement strategy enables us to adequately compute
negative streamers in pure gases in the parameter regime where a physical instability appears:
branching streamers.

2000 Mathematics Subject Classification:  35k57 ; 65m50 ; 78a35
Keywords and Phrases: Plasma physics ; electric breakdown ; adaptive grid refinements
Note: Financial support for this work was provided by the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research NWO in the
Computational Science Programme.
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