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Summary

Exploring streamer variability in experiments

The goal of this experimental investigation is to systematically explore differences in

streamers under a large variety of conditions; this will form a basis on which theory can

be tested and developed. Streamers are narrow, rapidly growing, weakly ionized channels.

They can be created by applying a high voltage over a non-conducting medium such as

air. Streamers are used in applications because highly reactive radicals are created in their

ionizing front which are very suitable for cleaning purposes in water and gas (e.g. killing

of bacteria, removal of phenol, NOx, SO2, fly ash, odor and tar). Also, in the ignition of

so called high intensity discharge lamps streamers are found.

Although streamers show up in many desired or undesired places, especially at sharp tips

where the electric field is enhanced, not many people have ever seen their wonderful appear-

ance due to their low light intensity and short duration. They typically look like lightning

but then with many more branches, like a tree. You can try to observe them in nature as

sprite discharges high up in the atmosphere or as St. Elmo’s fire on ships. The chances of

hearing them are higher. They make a distinct hissing or buzzing sound as sometimes can

be heard near high voltage lines.

This thesis focusses on the start and propagation of primary streamers. Parameters that are

changed during the experiments are the streamer polarity (positive and negative), the elec-

trode distance (10-160 mm) and shape (point-plane and plane-plane), voltage amplitude

(1-96 kV) and rise time (12-150 ns), pressure (13-1000 mbar) and gas (air and nitrogen).

An intensified CCD-camera with a time resolution of ∼ 2 ns is used to photograph the

discharge. Current and voltage are digitized on an oscilloscope.

A streamer is called positive (cathode directed) or negative (anode directed) depending on

the polarity of the applied pulse (chapter 7). Time resolved photographs show that the

positive and negative primary streamer propagation is built up of four stages: 1) a light

emitting cloud at the electrode tip that evolves into 2) a thin expanding shell from which

3) one or more streamers emerge that 4) propagate through the gap. Positive streamers

vii



viii Summary

go through stages 1 to 4 for voltages V ≥ Vinception (chapter 3). The negative streamer

propagation needs a minimal critical voltage to go beyond stage 2 (chapter 7). This volt-

age appears to be around the DC-breakdown voltage in our experiments. The differences

between positive and negative streamers disappear with increasing voltage as shown for

streamers in a 40 mm point-plane gap in air at 1 bar:

• 5 kV < V < 40 kV (≈ VDC−breakdown): The positive streamers are thin (0.2-1 mm1),

bridge the complete electrode gap when V ≥ 20 kV and branch. Their velocity ranges

from 0.1 to 1 mm/ns. Negative streamers remain as a cloud near the electrode tip.

• 40 kV < V < 56 kV: Positive and negative streamers have a similar thickness (1-2

mm) only the negative streamers do not bridge the gap until a voltage of 56 kV is

applied. The positive streamer velocity is 1-1.5 mm/ns.

• 56 kV < V < 96 kV: Positive and negative streamers have a similar diameter (2-3

mm) and energy (20-50 mJ @ 74-90 kV). Negative streamers are ∼ 20% slower than

positive streamers which have a velocity of 1.5-4 mm/ns.

The remainder of the summary is devoted to positive streamers since they are easier to

create at sharp tips than negative ones because of their lower inception voltage.

Positive streamers become gradually thicker and faster with increasing voltage (chapter 4).

For ease of comparison they are labelled type 1 to 4 based on their diameter. In a 40 and

80 mm electrode gap and voltages between 5-60 kV in air these values are:

• Type 1 streamers are very thick with a diameter of about 2.5 mm, their velocity is

just over 1 mm/ns and they carry currents of up to 12 A. Their current density is

about 2.4 A/mm2. They are created when V > 40 kV.

• Type 2 streamers are thick with a diameter of about 1.2 mm, a velocity of 0.5 mm/ns

and currents of the order of 1 A. Their current density is about 2.4 A/mm2. They

are created when V ≈ 40 kV (≈ VDC−breakdown).

• Type 3 streamers are the thinnest streamers found. Their diameter is 0.2 mm, their

velocity is ∼ 0.1 mm/ns, their current ∼ 10 mA and their current density is about

0.5 A/mm2. They are created when Vinception . V < 40 kV.

• Type 4 streamers are late, they start to propagate after streamers of type 1 or 2

have crossed the gap, their diameter appears to be similar to type 3 streamers, their

velocity and current could not be determined but are expected again to be similar

1The first value corresponds to the lowest voltage in this range, the last value to the highest voltage.
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to type 3 streamers. Type 4 streamers occasionally connect to the already existing

streamer paths of type 1 or 2.

The number of streamers and branches increases up to the moment that approximately

the DC-breakdown voltage is applied. At higher voltages the number of streamers and

branches decreases with increasing voltage. Type 1 or 2 streamers can branch into thinner

ones (type 2 or 3) provided that the electrode gap is long enough. Type 3 streamers branch

often but they keep (approximately) the same diameter. In our small point-plane gaps (≤
40 mm) the streamer diameter usually remains constant. Only at voltages higher than 40

kV the diameter seems to be slightly thinner near the electrodes. A thin streamer can arise

via branching but it can also directly be created when a voltage just above the inception

voltage is applied or when an impedance is added to the circuit such that the voltage pulse

has a long rise time (> 60 ns) and the streamers start before the voltage has reached its

maximal amplitude. In general, it seems that diameter and velocity are related since a

certain diameter has a certain velocity regardless of where the streamer propagates in the

gap. The streamer properties depend on the local electric field as is usually assumed in

numerical models.

Differences between positive streamers in ambient air and nitrogen (N2, purity 99.9%) in a

pressure range of 13-1000 mbar are investigated in a point-plane gap (chapter 6). Positive

streamers in nitrogen are 1) thinner, 2) curlier, 3) more intense and 4) less diffuse than

streamers in air. They also 5) branch more resulting in 6) a shorter distance D between

branching events and 7) they propagate further down the electrode gap. The branches

that deviate from the main channel however 8) die out closer to this channel.

The measurements are used to search for experimental evidence of the theoretical expecta-

tion that lengths and times scale with inverse pressure p (chapter 5 and 6). These results

can be extrapolated to sprites at an altitude of 80 km in the atmosphere where the pressure

is ∼ 10−2 mbar.

• For the minimal diameter d the relation p · d = 0.20 ± 0.02 mm·bar for air and p · d
= 0.12 ± 0.02 mm·bar for N2 is found. The estimated minimal value for sprites is

0.1-0.3 mm·bar.

• The ratio D/d gives a value of D/d = 11.6 ± 1.5 for air and D/d = 9.1 ± 3.3 for N2.

• The experiments in air and N2 show that the streamer velocity v increases about

0.1-0.2 mm/ns with decreasing pressure while the scaling theory predicts that v is

independent of p. Here it must be noted that the measurements are done on minimal,

type 3 streamers and type 2 streamers.

In a 10 mm plane-plane gap, discharges are initiated by focussing and shooting a laser on

the top plate (chapter 7) when a voltage near the DC-breakdown voltage is applied. On
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the photographs only negative discharges that consist of a streamer and evolution to glow

are seen; no positive discharges can be photographed except for sparks. This is unexpected

since both polarities show a streamer peak in the current signal of similar amplitude (1-

10 mA for pressures of 100-1000 mbar). In the negative current pulse the evolution to

glow is also visible while this does not exist for positive discharges. Perhaps the streamer

light is too faint compared to the laserspot and only the glow is seen on the pictures. It

must be noted though that primary streamers in a point-plane gap are not overexposed by

laserlight when the laser is shot to the needle tip. Current and voltage evolutions in the

plane-plane gap furthermore show that positive and negative streamers in N2 and air at

different pressures are created at a similar reduced electric field of 20 ± 5 kV/(cm·bar).

This thesis gives insight into streamer start, propagation and branching behavior. Its

measurements are in good agreement with various experimental results reported in the

literature which makes the broad parameter study reliable and suitable for comparison

with results from analytical theory and numerical simulations.

The conclusion of this thesis is that there is one kind of streamer whose properties vary

gradually with voltage, pressure and circuit impedance as long as measurements are done

in one gas and with one polarity, where it must be noted that the differences between

positive and negative streamers decrease with increasing voltage. When measurements are

done in different gases, different minimal diameters, velocities, distances between branch-

ing events, breakdown voltages, etc. are found. The experiments have verified that lengths

scale with inverse pressure even when streamers are ignited at an electrode at (near) atmo-

spheric pressure: conditions that according to theory will break the scaling law since the

electrode is not scaled with pressure and the nitrogen states that emit the photons that

are used for photoionization are quenched at pressures above ∼ 40 mbar. A last conclusion

is that streamers made in different setups show similar patterns and diameters as long as

the voltage rise time, peak voltage and internal resistance are similar.



Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Streamers...

Streamers are a phenomena that most people have never heard of or seen but they occur

frequently in every day life. Streamers - usually invisible by eye - prepare the path of

sparks of all sizes; from the static electric shock when you touch someone to the beautiful

large scale spectacle of lightning. With luck they are seen as the so-called sprite discharges

in the region of 40-90 km altitude above thunderclouds. In industry streamers are found in

applications that are based on the deposition of electrical charge or on molecular excitations

in the streamer head that initiate chemical processes. The coupling of moving space charge

regions to gas convection is under investigation for possible applications.

Although streamers are formed on many desired or undesired occasions they are still not

fully understood and usually their appearance is just considered a fact.

1.2 First view on streamers

When a high voltage is applied over a non conducting gas volume the gas will become

ionized. The ionization will typically not occur homogeneously but in the form of extending

channels, so called streamers (figure 1.1). These streamers are narrow and grow rapidly.

An ultrafast, high resolution camera is needed to visualize them.

Figure 1.1 shows four pictures taken by such a camera with different exposure times of

positive streamers that emerge from a point electrode at the upper left corner of the pho-

tographs1 and propagate towards a plate electrode at the bottom of the pictures. The left

picture with an exposure time of 300 ns shows the filamentary structure of the frequently

branching streamers. The right picture with an exposure time of 2 ns shows that not the

complete channels emit light but only the actively growing heads. The light trace that

1Most photographs are shown in false color in the digital version.

1



2 Introduction

Figure 1.1: Intensified CCD photographs of positive streamers in ambient air in a 40 mm gap
between a point (top) and plate (bottom) electrode. Applied voltage 28 kV. The exposure times
are 300, 50, 10 and 2 ns; the actual time intervals are given in brackets where t = 0 is the
approximate time when the streamers emerge from the upper electrode.

is seen on photographs must thus be interpreted as the path that the streamer head has

followed during the exposure time of the camera. Then it can also be concluded that the

streamers in figure 1.1 need more than 100 ns but less than 300 ns to cross the 40 mm

electrode gap. The fact that only the streamer head emits light tells us that at that place

highly energetic electrons are present which can ionize and excite neutral gas molecules

since it is the light emitted by the decay of the excited states (within 1-2 ns, section 1.4)

that is visible on the photographs. A crucial element in streamer propagation is the en-

hancement of the electric field at the streamer head. This concept was originally proposed

in the 1940’s [57; 65; 89] where it was assumed that the space charge was smeared over

the complete head. Later simulations [25; 26; 33; 68; 70; 121] however have shown that

the space charge can be concentrated in a thin space charge layer that leads to screen-

ing of the electric field from the streamer interior and a much stronger field enhancement

immediately in front of a strongly curved head.

The enhanced electric field at the tip makes it also possible for the streamer to propagate

into regions where the background electric field is too low for efficient ionization and thus

propagation. In this way the streamer can be compared to fractures in solid media where

the mechanical force is focussed at the tip of the fracture line.
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1.3 State of the art of streamer observations

Experiments found in literature show that streamers created under different circumstances

(different experimental setups and/or investigators) have different diameters, velocities

and/or branching behavior as will be elaborated below. Industry uses these different

streamers to optimize their product. In simulations authors use different models with e.g.

different boundary conditions on the electrode and different initial electron distributions

which results in different streamer properties. Because of all these different observations,

it is desired to have a unifying approach to systematically explore differences due to e.g.

applied voltage, the polarity of the streamer head, pressure, gas and distance between

electrodes and/or electrode configuration in one setup and compare if streamers are repro-

ducible in other setups. This will be the topic of this thesis.

Polarity

A streamer can be positive (cathode directed) or negative (anode directed). About 90% of

cloud-to-ground sparking is preceded by negative streamers and leaders [116]. Man-made

discharges are positive or negative depending on their application. In dust precipitators

negative discharges are used to charge the dust which then can be removed from the gas

by applying a low electric field [104]. In gas and water cleaning and in ozone generation

positive streamers are used since in earlier work these streamers gave the best results [104].

Recent investigations however show that negative streamers can have a higher oxygen

radical yield, necessary for ozone generation [119]. Most experiments are done on positive

streamers since they are emitted from strongly curved electrodes at a much lower voltage

than negative ones. In this thesis also mainly positive streamers are discussed unless

indicated otherwise.

Voltage

Different streamer diameters have been reported in literature which are created in different

experimental setups at different voltages. Two examples are shown in figure 1.2. In figure

1.2a thin, frequently branching streamers at 25 kV with a diameter of 0.2 mm in a 25

mm point-wire electrode gap at 1000 mbar are shown [106]. Figure 1.2b is a top view

picture of thick streamers at 100 kV with a diameter of 10 mm in a wire-cylinder electrode

configuration with a diameter of 290 mm at 480 mbar [9]. The streamers start at the wire

in the middle of the picture and propagate outward to the cylinder wall which they have

almost reached. The photograph is taken 40 ns after the voltage pulse is applied with an

exposure time of 5 ns.

The velocity of the streamers also varies with voltage. Because it is only the streamer head
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25
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Figure 1.2: a) Positive streamers of 0.2 mm in diameter in a 25 mm point-wire gap at 25 kV at
1000 mbar in air. Photograph is taken from [106]. b) Thick positive streamers with a diameter
of 10 mm in a wire-cylinder gap with a diameter of 290 mm at 100 kV and 480 mbar in air.
Photograph b) is taken from [9].

that emits light, figures that show complete channels must be interpreted as the trace that

the streamer head has followed during the exposure time of the camera. In this way the

velocity can be calculated by dividing the length of the light trace of the streamer by the

exposure time. In figure 1.1 this means that the thin streamers have a velocity of ∼ 0.6

mm/ns while the thick streamer velocity in figure 1.2b is ∼ 4.5 mm/ns.

Electrode gap length

Also the electrode gaps used in experiments vary a great deal; either small gaps of ≤ 30

mm [80; 100; 106; 108; 109] or large gaps of ≥ 100 mm [9; 119; 123] are used for streamer

studies. Hardly any studies of intermediate gaps are found. For leaders and lightning

studies the gap will be in the order of meters [18; 91]. Usually thin streamers of ∼ 0.2 mm

appear in a small gap (figure 1.2a) and thick streamers, with diameters larger than 1 mm,

in a large gap (figure 1.2b).
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(a) (b)

Figure 1.3: Streamers in a 25 mm a) protrusion-plane gap and b) point-wire gap at 12.5 kV, 1000
mbar air, both pictures are taken from [106].

Shape of electrodes

The shape of the electrodes alters the propagation of the streamers, as can be seen in

figure 1.3. The streamers in the protrusion-plane gap2 (figure 1.3a) propagate less outward

than the streamers in the point-wire gap (figure 1.3b). This is due to the local electric

field. From the plotted equipotential lines in figure 1.4a it can be concluded that the

local electric field in the protrusion-plane gap is rather homogeneous except very close

to the protrusion. Since the streamers follow the electric field lines - thus propagate

perpendicular to the equipotential lines - they hardly spread. It must be noted though

that the streamers do not need to follow the field lines exactly since the space charge

can modify the background field. In the point-wire gap the electric field lines spread

outward, just like in the point-plane gap, and thus the streamers spread outward as shown

in figure 1.3b. Other electrode configurations that are often used, especially in gas and

water cleaning, are the wire-cylinder [9; 20] and wire-plate [20; 40; 110; 119]. Theory

and simulations are often performed in a homogeneous electric field, e.g. [33; 69; 84]. In

experiments a homogeneous electric field is created between parallel plates (plane-plane

gap). The spontaneous ignition of streamers is facilitated with increasing sharpness of the

starting electrode.

2A protrusion-plane gap is a plane-plane gap with a sharp needle sticking out of one of the electrodes
to facilitate the streamer inception, figure 1.4a.
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Figure 1.4: a) Protrusion-plane and b) point-plane electrode configuration. Below each gap an
indication is given of the equipotential lines. This figure is taken from [108].

Electric circuit

Another aspect that can influence the streamer diameter is the electric circuit. Elements in

the electric circuit like the length of the connecting wires (self inductance) or resistors can

change the voltage rise time [106]. When the rise time is long compared to the inception and

transit time between the electrodes the streamers might already start when the voltage is

still rising and thus are created at a lower instantaneous voltage than the saturation value.

Pressure

Streamers become thicker with decreasing pressure. This is a result of the electron mean

free path which determines the streamer scales. Theoretically, it scales inversely propor-

tional with the gas particle density. The gas particle density can be substituted by pressure

via the ideal-gas equation provided that the temperature is constant. Because of this scal-

ing law, sprites (figure 1.5, [35; 36]) with a diameter of ∼ 50 m at ∼ 80 km altitude can

be regarded as an upscaled version of laboratory streamers at 1 bar with a diameter of 0.5

mm at 30 kV in a 40 mm point-plane gap [82]. When comparing the photograph of sprites

in figure 1.5b with a photograph of streamers in figure 1.2a the discharge channels have a

remarkably similar structure.

A consequence of scaling with pressure is that at low pressure the electrode gap has to be

enlarged to see the complete streamer structure because all length scales within the dis-

charge scale with pressure (and not only the diameter). Else only a thick glowing channel
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(a) (b)

Figure 1.5: Telescopic image of a sprite discharge. The right photograph zooms into the white
rectangle of the left photograph. These pictures are taken from [35].

without any structure (figure 1.6a) or a spark3 (figure 1.6b) can be seen. These phenom-

ena arise more frequently at low pressure where less voltage is needed to create overvolted

gaps4. When then the pulse duration is long, the streamer can evolve into a glow and via

glow evolve into a spark. So, when the gap is not enlarged at low pressures one may con-

clude that streamers are different with varying pressure while actually different temporal

stages of the discharge are shown: a streamer, a glowing channel or a spark.

For completeness, in figure 1.7 a current voltage evolution of the streamer, glow and spark

in an overvolted gap are shown. In the current signal the different phases are clearly

distinguishable:

1) a capacitive peak (the result of how the voltage is set over the electrode gap), nothing

is visible on the camera

2) a short streamer current peak

3) a long glow

4) a spark.

In the voltage signal the streamer propagation can show a small dip depending on current

through and internal resistance of the discharging circuit but usually it remains unnoticed.

The glow gives a noticeable decrease in voltage which shows that the channel is conducting

3The main difference between a streamer and a spark is that a spark is significantly hotter than a
streamer and has a much better electrical conductivity.

4An overvolted gap is created when the applied voltage is higher than the DC-breakdown voltage. The
DC-breakdown voltage is the voltage at which a spark is formed when a DC-voltage is applied.
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(a) (b)

Figure 1.6: Positive discharge in ambient air in a 17 mm point-plate gap. a) Streamer and glow
at 100 mbar, applied voltage 3 kV. b) Spark at 200 mbar, applied voltage 7 kV. The pictures are
taken from [13].

where the decay of the voltage signal depends on the conductivity of the channel. A spark

is a highly conducting channel and therefore the voltage drops almost immediately to zero

while the current increases rapidly to the maximum that the power supply can deliver.

Gas

The composition of the gas can also alter the streamer’s appearance. Most experiments are

done in air since all natural discharges occur in air and it is mostly used in applications.

The streamers then propagate in channels as can be seen in most figures in this section.

In figure 1.8a Yi and Williams [123] show that streamers in pure nitrogen propagate as a

”cloud”. Apparently streamers propagate in channels when 15% oxygen is added to the

pure nitrogen, figure 1.8b. Differences are observed when a composite gas is used (e.g.

air) or a pure gas, which can either be molecular (e.g. pure nitrogen) or a atomic (e.g.

pure argon). This is due to processes such as photoionization, electron attachment or the

excitation of rotational and vibrational states [109].



1.3. State of the art of streamer observations 9

0 2 4 6 8

0.00

0.05

0.10

0.15

0.20

0

2

4

6

8

10

vo
lta

ge
 (k

V
)

capacitive current

voltage

glow

cu
rr

en
t (

A
)

time (us)

streamer

(a)

0 2 4 6 8 10 12

0

5

10

15

20

25

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

current
streamer
     + glow

spark

vo
lta

ge
 (k

V
)

cu
rr

en
t (

A
)

time (us)

voltage

(b)

Figure 1.7: Current voltage evolution of discharges in air in a 40 mm point-plane gap. a) Streamer
and glow at 9 kV, 200 mbar and b) streamer, glow and spark at 29 kV, 400 mbar.

(a) (b)

Figure 1.8: Positive streamers in a 130 mm gap in a) pure N2 and b) N2:O2 mixture containing
15% O2. The pictures are taken from [123].
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1.4 Motivation and scope of the thesis

Many measurements and observations are done under (extreme) conditions in which only

a few parameters can be varied: e.g. a very high voltage applied over a large gas volume

(gas cleaning), in very small electrode gaps at low voltages (experiments), at very low

pressure (sprites), etc. To investigate the transitions of one regime to another an exper-

imental setup has been built in the Physics Department of the Eindhoven University of

Technology (TU/e). On this setup extra parts can easily be mounted or removed to switch

between interesting streamer regimes. The measurements remain comparable since it stays

the same setup.

(1) The large vacuum vessel gives the opportunity to investigate all inter-electrode dis-

tances from a small 10 mm gap to a large 160 mm gap to see the full development of the

streamer even when the pressure is decreased.

(2) The voltage across the gap is applied as a short pulse to be able to work in overvolted

gaps without creating a spark. Sparking must be avoided since it can damage the light

sensitive camera (due to the bright light) or the setup equipment (due to the large currents

and power input in the setup components). The pulse duration can be changed from one

µs to several ms.

(3) The voltage rise time can be varied from 25 to 150 ns. When the voltage rise time is

large compared to the evolution of the streamer, streamers can initiate in the rising slope

of the voltage pulse. These streamers have different properties than streamers that start

when the total applied voltage is already set across the gap. The rise time is kept as short

as possible to maintain a clear physical picture.

(4) The electrode configuration, which in experiments usually is an inhomogeneous point-

plane configuration can be changed to a homogeneous plane-plane configuration triggered

by a laser, which makes the discharge independent of voltage rise time. By using a laser

the electrode tip which still distorts the electric field in the protrusion-plane gap can be

removed. The plane-plane configuration is more convenient for comparison with theory.

(5) The pressure can be varied between 13 mbar and 1000 mbar to test scaling with pres-

sure, which can be extrapolated to sprites at 80 km altitude, i.e. a pressure of ∼ 10−2

mbar. Because of the scaling law, pressure can also be used as a magnifying glass and

slow motion player to zoom into streamer parts that need extra attention, e.g. the start of

(branching of) the streamer.

(6) The voltage pulse amplitude can be changed from 1 kV to 60 kV to study thin and

thick streamers and a possible transition regime between them.

(7) Differences between gases can be investigated. Here we focus on air and nitrogen

because air is the gas that is most common in nature and mostly used for applications;

nitrogen is studied since it is the main component of air but also because it is a simple

non-attaching molecular gas and measurements can ease comparison with theory.
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(8) A fast intensified CCD camera with an exposure time down to ∼ 2 ns in combination

with low jitter in the setup (≤ 10 ns) can be used to examine the temporal streamer devel-

opment. This camera can resolve the short time structure of streamers in air and nitrogen

at atmospheric pressure down to the physical limit because in air and nitrogen the C-B

transition of N2 dominates the streamer light emission. The lifetime of the C-state is of the

order of 1-2 ns at atmospheric pressure. Therefore further improvement of the temporal

resolution of the camera does not improve the temporal resolution of the picture.

(9) The polarity of the streamer can be changed by reversing certain components in the

setup. There is especially a lack of experiments on negative streamers since these are more

difficult to generate.

Additional measurements are done in a 40 mm point-plane electrode gap without sur-

rounding vacuum vessel at the Electrical Engineering Department of TU/e to examine

positive and negative streamers in a voltage range of 40 kV to 96 kV and a fast voltage

rise time of 15 ns. At the Moscow Institute for Physics and Technology (MIPT) several

of the above conditions are tested to see whether streamers are reproducible when done in

another setup.

All these measurements should give us insight into streamer behavior, propagation and

branching over a large range of parameters so that predictions can be made for regimes in

which it is not possible to do measurements (e.g. sprites) or that industry does not have

to test by trial and error what adjustments they have to make for e.g. the most efficient

gas cleaning. They form a standard on which theory can be tested and developed.

1.5 Organization of the thesis

In chapter 2 the physical mechanisms that are necessary to comprehend streamer propaga-

tion are described. Chapter 3 visualizes the start and propagation of the positive streamer

by using time resolved measurements and zooming in to the discharge by decreasing pres-

sure. It also shows qualitatively that voltage can be used to play with streamer thickness.

Also phenomena that appear on photographs but do not belong to the primary streamer

propagation are bundled and given in this chapter. Chapter 4 studies quantitatively the

positive streamer diameter by varying the voltage amplitude and rise time of the electric

circuit. Chapter 5 visualizes differences in positive streamer appearance when the pressure

is varied. Also scaling of the positive streamer diameter with pressure is introduced which

will be quantified in chapter 6 where differences and similarities between positive streamers

in air and nitrogen are discussed. Chapter 7 studies positive and negative streamers which

are mainly created at atmospheric pressure in air. This chapter also contains measure-

ments on streamers between parallel plane electrodes. All other chapters show streamers
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in a point-plane electrode configuration. In chapter 8 an analysis and synthesis of the

results are given. In chapter 9 the main conclusions are drawn.

The thesis does not contain a separate chapter about experimental setups. These de-

tails are described in the chapters where that specific setup configuration is used. The

main setup at the Physics Department, that is used to generate and visualize the positive

streamer dependence over the large parameter range as given in section 1.3, is thoroughly

described in chapter 4. Additional measurements for positive and negative streamers at

voltages between 40 to 96 kV are done at the Electrical Engineering Department of the

Eindhoven University of Technology. This point-plane setup without surrounding vacuum

vessel is described in chapter 7. To see whether the comprehension of the streamers in the

Physics Department can be used universally, test measurements are done at the Moscow

Institute for Physics and Technology (MIPT) in Moscow. This setup, with a small vacuum

vessel and fast (12 ns rise time) voltage pulse shape, is described in chapter 3. Although

the setup is very different, the streamers show similar, predictable behavior compared to

our own streamers; the streamers are reproducible. A complete overview of the possibilities

of the different setups is given in Appendix A.

The values of the variables and dimensions used in this thesis are given such that most

values are between 0 and 100. It is tried as much as possible to keep the same dimension for

one variable throughout the thesis. In general the following dimensions are used: electrode

gap in mm, pressure in mbar, diameter in mm, velocity in mm/ns, voltage in kV, electric

field in kV/cm, current in A and energy in mJ.



Chapter 2

Physical mechanisms of streamer

propagation and applications

2.1 Streamer initiation

The creation of a streamer starts with the acceleration of free electrons through an electric

field between two electrodes in a non conducting gas. These free electrons can be liberated

from a cathode tip but they can also be present in the background gas as a result of

cosmic radiation, radioactivity or detachment from negative ions. The normal level of this

background ionization is ne = 103 cm−3 at STP1 [77]. When such a free electron propagates

through an electric field, it gains energy which can be used to free another electron from its

molecule by electron impact ionization if the ionization threshold energy is reached. When

assuming that an electron travels ∼ 3 µm at 1000 mbar before colliding with a molecule

and it needs ∼ 10 eV to ionize it, the electric field has to be ∼ 33 kV/cm to obtain impact

ionization. In practice the electric field in air is sufficient for ionization at ∼ 30 kV/cm

[90] where a balance between generation and absorption is obtained. Then two electrons

propagate through the electric field, gain energy and ionize two other molecules resulting

in a total of four free electrons and so on. In this way an electron avalanche is created, as

was first described by Townsend [91; 101; 104]. The avalanche regime can go over into a

space charge dominated streamer regime. Experiments and derivations indicate that the

transition from avalanche to streamer occurs frequently when the number of free ions or

the electrons in the electron avalanche is in the order of 108 - 109 (Raether-Meek criterion)

[57; 65; 89]. However, this derivation does not take electron diffusion into account which

will suppress streamer formation in low electric fields [68; 69]. Simulations show that when

diffusion is taken into account the criterion saturates to 106 at 1 bar in overvolted gaps

1STP = standard temperature and pressure, i.e. 293 K and atmospheric pressure. The particle density
of the background gas is ng = 2.5·1025 m−3 = 2.5·1019 cm−3.

13
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(Vapplied > VDC−breakdown
2) and reaches values larger than 1016 in undervolted gaps, where

the propagation is diffusion dominated [68; 69]. When the criterion is reached the space

charge electric field, generated by the separation of the electrons and their ions, is similar

to the applied background electric field and the streamer can start propagating as a result

of its own generated electric field.

2.2 Streamer propagation

Townsend’s avalanche theory turned out to be unsuitable to explain the further propagation

of the streamer since experiments showed that streamers would also run in much lower

applied electric fields of ∼ 5 kV/cm, where the field is too low for ionization. Raether,

Loeb and Meek [57; 65; 88; 89] suggested then that a plasma channel propagates through

an electrode gap by ionizing the gas in front of its charged head owing to a strong field

at the head itself (higher than ∼ 30 kV/cm), the space charges here being smeared out

over the complete streamer head. Later simulations [33; 68; 70] show that there is indeed

an enhanced electric field at the streamer head which takes care of the propagation of the

streamer through low fields. But they show that the space charge is not in the complete

head but in a thin layer at the front of the streamer. Therefore field enhancement can be

stronger.

Streamers can be positive (cathode directed) or negative (anode directed). Since their

propagation mechanism is different a distinction must be made between both polarities.

Negative streamers

Negative discharges are created when the electric field at the cathode is enhanced due to

its sharp tip. The electrons necessary for streamer propagation come from the cathode tip

(when the applied voltage is larger than the work potential of the cathode material) or are

created in the streamer head: a thin shell of space charge. The electric field is enhanced

directly ahead of the space charge [33; 68] and the free electrons are accelerated towards

the anode.

Here a distinction must be made most likely based on the voltage applied to the needle.

Streamer channels are found in a 130 mm protrusion-plane gap at a voltage of 123 kV in N2

[123] and in a 37 mm wire-plane gap at 61 kV in air [119] but not in a 25 mm point-plane

gap at 12.5-25 kV in air [107]. In the first two cases the streamers propagate in the same

direction as the electrons (figure 2.1a). In the last case the discharge remains as a cloud

(with a height of 2 mm) near the tip.

2The DC-breakdown voltage is the voltage at which a spark is formed when a DC-voltage is applied.
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Figure 2.1: a) Negative and b) positive streamer propagation from point to plane at some distance
from the point electrode (not shown).

Positive streamers

Positive streamers are created when the electric field at the anode is enhanced. In this

case electrons propagate towards the positive streamer tip (figure 2.1b). As the electrons

are absorbed into the streamer, continuously new electrons need to be generated ahead

of the streamer. These new electrons are provided by the streamer itself. For streamers

in air-like mixtures it is generally believed that photoionization of oxygen is the electron

source, e.g. [104; 116]. Besides ionizing molecules, energetic electrons in the streamer head

can excite molecules. Some of these excited states can decay directly upon radiating a

photon. Ionization of oxygen directly through photons is possible at wavelengths ≤ 102.5

nm. Nitrogen absorbs radiation with a wavelength < 98 nm [126]. Therefore, photons must

have an energy between 12.1 and 12.7 eV for photoionization (figure 2.2). These photons

come from the excited states of nitrogen. The so created electrons can start an avalanche

which will move towards the positive tip leaving new positive ions behind. Note that the

process of photoionization can also take place in negative streamer propagation only it is

not required since there is no ”electron loss” as in the positive streamer propagation. Note

furthermore that electron detachment and background ionization are other mechanisms to

provide electrons next to photoionization. This is still under debate in the literature.
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Additional considerations concerning propagation

Residues stay behind like ions or metastables when streamer discharges follow each other up

fast. This pre-ionization can facilitate subsequent discharges. Simulations by Pancheshnyi

[79] suggest that a discharge in air can be considered as a single shot discharge for frequen-

cies < 10−2 Hz at 1000 mbar or frequencies < 0.1 Hz at 100 mbar for a 20 mm point-plane

electrode gap. The influence of the repetition rate can be suppressed by gas flow as shown

in experiments by Winands [119] in a ∼ 60 mm wire-plane gap where no visual differences

in streamer pattern are found between the first shot and the nth shot when measurements

are performed up to a pulse repetition rate of 400 Hz and a gas flow rate of 30 m3/h in a

volume of ∼ 0.02-0.04 m3. Simulations furthermore show that in nitrogen-oxygen mixtures

the ”background” pre-ionization by cosmic radiation or accumulation of charged particles

(up to 107 cm−3) can be neglected when photoionization is taken into account [77]. When

there is no photoionization an inexplicably high ”background” pre-ionization of 107 cm−3

is necessary to obtain similar values for the streamer velocity, reduced electric field and

conductivity current as with photoionization.

It is observed in many experiments at STP that electric fields higher than the so called

stability field3 of 4.4 - 5 kV/cm are necessary for the positive streamer to propagate in

point-plane and plane-plane gaps in air with an interelectrode distance varying between 5

- 600 mm [4; 90] (and references therein) and ∼ 1.5 kV/cm in nitrogen (up to 2% oxygen)

[90]. According to [90], the value of the stability field is very sensitive to attachment. Since

electrons are removed from the process in electronegative gases higher energies and electric

fields are necessary to obtain the same amount of free electrons as in an electropositive gas.

For negative streamers the stability field is two to three times higher [6]. Also the applied

electric field must be higher to ignite negative streamers [90]. According to calculations in

[6] the differences between positive and negative streamers decrease with increasing electric

field strength.

The light emitted by the excited particles in the streamer head in air and nitrogen that

is visible on the intensified CCD camera mainly comes from the so called Second Positive

System (SPS) and First Negative System (FNS) of nitrogen (figure 2.2) [20]. These sys-

tems send out light in a wavelength band centered at 337 nm and 391 nm, respectively

[20; 81; 85]. Since the degree of ionization is low, in the order of 10−5, the electron en-

ergy distribution function is often approximated by either a Maxwellian or a Druyvesteyn

distribution. Since the energy level of the N+
2 (B) state is higher than that of the N2(C)

state (figure 2.2), the density of the N+
2 (B) state will be much lower than the density of

the N2(C) state. Hence the SPS is in favor of the FNS.

3The stability field is the lowest applied electric field that is necessary for streamer propagation once
the streamers are created.
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Figure 2.2: Part of the energy diagram of N(+)
2 and O(+)

2 [43; 85]. Shown are the First Negative
System (FNS) and Second Positive System (SPS). Exited states of N2 between 12.1 and 12.7 eV
emit photons that can be used for photoionization.

2.3 Pressure dependence

The propagation of streamers depends on the propagation of electrons and ions through

the gas. The distance between particle collisions can be calculated by the mean free path

of a particle, given by

`mfp =
1

4σng

=
kT

4σp
, (2.1)

in which `mfp is the mean free path, σ the collision cross section, ng the gas particle density,

k the Boltzmann’s constant, T the temperature and p the pressure. This relation shows

that the mean free path is inversely proportional to the gas particle density and to pressure,

provided that the temperature remains constant. In our measurements the temperature

is around 20◦C and therefore in this thesis scaling with pressure is discussed instead of

scaling with gas particle density.

With this knowledge other reduced or ”similar” parameters can be derived [56; 95; 100]:

(1) All lengths scale with l ∼ `mfp ∼ 1/p.

(2) Electric field |E| ∼ p: When `mfp is so small that the electric field |E| over this region

can be assumed constant, the streamer properties are dominated by the local electric field.

This is typically the case in streamers, except possibly very close to a point electrode. It
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is expected that similar discharges can be obtained if the energy gain over the relevant

length qe · |E| · `mfp (and thus ∼ |E|/ng) is constant.

(3) Streamer velocity v remains constant: The streamer velocity is determined by the drift

of the electrons vd = µ · |E| ∼ 1/p · p, where the µ ∼ 1/p is the mobility.

(4) Reduced time t ∼ 1/p: When v = constant (item 3), l ∼ 1/p (item 1) and v = l/t,

then t = l/v ∼ 1/p.

(5) Reduced electron density ne ∼ p2 and current density j ∼ p2: The Poisson equation

states that ∇ ·E ∼ q in which q = n+− ne is the space charge. From |E| ∼ p (item 2) and

∇ ∼ p (item 1) follows that q ∼ p · p = p2, so that ne ∼ p2 and j ∼ p2 since j = ne · qe · vd

in which qe is the electron charge.

(6) A consequence of these parameters is that the voltage V and current I remain constant

with pressure since V =
∫

E · dx ∼ p · 1/p is constant and I = j ·A ∼ p2 · 1/p2 is constant,

where A is the area through which the current flows.

Since the mean free path and the local energy gain between two collisions must be the same

everywhere at the same reduced distance the geometrical electrode shapes must also be

changed to obtain the same geometrical field in which the discharge which will be launched

[2]. For the inception of a streamer, electrons can be liberated from the tip. When this

occurs via ion impact the tip must be scaled to obtain similar discharges. When they are

created via field emission (a form of quantum tunneling), the scaling law is broken locally.

Furthermore, in experiments electrodes always have surface roughnesses where the electric

field can be as high as 10 MV/cm. Since streamers usually start at these roughnesses,

scaling of the needle probably has less influence on the streamer pattern than would follow

from the arguments above.

When photoionization effects are not taken into account, the above listed set of similarity

relations works very well for describing characteristics of short streamers (i.e. when three

body attachment, recombination, gas heating and thermal conduction processes are negli-

gible) at near and lower than atmospheric pressures [55]. When the photoionization effects

are included in numerical simulations, streamers at pressures lower than several mbar pre-

serve similarity but similarity laws do not hold at higher pressures [55]. Modelling results

emphasize that the quenching of molecular nitrogen emitting photoionizing radiation is re-

sponsible for this non similar behavior. There is some uncertainty about this value above

which quenching takes place. Some authors prefer 80 mbar and others 40 mbar (altitudes

higher than ∼ 24 km) [56; 59] (and references therein). At ground pressure (1000 mbar)

the photoionizing radiation level is reduced by a factor of pq/(p + pq) ∼ 20 in comparison

with cases of streamers at 15 and 0.07 mbar [56] where p is the pressure and pq is the

quenching pressure.
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2.4 Air and nitrogen

Although air consists for the main part of nitrogen, both gases have different properties

due to the presence or absence of oxygen. One difference between the gases is that N2

is electropositive and O2 is electronegative. Thus, O2 attaches free electrons from the

gas which otherwise could be used by the streamer propagation. This can occur via two

reactions:

1) O2 + e → O− + O: The rate constant of dissociative attachment katt = 3.5· 10−17 m3/s

at an electron temperature Te = 3 eV and gas temperature Tg = 300 K [99]. At 1 bar air

this gives a typical timescale for attachment of τ = (katt · nO2)
−1 ≈ (10−17· 1024)−1 = 10−7

s.

2) O2 + e + X → O−
2 + X: where katt = 4.8 × 10−42 m6/s at Te = 3 eV and Tg = 300 K

[64]. At 1 bar air this gives a typical timescale for attachment of τ = (katt · nO2 · nX)−1 ≈
(10−42· 1024· 1025)−1 = 10−7 s.

The streamer head propagates in typical time scales of 10−9 s. Therefore attachment is

not important in the streamer head. The processes after the primary streamer propagation

such as secondary streamers or the evolution to glow and/or spark (time scales of 10−6 s)

can be affected by attachment.

The other difference is that direct photoionization, which is assumed to be necessary for

positive streamer propagation, can only take place in air and not in nitrogen since oxygen

is necessary for this process.

Relating this knowledge to streamer polarity:

Air: Already before the streamer starts, a part of the free background electrons are attached

to oxygen and thus removed from the gas. Therefore, photoionization is assumed to be the

main source of free electrons in the gas when the streamer propagates. This process creates

enough electrons so that positive streamers (and also negative streamers) can propagate

in air.

Nitrogen: Since oxygen is absent, there is no attachment in the gas and the photoionization

mechanism that is available in N2:O2 mixtures (such as air) cannot occur. Therefore, it

is assumed that the free electrons, available for the propagation, are only the background

electrons. It is unknown whether in pure nitrogen the number of background electrons

is too small for positive streamer propagation and only negative streamer propagation is

possible. In experiments a pollution of several ppm O2 in pure N2 may already result in

direct photoionization. However no literature data about this subject is found. The actual

propagation of positive streamers in pure nitrogen is a matter of current investigation.
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2.5 Typical length- and timescales, fields and densi-

ties

The streamer can be considered to be built up by a fast moving ionizing head and a

recombining channel behind it. Therefore, different processes on different timescales take

place. The intrinsic parameters depend on pressure p and are given below.

Streamer head

In the streamer head the following processes occur.

(1) The generation of electrons and ions in regions of high electric field by impact of accel-

erated electrons on neutral particles and by photoionization.

(2) Drift and diffusion of the charged particles in the local electric field between abundant

neutral particles. The electrons are much faster than the heavy ions. They take care of

the impact ionization and the excitation of the molecules whose decay is seen on the pho-

tographs.

(3) The modification of the externally applied electric field by the generated space charges.

For negative streamers in nitrogen, a dimensional analysis determines the characteristic

scales. The ion density in the streamer head will be of the order of 1014 · (1 bar/p)2 cm−3.

The typical ionization length in simulations is `mfp ≈ 2.3·(1 bar/p) µm and the typical field

E0 ≈ 200 · (1 bar/p) kV/cm [30]. The streamer velocity is determined by the drift velocity.

This drift velocity varies in air from 0 - 90·10−3 mm/ns for |E|/p = 0 - 30 kV/(cm·bar)

and in nitrogen from 0 - 70·10−3 mm/ns for |E|/p = 0 - 27 kV/(cm·bar) [57]. These drift

velocities vd can be scaled for values at higher electric fields via the electron mobility µ

given by vd = µ · |E|. At an electric field E0 = 200 kV/cm the drift velocity in nitrogen is

≈ 0.76 mm/ns, as is used in e.g. [30].

Streamer channel

In the streamer channel the following processes are present:

(1) Drift and diffusion of electrons and positive ions in the quasi-neutral channel. The ion

density approaches a steady-state value of 1014-1015 cm−3 in nitrogen at 1 bar [25].

(2) A current will flow through the channel to sustain the discharge. The strength of the

field established by the current flow is relatively low and is called the stability field. This

field is 4.4 - 5 kV/cm [4; 90] in air and ∼ 1.5 kV/cm in nitrogen (up to 2% oxygen) [90]

for positive streamers at 1 bar. The stability field for negative streamers in air at 1 bar

is 2 to 3 times higher than the stability field of positive ones [6]. However, in contrast to

the textbook discussion [90], other situations are possible where the field behind a group
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of streamers is screened completely and no current flows in the channel [60].

(3) The loss of electrons and ions by recombination (formation of molecules) and attach-

ment (electrons sticking to oxygen molecules). Typical timescales of recombination and

attachment are ∼ µs [103] and ∼ 100 ns at 1 bar.

2.6 Applications

The highly energetic electrons in the enhanced electric field at the streamer head can col-

lide with other gas particles resulting in ionization, excitation and dissociation of these

particles. Apart from ions and excited states also highly reactive radicals can be created.

These radicals can break large molecules apart and are used in pollutant removal pro-

cesses. Research of pulsed discharges has been carried out to the treatment of polluted

water [1; 3; 38; 40]. Pollutants in gases that can be removed include VOC’s (Volatile

Organic Compounds), NOx, SO2, fly ash, odor and tar [17; 27; 73; 104; 118]. Small dust

particles can be charged by negative dc corona’s and drawn out of a gas stream in so

called dust-precipitators [46; 104]. Corona charging is also utilized in electrophotography,

copying machines and printers. Ozonizers, used for desinfection purposes, are also based

on streamer processes [104]. A new field in which streamers are used is the combination of

chemical and hydrodynamic effects which can be used in plasma-assisted combustion [94]

and flame control [48].
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Chapter 3

Stages of positive streamer evolution:

time resolved measurements

The positive primary streamer propagation is studied with an intensified

CCD-camera at different voltages, gap distances and pressures. By lowering

the pressure and enlarging the electrode gap it is possible to zoom into the

discharge since the processes then occur over a longer distance and time.

Measurements at 62.5 mbar in a 160 mm gap show that the primary positive

streamer propagation consists of 4 stages: a) a light emitting cloud at the

anode tip that evolves into b) an expanding shell. From this shell c) one or

more streamers emerge that d) propagate towards the cathode plate. The

number of streamers and their diameter changes with applied voltage. At a

given pressure and a voltage just above the inception threshold there are a few

streamers which are thin, branch little and die out while propagating towards

the cathode plate. At an intermediate voltage there are many streamers that

are a little bit thicker, branch a lot and bridge the complete electrode gap.

Above a critical voltage, which in our experiments appears to be around the

DC-breakdown voltage, there are again only a few streamers but this time

they are thick, bridge the electrode gap and hardly branch.

Events that do not belong to the primary streamer propagation but are visible

on photographs are also summarized in this chapter.

23
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setting gap (mm) R1 R2 R3 shunt CC switch

or R4 or C

a 40 25 MΩ 2 kΩ 1 MΩ 2.75 Ω 1 nF Behlke HTS 651

b 160 25 MΩ 1 kΩ 8 kΩ 8.5 Ω 1 nF sparkgap

c 40 25 MΩ 1 kΩ 25 MΩ 2.75 Ω 250 pF Behlke HTS 361

Table 3.1: Values of the components used in the C-supply.

3.1 Introduction

A complete discharge starts with the rise of the voltage pulse and ends when the voltage

pulse has died out. During this time interval the discharge can go through several stages de-

pending on the applied voltage pulse amplitude and duration, e.g. primary streamer prop-

agation, return stroke, secondary streamer propagation and late streamers, glow, spark.

The primary streamer propagation itself also consists of several stages like the ignition

at the high voltage electrode, the propagation through the gap and reaching the opposite

electrode. In section 3.3.1 and 3.3.2 the start and propagation of the positive primary

streamer is visualized with an iCCD-camera since the primary streamer propagation is

the process we are interested in. Section 3.3.3 shows the events that can occur after the

primary streamer propagation. In section 3.3.4 other events that can occur on photographs

are given.

3.2 Experimental setup

Two different supplies are used which will be called the C-supply and the MIPT-supply.

The C-supply is thoroughly discussed in chapter 4. The value of the components in the

C-supply are given in table 3.1. For the photographs of streamers in the C-supply with

setting a and b a digital 4QuikE camera from Stanford Computer Optics is used while

photographs with setting c are made with an Andor Technology ICCD-452. A point-plane

electrode configuration is used in which the needle is made from pure tungsten (setting a

and b) or thoriated tungsten (setting c) and the plate from stainless steel. No differences in

streamer pattern are observed when using the two needles. Both needle tips have a radius

of ∼ 15 µm and diameter of 1 mm.

As shown in figure 4.2d and discussed in section 4.2.1 there is a fixed time delay in the

C-supply between the pulse of the function generator (t1 = 0) and the start of the high

voltage pulse (t2) of at least 1.2 µs when the sparkgap switch is used. When a Behlke

semiconductor switch is used this fixed delay becomes shorter because of different trigger

electronics but it remains at least 0.35 µs. No streamer propagation is possible before this
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Figure 3.1: Scheme of the MIPT-supply.

time is due. Since the camera is also triggered by the function generator this means that

the combination of preset camera delay T and exposure time ∆t must exceed 1.2 µs or

0.35 µs, respectively, to obtain an image on the photograph. Depending on the streamer

inception time and variable jitter in the sparkgap the delay can become (much) longer. The

combination of camera delay and exposure time must be adjusted accordingly to capture

the discharge.

3.2.1 MIPT-supply

The MIPT-supply at the Moscow Institute for Physics and Technology consists of a small

cubic vacuum vessel with an edge of 220 mm [76]. The measurements are done in an

inhomogeneous point-plane electrode gap. The needle with a radius of ∼ 15 µm and

diameter of 1 mm is made of thoriated tungsten. The bottom plate is a brass disk, 80 mm

in diameter which is connected to the vacuum vessel via a current shunt of 5.25 Ω. The

electrode gap is varied between 30 and 40 mm. The windows of the vacuum vessel are 100

mm in diameter and made of quartz.

A scheme of the MIPT-supply is given in figure 3.1. A coaxial cable is charged to high

voltage and when the hydrogen filled thyratron switch closes, the cable discharges over

the point-plane gap. The difference with voltage pulses created in the C-supply is that

here the voltage pulse is almost rectangular where the length of the cable determines the

pulse duration. The C-supply has an exponential rise- and decay time where the rise time

depends on the series resistance (R2, figure 4.1), the geometric capacitance (Cg) and the

inductance of the circuit. The decay time depends on the parallel resistance (R3) and the

charged capacitor (C). The voltage pulse duration of the MIPT-supply is 400 ns. The

voltage rise time is 12 ns.
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The voltage pulse amplitude is measured by the back current shunt in the coaxial cable.

The relation between the shunt voltage (Y ) and the cable voltage (X) is X/Y = 321.5

± 0.3% [74]. The voltage pulse measured by the back current shunt is diminished by 20

dB before putting it on the oscilloscope, a Tektronix TDS3054 (500 MHz, 5 GSamples/s).

Furthermore, the voltage is doubled on the high voltage electrode due to the pulse reflection

in the coaxial line. Only positive streamers are created.

A PicoStar HR12 intensified CCD-camera from La Vision with an Industar 61L/3 lens is

mounted on the setup to take the photographs. This camera can take stroboscopic images

but generally it is used to take one exposure per discharge.

The gases used are ambient air and synthetic air (20% oxygen, 80% nitrogen) in a pressure

range of 465 mbar to atmospheric pressure. The vessel is flushed two times before filling

it with synthetic air. No gas flow is maintained. The room temperature varies between 18

- 22 ◦C, the humidity is 50 - 60 % and the atmospheric pressure is in the range of 985 -

1004 mbar. For more information about the MIPT-supply see [76].

3.3 Results

3.3.1 Streamer start

Streamers that are usually shown in publications are positive streamers in air at atmo-

spheric pressure at an intermediate voltage as shown in figure 3.2a. This picture shows

that the streamers start at the anode tip and propagate towards the cathode plate and

underway they branch. At low pressure the streamers typically look like figure 3.2b. Here

the streamers are thicker and emerge from a light emitting cloud at the tip. They hardly

branch. In both pictures the streamers can reach the plate electrode but they are pho-

tographed during their transit.

To investigate the start of the streamer at the tip it is best to zoom into this region by

using low pressures and a large gap since then the start has a longer intrinsic time and

length scale as discussed in chapter 2. The applied voltage is chosen such that only one

streamer forms. The moment that the camera switches its intensifier on is denoted with

T where T = 0 is the moment that the camera is triggered by the function generator.

This time T is also called the camera delay. The exposure time of the camera, also called

gate width, is given by ∆t. Figure 3.3a shows a time integrated picture of a complete

discharge in a 160 mm gap at 15 mbar and 5 kV for an N2:O2 mixture with 0.2 vol% O2.

The time resolved photographs in figure 3.3b-g show that this discharge starts at T = 1.4

µs with a light emitting cloud or sphere at the tip with a height of ∼ 5 cm and width of

∼ 9 cm (b) which evolves into a thin expanding shell with a diameter of ∼ 12.5 cm and

thickness of ∼ 2 cm (c). While this shell propagates towards the cathode (d) a streamer

emerges (e) that propagates towards (f) and reaches (g) the cathode. In (h) all processes
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(a) (b)

Figure 3.2: Positive streamers in a 40 mm gap in air at a) 21 kV, 1000 mbar and b) 6 kV, 100
mbar. Setting a in table 3.1. The camera’s delay is 0 ns and exposure time is a) 0.6 µs and b)
0.7 µs.

are photographed that arise after the primary streamer has bridged the electrode gap. A

similar set of pictures can be made in air in a 40 mm gap at 100 mbar and 10 kV as shown

in figure 3.4. In both situations the discharge velocity is ∼ 0.2 mm/ns. The discharges

show a similar pattern since the electrode gap is too small compared to `mfp ∼ 1/p for the

discharges to develop into more than one streamer.

3.3.2 Streamer propagation

When a high voltage pulse with an amplitude of 40 kV at 613 mbar is applied very fast over

a 30 mm point-plane gap (i.e. a voltage far above the DC-breakdown voltage) a primary

streamer that is as thick as the cloud propagates towards the cathode. This is shown in

the time resolved photographs of figure 3.5a and 3.5b for a positive streamer which is made

in the MIPT-supply with a voltage duration of 400 ns and rise time of 12 ns. Its reduced

diameter is 1.9 mm·bar and its velocity is 1.5 mm/ns. When it has reached the cathode a

return stroke moves back towards the anode tip (figure 3.5c). When it has stretched back

to close to the needle it forms the glow as seen in figure 3.5d. Late streamers (see also

section 4.3.1) are seen around the glow. Furthermore, in figure 3.5c and 3.5d also light

at the needle is visible. This usually occurs after the primary streamers have bridged the

gap. The dark region between the plate and the glow can be decreased by increasing the

voltage. A more extensive set of photographs is given in [75].
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(a): T = 0, ∆t = 70 µs (b): T = 1.4 µs, ∆t = 200 ns (c): T = 1.6 µs, ∆t = 200 ns

(d): T = 1.8 µs, ∆t = 200 ns (e): T = 2 µs, ∆t = 200 ns (f): T = 1.8 µs, ∆t = 300 ns

(g): T = 1.7 µs, ∆t = 400 ns (h): T = 2 µs, ∆t = 70 µs

Figure 3.3: The start of a streamer in a 160 mm gap at 15 mbar and 5 kV in 99.8%N2:0.2%O2.
Setting b, table 3.1. The camera’s delay T and exposure time ∆t are given.
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(b):   T = 500 ns�
t = 100 ns

(c):   T = 550 ns�
t =   50 ns

(d):  T = 600 ns�
t =   50 ns

(e):   T = 600 ns�
t = 100 ns

(a):    T =   0 ns�
t = 20 � s

Figure 3.4: The start of a streamer in a 40 mm gap at 100 mbar and 10 kV in air. Setting c in
table 3.1. The camera’s delay T and exposure time ∆t are given.

(a): t = 5 ns (b): t = 10 ns (c): t = 20 ns (d): t = 80 ns

Figure 3.5: The start and propagation of a streamer in a 30 mm point-plane gap at 613 mbar in
synthetic air with the MIPT-supply with a rise time of 12 ns and pulse frequency of 1 Hz. The
voltage is 40 kV. The exposure time is 5 ns. The actual time is given by t where t = 0 is the
approximate start of the discharge.

When a voltage is applied at approximately the DC-breakdown voltage (V & VDC−breakdown)

a set of photographs as in figure 3.6 can be made. The discharge starts at T = 485 ns

with a smaller cloud at the tip (figure 3.6a) which evolves into a shell from which several

streamers emerge whereafter the shell disappears (figure 3.6b,c). The streamers propagate

towards the cathode (figure 3.6d). The difference in streamer position in the gap while T

and ∆t are the same, as shown in figure 3.6c and 3.6d, is caused by jitter in the sparkgap

and streamer inception.

When the pressure is increased and/or the voltage is decreased (V < VDC−breakdown), the

cloud becomes smaller until it eventually is not visible anymore (figure 3.2a). Also the

streamers start to branch. The streamers die out in the 40 mm gap when the voltage is

decreased further to just above the inception voltage - the minimal voltage necessary for

the discharge to start. This is only observed at 1000 mbar since at lower pressures of 400,
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(a): T = 485 ns,

∆t = 50 ns

(b): T = 535 ns,

∆t = 50 ns

(c): T = 610 ns,

∆t = 50 ns

(d): T = 610 ns,

∆t = 50 ns

Figure 3.6: The start and propagation of a streamer in a 40 mm gap at 400 mbar and 25 kV in
ambient air. Setting c in table 3.1. The camera’s delay T and exposure time ∆t are given.

200 or 100 mbar the discharge is enlarged by a factor 2.5, 5 or 10 (pressure scaling law)

and the opposite electrode is reached at a similar applied voltage.

The findings described above are summarized in table 3.2. The values in this table are

given for a 40 mm point-plane electrode gap in which the streamers are made using the

C-supply. The table shows that voltage can be used to go to regimes of few streamers and

branches or many streamers and many branches. This observation also holds for different

gap sizes. It is not meaningful to give a value of the average applied electric field instead

of the applied voltage since for the strong local field variation the average field has no

physical meaning, as is also shown in [11].

3.3.3 Other discharge processes

As said before, in this thesis a complete discharge cycle starts by the rising of the voltage

pulse and it ends when the voltage pulse has died out. This one discharge can consist of

several stages depending on voltage pulse duration and amplitude: primary streamer start

- primary streamer propagation - return stroke - secondary streamers and late streamers -

glow - spark. Important events that can occur during the discharge but do not belong to

the primary streamer propagation are summarized below.

1. When the primary positive streamer reaches the plate, cathode spots arise (e.g. figure

3.3a and 7.14). So, when there is a cathode spot then it is sure that the primary

streamer has crossed the complete gap and events that can occur after the primary

streamer propagation may have influenced the image on the iCCD-camera. Therefore,

we tried to use pictures without the cathode spot if possible. Negative streamers that

have crossed the electrode gap show anode spots.
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pressure V just above Vinception intermediate V V ≥ VDC−breakdown

(mbar) (. 15 kV at 1000 mbar) (& 40 kV at 1000 mbar)

(. 5 kV at 100 mbar) (& 10 kV at 100 mbar)

1000 - < 10 streamers - ∼ 100 streamers - < 10 streamers

400 - thin streamers - become thicker - thick streamers

- fade halfway gap - reach cathode - reach cathode

- little branching - branch often - little branching

- small cloud at tip

- figure 5.2a, 6.2 - figure 3.2a, 1.2a - figure 3.6

200 - < 5 streamers - < 10 streamers - 1 streamer

100 - small cloud at tip - cloud expands - cloud+glow fills gap

- reach cathode - reach cathode - reach cathode

- branch once/twice - no branching - no branching

- rarely cloud and streamers

- figure 5.1g, j - figure 3.2b, 5.2c - figure 3.3, 5.1i, l

Table 3.2: Description of the streamer pattern visualized in figure 5.1 for a 40 mm gap in air.
Setting c of table 3.1.

2. When the streamer reaches the plate electrode a return stroke starts to move back

towards the needle electrode (e.g. figure 3.5c).

3. When the applied voltage exceeds the DC-breakdown voltage a short voltage pulse is

necessary else a glow or spark will arise, figure 1.6. Note that the strong light emission

of a spark might damage the intensifier of the camera. Therefore the creation of

sparks is avoided as much as possible.

4. After the fastest positive or negative streamer has bridged the electrode gap a light

spot arises at the needle tip (e.g. figure 3.5 and 3.6). It can also be visible before the

streamers have reached the plate (e.g. figure 7.3 or figure 4.6a) but then the voltage

must be sufficiently high so that there is a large field enhancement at the tip.

5. When the primary streamer has crossed the electrode gap, a new set of streamers can

start at the needle tip or edges of the (disappeared) cloud and propagate over the

same path as the primary streamer, see figure 3.7a. In time integrated photographs

it is usually seen as a white overexposed region (e.g. in figure 4.6d). These streamers

are called secondary streamers. They usually do not cross the complete gap but fade

before reaching halfway the gap. They arise due to the rearrangement of the electric
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field at the tip after the primary streamers have bridged the electrode gap. Maybe

the glow in figure 3.3 is also a secondary streamer, just like the light spots in figure

6.6d. Note that the late streamers of chapter 4 propagate in new channels (the very

thin streamers in figure 4.6d), probably because the electric field changed due to

charges deposited in the electrode gap by the primary streamers.

6. Late streamers are very thin streamers that ignite at surface roughnesses higher up

at the anode needle than the primary streamers or at existing streamer paths (e.g.

figure 4.6c and 4.6d). They can appear at a surface roughness before the primary

streamers have crossed the gap but then they remain short (as in figure 4.6c) until

the gap has been crossed and the electric field has had time to rearrange. Then it

becomes crowded with late streamers as in figure 4.6d. Usually the late streamers

start after the primary streamers have bridged the gap. It appears as if they start

at the same moment or a little later than the secondary streamers since secondary

streamers are always visible when the picture is crowded with late streamers (figure

4.6d) or when there are no late streamers at all (figure 3.7a). Late streamers are

only observed when thick, type 1 or 2 streamers (chapter 4) are created with voltage

pulse durations longer than the time needed for the primary streamers to cross the

electrode gap. We have not found them at pressures below 1 bar. In contrast,

secondary streamers are also found at low pressures.

7. Streamers are 3-dimensional phenomena. Therefore, spatial information gets lost

when they are projected onto a 2D photograph. Care must be taken when processing

2D images because two (thin) streamers that in 3D propagate behind each other can

appear as one (thicker) streamer on a 2D photograph. This is shown in figure 3.7b

where two photographs under an angle of ∼ 8◦ are made of the same discharge (stereo

photography). Here it is seen that streamer 1 and 2 in the left figure overlap while

in the right figure they do not.

8. Streamers can connect to each other (e.g. figure 4.6c). This is only seen to happen

after the primary streamer has transited the electrode gap. Most likely the primary

streamer reaches the plate electrode and a late streamer bends toward the primary

channel. Time integrated photographs of positive and negative streamers in the

PM-supply (chapter 7) at voltages larger than 56 kV (positive) or 66 kV (negative)

support this hypothesis. They show thin streamers (in a region of thick streamers)

that connect to the thick streamers. In such a case the thin streamers usually are

late streamers; the thick streamers are the primary ones.
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(a): T = 760 ns, ∆t = 50 ns

1 12 2
3 3

4
4

(b): T = 0 ns, ∆t = 30 µs

Figure 3.7: a) Secondary streamer in a 40 mm gap at 400 mbar and 25 kV in air. Setting c in
table 3.1. This is the subsequent photograph of the discharge in figure 3.6. b) A recent stereo
photograph of streamers in nitrogen at 61 mbar in a 160 mm gap at 10 kV and 10 Hz. Setting b

in table 3.1. The numbers on the left and right side of the photograph identify the same streamer.
The delay is given by T and the exposure time bij ∆t.

3.3.4 Other visual effects in photographs

Besides all processes that can occur during a discharge other effects may also be visible on

photographs. These effects are summarized below.

1. In the 160 mm gap (e.g. figure 3.3 or figure 6.7) the photographs shows a dark circle

at the outside of the picture. This is the border of the viewing port that contains

the quartz window (ø = 155 mm) through which the camera takes the photograph

of the discharge.

2. When a laser is used to trigger the discharge in a parallel plate gap (chapter 7)

material can be sputtered away from the electrode by the laser (figure 7.13). This is

seen as bright paths of light, which are reflected in the upper plate.

3. Light reflections can be seen in different places. In figure 7.13 the laser light and the

paths of the sputtered material are reflected in the top plate. The laser light is also

reflected in the bottom plate and the shine of light in the middle of the photograph

comes from reflections in the windows or the lens of the camera. In other photographs

mainly reflections of the streamers in the bottom plate are visible. The real streamer

starts at the tip and ends at its cathode spot, so all light that is seen from below
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the cathode spots is a reflection (e.g. figure 7.5c,e,f and 7.12). Note that half of the

cathode spot is also a reflection because the cathode acts as a mirror. In the middle

of figure 3.7b the stand on which the fiber of the spectrometer was mounted is still

visible as a vague white cylinder.

4. The streamer paths near the point electrode are usually overexposed. This can not

be avoided since the small streamer channels further down the gap become invisible

or immeasurable compared to the background noise when the gain of the camera is

decreased.



Chapter 4

Streamers of different widths

Diameter and branching structure of positive streamers in ambient air are

investigated with a fast iCCD-camera. We use different pulsed power circuits

and find that they generate different spatial streamer structures. The elec-

trodes have a point-plane geometry and a distance of 40 or 80 mm, and the

peak voltages over the discharge gap are up to 60 kV. Depending on circuit

and peak voltage, we observe streamers with diameters varying gradually be-

tween 0.2 and 2.5 mm. The streamer velocity increases with the diameter,

ranging from 0.07 to 1.5 mm/ns, while the current density within the stream-

ers stays almost constant. The thicker streamers extend much further before

they branch than the thinner ones. The pulsed power supplies are a switched

capacitor supply with an internal resistance of 1 kΩ and a transmission line

transformer supply with an impedance of 200 Ω; additional resistors change

the impedance as well as the voltage rise time in the case of the capacitor

supply. We observe that short rise times and low impedance create thick

streamers near the pointed electrode, while a longer rise time as well as a

higher impedance create thinner streamers at the same peak voltage over the

discharge.

This chapter is published in a slightly altered form as [T.M.P. Briels, J. Kos, E.M. van Veldhuizen
and U. Ebert, Circuit dependence of the diameter of pulsed positive streamers in air, J. Phys. D.: Appl.
Phys. 39 (2006) 5201-5210.]. It contains some changes based on new insight. For diameters at voltages
above 60 kV, see chapter 7.
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4.1 Introduction

Electric breakdown in gases over large distances occurs in several stages. The first stage is

the build up of an avalanche. Then when space charge starts to influence the applied field,

the streamer discharge creates a weakly ionized channel. At very high fields this streamer

branches. As realized already more than half a century ago [65; 88], streamers are difficult

to visualize and to describe, due to their rapidity as well as due to their internal multiscale

nature [33]. The aim of this chapter is in particular to clarify the experimental findings

on different streamer patterns, diameters and velocities, and their relation to the external

electric circuit.

A variety of streamer diameters under different experimental conditions has been reported.

Photographic observations were made forty years ago by Waters and Jones for a voltage of

270 kV over a 2 m gap. They show a streamer with a diameter near the anode of roughly up

to 20 mm, decreasing further on in the gap to∼ 2 mm [114]. On such photographs, however,

one easily overestimates the size because the center of the channel can be overexposed. The

experimental conditions of [114] are far from the small gaps that are studied nowadays for

pulsed corona applications [104]. On the other hand, the photos in [114] show that a

pulse with a relatively long voltage rise time of the order of 1 µs can create thick and thin

streamer channels and pronounced branching.

Corona streamers created by pulsed positive voltages have been studied mainly in small

gaps. Diameters reported in the literature are e.g. 0.040 mm in pure oxygen at 500 mbar

in a gap of 10 mm and a voltage of about 11 kV [7]. Values obtained for streamers in air

are e.g. 0.2 mm in a wire-plane gap of 35 mm at 30 kV [19] and 0.5 mm in a point-plane

gap of 20 mm at 25 kV [80]. In larger gaps limited information is available. Ref. [8] reports

diameters of 10 mm in a wire-cylinder gap of 290 mm diameter using a voltage pulse of 100

kV (figure 1.2b). The recent publication [37] shows a very abrupt change from 4 mm to

≤0.5 mm in a wire-plane discharge of 35 mm with a short voltage pulse with a maximum

of 45 kV; the thin streamers probably occurred after the voltage had collapsed. We will

show below that errors in diameter measurements can occur not only due to photographic

overexposure, but also due to insufficient resolution of CCD-cameras. On the other hand,

they will not explain diameters varying by two to three orders of magnitude at normal

pressure.

High altitude discharge phenomena also show interesting effects. They have become a

subject of study since their discovery in 1989, see e.g. [83; 97]. These transient luminous

events are referred to as sprites, elves, blue jets etc. Sprites, in particular, are thought to

be a type of streamer discharges and their larger diameter of up to 100 m [35] corresponds

to the much lower air density at high altitudes. This scaling with air density follows

from simple streamer models taking only impact ionization into account [33] and relates

experiments at low or high pressure to each other, the results are somewhat modified by
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photoionization [55; 59; 126].

The question of the streamer diameter also has played a classical role in streamer theory.

Dawson and Winn [24] were the first to perform so-called 1.5D dynamical streamer com-

putations that used a constant value for this diameter. A value of 0.060 mm was thought

to be an optimal value at the time. Later a fixed streamer diameter was predicted by min-

imization arguments by D’yakonov and Kachorovskii [29] and Simakov and Raizer [92], for

a discussion see [33]. In 2D computations the diameter is not an input, but a result of the

computation. Recent computations in gaps longer than 5 mm [50; 55; 56; 59; 70; 71; 78]

show that the diameter of both positive and negative single streamers can depend on the

applied voltage. Streamer diameters up to 16 mm are reported in [50] in a point-plane gap.

Simulations in a homogeneous field show that streamers can expand in overvolted gaps

[5; 55; 56; 59; 70; 71; 93]. Calculations and measurements are still difficult to compare

as they use different voltage pulse parameters and initial and boundary conditions. A

recent attempt to compare measurements and calculations for single positive streamers in

air shows that this is still not a straightforward task [80].

In this chapter, our goal is to set a basis for such a comparison by performing well de-

fined experiments that determine how experimental streamer properties and, in particular,

the optical diameter depend on applied voltage and gap length. We investigate positive

streamers in a point-plane geometry in ambient air. The experiments are performed in

the same experimental setup, but with different power supplies. We find that the applied

voltage is a key parameter but that the internal resistance and the rise time of the power

supply have a distinct influence as well.

This chapter is organized as follows: in section 4.2, the experimental setup and diagnos-

tics are described. Section 4.3 contains the experimental results and section 4.4 further

discussion and conclusion.

4.2 Experimental setup and diagnostics

Streamers are made in a large cylindrical stainless steel vacuum vessel with an internal

diameter of 500 mm and an internal height of 300 mm. The vacuum vessel has three

viewing ports with an inner diameter of 155 mm that can be closed by glass, stainless steel

or quartz windows. The viewing port through which the camera looks at the streamers is

always closed by a quartz window to be able to photograph also the UV-light coming from

the discharge. The setup is shielded from the camera by a Faraday cage. This Faraday

cage contains an ITO-window to keep the cage intact but allows the camera to photograph

the discharge (figure 6.1). Two power supplies can be mounted on this vacuum vessel.
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Figure 4.1: The electric circuit to be called ’C-supply’.

4.2.1 The two pulsed power supplies used

Two different power supplies are used to generate pulsed positive streamers. In both

supplies first a capacitor is charged and then a switch is closed. However, the consecutive

discharging of this capacitor over the needle-plate gap differs.

The first power supply (called C-supply) is sketched in figure 4.1, it is similar to the supply

used previously [106]. The capacitor C (250 pF) is charged negatively through the resistor

R1 (25 MΩ). Closing the homemade, triggered spark gap puts the potential on the needle-

plate electrode gap, with the negative polarity applied to the plate. Details about the

homemade sparkgap switch can be found in [47]. In this way a positive corona is emitted

from the needle. The resistor R2 can be used to limit the current through the gap and the

switch, its value is either 0 or 1 kΩ. Resistor R3 determines the duration of the voltage

pulse and is 4 kΩ in a 40 mm gap and 25 MΩ in a 80 mm gap. A resistive-capacitive

divider (Tektronix P6015) is used to measure the voltage at the anode. The voltage rise

time depends also on the series resistor R2. The current through the corona gap is obtained

via a so called divided cathode1. The divided cathode consists of a stainless steel inner

plate of 100 mm in diameter and a stainless steel grounded outer ring of 180 mm. The

plate and the ring are connected through 12 equally spaced resistors of 33 Ω, resulting in

a resistance of R4 = 2.75 Ω. The outer ring around the cathode ensures a well defined,

1Throughout the thesis this will be called ”divided cathode” even though in the case of negative
streamers it is actually a divided anode.
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low stray capacity and therefore a fast rise time of the current measurement [41]. All

signals are digitized using 0.2 ns sampling time (LeCroy Waverunner 6100A). The energy

is determined as the time integral over voltage times current, after the capacitive part of

the total current is subtracted [106]. Noise is filtered out of the signals before integration

[41].

Figure 4.2a-c shows the measured voltage, current and energy of the discharge when the

DC voltage is set to VDC = 60 kV. The resistors R2 and R3 here are 1 kΩ and 4 kΩ. This

leads to a rise time of the voltage pulse of ∼ 60 ns, while when using R2 = 0 kΩ the rise

time becomes ∼ 30 ns as is discussed in more detail in section 4.4.1. The decay of the

voltage is controlled by resistor R3. In the 40 mm gap a rather low value of 4 kΩ is chosen

to limit the time during which the voltage is at its maximum. This prevents the transition

of the corona discharge into a spark. It also means that the voltage VDC applied on the

capacitor is not reached on the gap since the capacitor rapidly starts to discharge through

resistor R3. With the DC voltage set to 60 kV, the maximum or peak VP of the voltage

pulse on the discharge gap is here 42 kV; in general, it will depend on the value of R3 and

the discharge current. The measured current consists of a capacitive part and a discharge

part. The geometric capacity of the current measurement system is determined to be 350

fF at 3 kV. At 42 kV this capacitive part has a negligible influence on the energy content

of the corona pulse which is ∼ 6 mJ for the case of figure 4.2.

We estimate that roughly 50% of this energy is used for the primary streamer propagation.

This estimate is based on the assumption that the maximum current is achieved when the

primary streamers reach the cathode. Figure 4.2 shows that at this point the energy is

halfway, i.e. 3 mJ of the total 6 mJ. This fraction, however, very strongly depends on the

pulse duration and the gas composition. The other half of the energy is consumed after the

streamers reach the cathode, in the so-called secondary streamer. In the figure, the corona

current reaches its maximum IP at time t = 1.4 µs. At that moment, a small dip can be

seen in the voltage. This voltage drop of about 2 kV is in agreement with the voltage drop

across R2 and an internal resistance in the supply at the measured current of 1 A. The

peak current IP is an almost pure particle current, as the displacement current is negligible

near the maximum of the voltage.

Figure 4.2d shows the timing diagram for the control of the CCD camera. At t1, a function

generator creates the starting pulse. This pulse is mostly a single shot, manual pulse but

it can also be one from a steady pulse train. The pulse goes to the trigger unit of the

spark gap. The trigger circuit creates an optical signal which enters through a fiber into

the shielded high voltage box where it is converted and amplified to an 8 kV pulse. The

total delay of the trigger unit t2 has a fixed value of 1.2 µs. The spark gap follows 10-20 ns

after this 8 kV pulse and then the high voltage pulse starts. The start of corona streamers

is at tss, the value of tss - t2 (also called inception delay) strongly depends on the voltage

level and rise time. In figure 4.2 it is about 50 ns, but it can be much longer if the peak
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Figure 4.2: Evolution of voltage (a), current (b) and energy in the corona gap (c) obtained with
the C-supply and a charging voltage of VDC = 60 kV, R2 = 1 kΩ and R3 = 4 kΩ. The peak
current and voltage on the 40 mm gap are IP = 1 A and VP = 42 kV. A total time interval of
3 µs is shown. The voltage rise time is ∼ 60 ns and the decay time is 5 µs. In (d) the timing
of the measurement is indicated as described in the text: t1 is the initial starting pulse for the
trigger unit of the complete experiment, t2 is the actual trigger for the high voltage pulse, t3 is the
trigger for the camera with an adjustable delay, tss is the moment at which the streamers start —
this time can jitter considerably —, and g is the actual opening gate (i.e. exposure time) of the
CCD-camera, here it is 50 ns.
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Figure 4.3: The electric circuit to be called ’TLT-supply’. Parts 1–4 are explained in the text.
TU: trigger unit.

voltage is only just above inception. In that case the jitter of tss - t2 can be up to several

microseconds. The signal t1 has simultaneously been sent to a delay generator that gives a

pulse to the CCD-camera at t3. The camera opens its gate 35 ns after t3 with an adjustable

duration or ”gate” g. In the figure the value of the exposure time g is set to 50 ns, the

camera allows settings from 2 ns to ”infinite”. With low discharge jitter, t3 and g can be

chosen in such a way that the streamers cross only a part of the gap during the exposure

time of the camera, an example of such a snapshot is shown in figure 4.6a. If the jitter is

high, it is unlikely that the camera observes the streamers with a short exposure time g.

In that case photos are taken mostly with very long exposure times, as in figure 4.6d.

The second power supply (called TLT-supply) is shown in figure 4.3. Here again a capacitor

(1000 pF) is charged (part 1 of the figure), but in this case to a positive polarity. It

discharges when the spark gap is closed (part 2) via a Transmission Line Transformer

(part 3) over the electrode gap (part 4 of the figure). This supply in principle transforms

the voltage up by a factor of 4. Note that this supply is not inverting because the positions

of capacitor and spark gap are exchanged in comparison to figure 4.1. The TLT provides

12.5 Ω load impedance to the pulse former, but 200 Ω to the discharge [122]. Therefore

it is able to create high current pulses with better matching than a C-supply. Voltage

and current are measured here with a Tektronix high voltage probe (P6015) and a Pearson

current monitor (6585). The magnetic cores are inserted to damp reflections when the load

is not well matched to the source.

Typical waveforms of voltage, current and energy are shown in figure 4.4. A series resistor

of R2 = 0 or 1 kΩ is used again to probe its effect on the discharge. The voltage rise time
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Figure 4.4: Evolution of voltage, current and energy on the TLT-supply with a charging voltage
of 14 kV in an 80 mm gap with R2 = 1 kΩ. The peak current and voltage are IP = 12 A and VP

= 40 kV. The voltage rise time is ∼ 24 ns, the corona pulse duration is ∼ 50 ns.
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is ∼ 25 ns, and it is independent of the series resistor R2. Figure 4.4 shows a current of

∼ 12 A with R2 = 1 kΩ obtained at 14 kV charging voltage. When taking an additional

voltage drop of 12 kV across R2 into account, this amounts to a transformation ratio of

3.8. In another case with R2 = 0 a peak voltage of 41 kV is obtained at 11.3 kV charging

voltage, so the transformation ratio is 3.6. Probably the higher current in this case leads

to more losses in the TLT.

The pulse shape appears to be independent of the value of R2 for the values used here

because the rise time in the TLT-supply is determined by the output impedance of the

TLT and the capacitance of the discharge for as long as the resistance of the discharge

is of the same order as the output impedance (when stray inductance and capacitance is

neglected). Changing the resistance then hardly influences the rise time.

The width of the corona pulse is indicated in the figure with two dotted lines that are 70

ns apart (the first peak is capacitive, the actual corona current peak is ∼ 50 ns). The

energy content, as shown in figure 4.4, is ∼ 15 mJ up to the second dotted line. The

oscillations after 100 ns show that the impedance of the corona discharge does not match

to the power supply. The energy from these oscillations anyway does not contribute to the

primary streamer propagation. The matching of TLT-supplies to a corona discharge can

be almost perfect in long wire-cylinder discharges at very high currents [122].

4.2.2 Diagnostic procedure

In all measurements reported here, a point-plane electrode configuration is used, and the

distance between the electrodes is adjustable. The anode tip is made of thoriated tungsten

and has a radius of ∼ 15 µm. The round cathode inner plate is 100 mm in diameter, the

outer ring of the divided cathode has an outer diameter of 180 mm. All measurements are

performed in ambient air at normal pressure.

Photographs of the discharge are taken with an analogue intensified CCD-camera, a 4QuikE

from Stanford Computer Optics with 736 x 572 pixels with 8.6 x 8.3 µm pixel size. The

camera is sensitive in the optical wave length range of 300 to 800 nm; the figures are

actually dominated by emission of the N2(C-B) transition that has a decay time of about

1 ns. In the figures within this chapter, the focal depth is about 20 mm.

The streamer diameter is determined from iCCD-photographs like in figure 4.5. When

measuring the diameter, care is taken that measurements are done on a single streamer

at a place without return stroke, multiple streamers, anode glow or ‘out-of-focus’- effect.

To avoid measuring effects of the return stroke, the camera’s exposure time is chosen in

such a way that only the primary streamer during its flight is photographed, i.e., the

exposure time is less than 100 ns. Voltage oscillations as in figure 4.4 then do not influence

the images. Occasionally a long integration time of several µs is used to show the later

evolution after the streamers have reached the cathode. This is in particular done for the
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Figure 4.5: Streamers obtained with the C-supply in an 80 mm gap with R2 = 0, VP = 60 kV and
IP = 10 A. Profile bars at the positions indicated by the dotted lines are shown at the right and
at the bottom. The optical exposure time for this photo is ∼ 80 ns, during this time the streamers
have not crossed the gap yet. The boxes indicate very thick (type 1), thick (type 2) and thin (type
3) streamers. For further discussion, we refer to section 4.3.
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C-supply where the voltage decays slowly.

The dotted lines in figure 4.5 indicate the positions of the cross-sections shown in the profile

bars below and beside the picture. Each peak in the profile corresponds to a streamer. The

streamer diameter is measured as the full width at half maximum (FWHM) in the profile

of the respective peak. At this point, we want to warn the reader that these diameters

can deviate from the visual impression of the converted and plotted images: in the plotted

images, bright channels will appear wider than faint channels when the FWHM diameter

is the same.

4.3 Results2

4.3.1 The influence of voltage and gap spacing

Figure 4.5 shows a typical streamer pattern at atmospheric pressure in a gap of 80 mm

under a voltage pulse of 60 kV. Near the anode three streamers with a large diameter can

be seen. The clearest one is indicated with a box labelled 1. The FWHM diameter of this

streamer is ∼ 2.5 mm according to the prescription of section 4.2.2. The diameter is more

or less constant while the streamers propagate towards the cathode. After ∼ 20-30 mm

these thick streamers branch and several thinner streamers emerge with a diameter of ∼
1.2 mm. One such streamer is again indicated with a box, labelled 2. Then after shorter

travel distances of the order of 5 to 10 mm, the streamers branch again in even thinner

channels. Again, such a thin streamer is indicated by a box and labelled 3. The streamers

from now on will be referred to as type 1, 2 or 3 according to the box number shown in

figure 4.5 though we stress that there seems to be a continuous transition between streamers

of different diameter, therefore the types should not be misunderstood as a classification

of distinct propagation modes.

Reading the diameter of the type 3 streamers from figure 4.5 leads to a value of ∼ 0.7 mm.

In this situation, however, one pixel of the CCD camera corresponds to 0.15 mm. Taking

into account that there is always some cross-talk between adjacent cells of a CCD array,

one could suspect that these 0.7 mm are an overestimation. Indeed, when the CCD camera

zooms in into the lower part of the discharge with a factor 2 or a factor 4, always at least

4 pixels in a row transversal to the streamer are illuminated, as summarized in table 4.1.

It is clear that the diameter of the thin streamer is broadened due to instrumental effects

when a large gap is imaged onto our CCD camera. When the total view of the camera

is decreased to 20 mm, additional broadening sets in with now 5-6 pixels illuminated;

this measured result of about 0.2 mm probably approaches the real streamer diameter.

2For extra information on the influence of voltages above 60 kV on diameter and velocity and the
difference between power supplies, see chapter 7.
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total view (mm) FWHM width (# pixels) apparent size (mm)

80 4 – 5 0.62 – 0.77

40 4 – 5 0.29 – 0.38

20 5 – 6 0.19 – 0.23

Table 4.1: Diameters of streamers of type 3 in a gap of 80 mm obtained with different zoom
factors.

Zooming in further gives problems with focal depth and finding a streamer that meets all

requirements for a correct determination of the FWHM. This value of 0.2 mm is also close

to values reported earlier [12; 80; 106]. The measured diameters of the wider streamers of

type 1 and 2 are, within experimental errors, not affected by zooming in.

First observations in a 40 mm gap using the TLT-supply have been given in [37] and in [33].

When compared to the photographs of e.g. [106], these pictures appear to give the idea of

completely different streamer types, that would be distinguished by different propagation

modes and separated by phase transitions. At that time the different appearance was

essentially attributed to the TLT-supply with its low internal impedance. Here it will

be shown that thick streamers with almost no branching also occur with the C-supply at

sufficiently high voltage.

Figure 4.6 shows four streamer patterns in a shorter gap of 40 mm with a voltage pulse of

54 kV using the C-supply. (Because spark formation had to be prevented, higher voltages

could not be explored in this short gap.) Figure 4.6a is taken with a camera exposure time

g = 4 ns and such a delay t3 that the observed streamers are in the middle of the gap. As

shown previously [33; 105], not the complete streamer emits light, but only the actively

growing heads of the channels. The image shows the path that the streamer heads have

crossed within the exposure time, hence the velocity can be determined. In figure 4.6a,

the travelled distance is ∆y = 6 mm and the exposure time is g = 4 ns, therefore the

local velocity at this part of the gap is 1.5 mm/ns. Note that there is some ambiguity in

this determination as some streamers propagate towards or away from the camera and are

therefore optically shortened. For our velocity measurements, we choose streamers that

stay in focus and that we believe to propagate within the image plane.

Figure 4.6b is taken with an exposure time of the CCD intensifier of 50 ns. The streamers

have not yet reached the cathode during this time interval because the gate opened some

time before the streamers started. Several thick streamers of type 1 start at the anode,

their diameter remains constant or even seems to increase and very few thinner branches

are just appearing. The overall pattern in this photo is quite similar to the pattern of the

thickest streamers in figure 4.5 when the different sizes (40 versus 80 mm) of the gaps are

taken into account.
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Figure 4.6: Streamers in a 40 mm gap exposed to 54 kV with the C-supply. (R2 = 0, VDC = 60
kV, VP = 54 kV and IP = 11 A.) Camera exposure time: a) 4 ns, b) 50 ns, c) also 50 ns, d) 1.8
µs.
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Figure 4.6c shows the discharge development taken with the same exposure time of 50 ns.

But due to some jitter in the spark gap and the discharge inception, this picture shows a

somewhat later stage of the development than figure 4.6b. The figure shows that the type

1 streamers can fully bridge the gap within these 50 ns as also observed in [33] and [37].

A new interesting feature appears: streamers with a diameter similar to those of type 3 in

figure 4.5 start in the neighborhood of the point. These thin streamers will be called type

4. They mostly start after the thick streamers have reached the cathode. They seem to

start at some surface roughness higher up on the anode or somewhere along an existing

streamer path. When the integration time of the camera is longer, the thin streamers cross

the whole gap. Figure 4.6c is chosen here particularly because it is not overcrowded with

streamers and because it shows how late streamers have emerged from the anode but have

not reached the cathode yet. Figure 4.6d shows how many thin late streamers cross from

anode to cathode when a longer exposure time is used. Late streamers of type 4 are not

observed when using the TLT-supply because the pulses of this supply are much shorter

in time (see table 4.2).

Another remarkable event is observed in the circle drawn in figure 4.6c. A late streamer

does not continue its way to the cathode but appears to bend towards an existing streamer

path and seems to connect to it. This effect can, of course, not clearly be concluded from

2D photographs of a 3D event, but it is observed on many photos that a streamer bends

towards another straight one and precisely stops at the straight streamer and practically

never just before or just after. A plausible explanation for this observation is that a ‘return

stroke’ changed the polarity of the early thicker streamer after it connected to the cathode,

and that it therefore became electrically attractive for the late streamer. This effect was

observed before [37; 106]; a similar event, but probably without prior connection to an

‘electrode’, was recently observed in sprites [22].

Now the behavior in the wider gap of 80 mm as in figure 4.5 is studied. For this gap length,

pulses of 60 kV are strong enough to let the streamers bridge the gap. First, figure 4.7a

shows streamers in an 80 mm gap at an applied voltage of 40 kV using the TLT-supply.

These streamers die out roughly halfway the gap. They start as thick streamers at the

anode with a diameter corresponding to type 2. They branch into type 3 streamers after

∼ 10 to 40 mm.

In figure 4.7b the voltage is increased to 60 kV. The exposure time of the photograph is

taken so short that the streamers have not reached the cathode yet. At the anode four

streamers of type 1 diameter can be seen that branch into streamers of type 2 after ∼
20 mm. The streamer pattern in this figure, after branching into type 2 streamers, is

very similar to the streamer pattern in figure 4.7a starting right at the anode. A possible

conclusion is that the end of the type 1 streamer in the 60 kV discharge plays a similar role

as the electrode needle for the 40 kV discharge: it supplies a similar current and voltage

for the further streamer evolution.
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Figure 4.7: Streamers in an 80 mm gap with the TLT-supply and R2 = 0. a) VDC = 11 kV, VP

= 40 kV, IP = 19 A. b) VDC = 16 kV, VP = 60 kV, IP = 48 A. In figure b, the voltage pulse of
60 kV is high enough and the pulse duration is long enough for the streamers to bridge the gap,
as other observations show. However, the exposure time in this particular picture is chosen so
short that the primary streamers have not crossed the gap yet during the camera exposure time.

Figure 4.7b shows frequent streamer branching that creates many type 3 streamers in

practically the whole gap, but in the most pronounced way further away from the anode.

These thin streamers do reach the cathode, as is observed on pictures with longer optical

exposure times. However, type 4 streamers have not been observed in the 80 mm gap,

neither with the short pulse of the TLT-supply nor with the C-supply.

4.3.2 The influence of the power supply

The C-supply and the TLT-supply have both been operated with a peak voltage VP on the

gap of 40 and 60 kV and with R2 set to zero or 1 kΩ. The maximum of the DC supply

is 60 kV so the peak voltage of the pulse is lower if there is a considerable current pulse

across R2. The parameters of the electrical pulses used in this chapter are summarized in

Table 4.2.

Table 4.2 is not complete because some current measurements were considered to be un-

reliable due to oscillations. Nevertheless, the table does show several remarkable effects:

1. For given peak voltage the peak current slightly decreases with increased gap spacing.

2. The series resistor R2 of 1 kΩ reduces the peak current by a factor ∼ 0.1 – 0.3 in the

case of the C-supply and by a factor ∼ 0.4 – 0.6 for the TLT-supply.
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gap VDC R2 Vpeak Ipeak TR dt E

(mm) (kV) (kΩ) (kV) (A) (ns) (ns) (mJ)

C-supply 40 40 0 40 1.7 30 80 6.4

60a 0 54 11 30 70 59

60a 1 42 1 60 120 5.5

80 60 0 60 ∼ 10b 27

60 1 57 ∼ 3b 51

TLT-supply 40 11.3 0 40 22 25 25 19

17.2 0 60 55 26 35 95

80 11.3 0 40 19 24 35 22

16 0 60 48 23 25 72

14 1 40 13 24 50 17

22 1 60 ∼ 20b 23

Table 4.2: Electrical properties of the pulses. VDC is the voltage of the source and R2 a resistance
in the circuit, see figures 4.1 and 4.3. VP and IP are peak voltage and peak current at the discharge.
TR is the voltage rise time, dt the halfwidth of the current peak and E the integrated energy of
the total peak. The values indicated with a are measured with R3 = 4 kΩ; for the rest R3 = 25
MΩ. The values indicated with b are an estimate.

3. For R2 = 0 the TLT has a transformation ratio of 3.6 ± 0.1 between peak voltage VP

on the corona gap and VDC of the power source, and for R2 = 1 kΩ this ratio goes

down to 2.8 ± 0.1. When the voltage across R2 is added the ratio becomes 3.7 ± 0.1.

4. The rise time of the C-supply depends on R2. The rise time of the TLT-supply does

not depend on R2.

5. The peak currents with the TLT-supply are 5-10 times larger than those with the

C-supply for identical pulse voltages VP and gaps.

6. The pulse duration of the TLT-supply is shorter.

7. The energies per pulse are a factor 2 to 3 higher for the TLT-supply. This compar-

ison is troublesome because the incompleteness of the dataset is most obvious here.

Further, the longer duration of the pulses of the C-supply contain energy of the sec-

ondary streamers and the energy of the TLT-supply pulses can be inaccurate due to

the oscillations of the TLT.

Now the branching patterns obtained with both power supplies will be compared. The

streamer patterns created with both power supplies are not very different when R2 is zero,

see figures 4.5 and 4.7b. The main difference is that the thick streamers propagate further
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Figure 4.8: Streamers in an 80 mm gap with R2 = 1 kΩ. a) TLT-supply with VDC = 22 kV, VP

= 60 kV, IP = 20 A, optical exposure time 50 µs. b) C-supply with VDC = 60 kV, VP = 57 kV,
IP = 3 A, optical exposure time 1.4 µs.

in the gap in the case of the TLT-supply. Table 2 shows that there is a difference of a

factor ∼ 4 in current between figures 4.5 and 4.7b.

Figure 4.8a shows a picture of the 80 mm gap in the case when the resistor R2 = 1 kΩ

is added to the TLT-supply circuit. The current through the discharge decreases from 48

A (figure 4.7b) to ∼ 20 A (for VP = 60 kV) while the rise time remains the same. No

type 1 or type 4 streamers can be seen. The branching of type 2 streamers into type 3

streamers occurs in figure 4.8a closer to the anode than in figure 4.7b. So, the current and

the streamer thickness is limited here by the impedance.

When the resistor R2 is added to the C-supply, not only the maximum current is reduced

with a factor three in the 80 mm gap, but also the rise time of the voltage pulse becomes a

factor 2 longer. Figure 4.8b shows the streamer pattern in this situation (figure 4.5 shows

the case with R2 = 0). Also here there are no type 1 and 4 streamers, and the type 2

streamers are even shorter than in figure 4.8a. The type 3 streamers fill up the larger part

of the gap and branch many times.

The rise time of the voltage in the last case becomes comparable to the gap crossing time

of the streamers. So what probably happens is, that the streamers initiate from the needle

before the voltage has reached its maximum; therefore initially they form a pattern of

thinner streamers corresponding to this lower voltage. Apparently, the streamer diameter

cannot increase substantially during the later evolution, while streamers can branch into

thinner streamers. A future theoretical study of electric currents and potentials within the

streamer pattern will have to shed more light on this evolution.
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VDC R2 velocity (mm/ns)

(kV) (kΩ) per streamertype

1 2 3

C-supply 40 0 — 0.4 0.1

1 — — —

60 0 1.5 0.5 —

1 — 1 —

TLT-supply 40 0 — 0.35 0.07

1 — — —

60 0 1.5 0.4 —

1 — 0.5 <0.3

Table 4.3: Streamer velocities obtained in the 80 mm gap.

4.3.3 The velocity of different streamer types

The streamer velocity at various places in the electrode gap can be obtained from time

resolved measurements as demonstrated, e.g., in figure 4.6a for type 1 streamers or in figure

1.1 for type 3 streamers. The travelled distance is measured as the full width half maximum

length of the streamer head path and this is divided by the exposure time which typically

ranges from 4 to 50 ns. This measurement is complicated by several circumstances. First,

the spark gap switches have considerable jitter, therefore the time t2 in figure 4.2d has a

jitter of the order of several tens of nanoseconds. So it is a matter of trial and error to

obtain a suitable piece of streamer on a photo in a wanted position in the gap. For this

reason table 4.3 could not be completed. A second cause for incompleteness of this table

is that not all types of streamers occur under the conditions indicated.

Furthermore, as already said above, there are not really distinguishable streamer types, and

a streamer can continuously change from type 1 to type 2 and further to type 3. The table

contains measurements on short streamer parts that clearly fall into one particular ‘type’.

The shortness of the streamers leads to larger errors in the determined velocity. Therefore

the velocities in table 4.3 have errors and should be understood as representing a broad

distribution with widths of 20 – 50 %. Late type 4 streamers appear with considerably

more jitter in time. This makes it virtually impossible to determine their velocity with the

method used here.

Table 4.3 shows that thick streamers travel faster than thin ones; they also occur closer to

the point electrode where the instantaneous local background fields are higher — however,

the local background field in the absence of streamers should not be confused with the

actual local field when the streamers are present. In ambient air at atmospheric pressure,

streamers of type 1 are the fastest with velocities of more than 1 mm/ns. Streamers of type
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2 have velocities of ∼ 0.5 mm/ns and streamers of type 3 have velocities of ∼ 0.1 mm/ns.

The velocity range found here is in the same range as in other experiments [19; 80] and

calculations [19; 50; 80].

A general trend is that type 2 and type 3 streamers are faster when the applied voltage is

higher, but further quantification is not possible at the present stage. For type 1 streamers,

the limited amount of data available does not allow conclusions.

4.4 Discussion and conclusions

4.4.1 Comparison of power supplies: the role of rise time and

internal resistance

In our point-plane gaps of 40 and 80 mm, with pulse amplitudes in the range of 40 – 60

kV, currents are obtained in the range of 1 to 55 A, see table 4.2. This demonstrates

the well-known strongly non-linear relation between peak voltage and peak current of the

pulsed corona discharge that in addition are strongly influenced by the different power

supplies with their different voltage rise times and internal resistances.

In the C-supply for VDC = 40 kV, the voltage rise time increases from 30 to 60 ns when

the series resistance R2 = 1 kΩ is added. Assuming that this is an RC charging time, the

internal resistance of the power supply, RC also has to be ∼ 1 kΩ. This agrees with a dip

of ∼ 2 kV when the peak voltage of VP = 42 kV as seen in figure 4.2; here the peak current

is IP = 1 A and the series resistance is R2 = 1 kΩ, see table 4.2. With R2 = 0 the current

almost doubles to 1.7 A. This implies that the discharge adapts to the power supply and

changes its internal resistance with almost the same factor of 1.7. So the consequence of

adding R2 in the C-supply is both a limitation of the current and an increase of the voltage

rise time. Under these conditions, the streamers are considerably thinner and carry less

current.

The output impedance of the TLT-supply is 200 Ω. For a peak voltage VP = 60 kV in the

80 mm gap, the peak current is IP = 48 A when R2 = 0. This corresponds to an internal

loss in the power supply of 48 A * 200 Ω = 9.6 kV. For this peak, 17.2 kV charging voltage

was used, so ideally the TLT-supply should produce 69 kV with a transformation ratio of

4. Therefore the peak voltage at the gap should be 59.4 kV, very close to the measured

value of 60 kV. With R2 = 1 kΩ, the current drops to ∼ 20 A and a charging voltage of 22

kV is required. This leads to a peak voltage on the gap of 4 * 22 kV - (1 kΩ + 200 Ω) * 20

A = 64 kV, again close to the measured value of 60 kV. For the TLT-supply, the resistor

R2 limits the current, but has no influence on the voltage rise time.

The hypothesis that the internal resistance of the power supply determines the streamer

pattern when peak voltage and rise time are identical, can be tested by comparing exper-
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iments with the C-supply and R2 = 0 to experiments with the TLT-supply and R2 = 1

kΩ. This is because the C-supply has an internal resistance of ∼ 1 kΩ as derived from its

change in rise time while the TLT-supply with R2 added has 1.2 kΩ resistance in total.

Indeed, when applying these two power supplies to the 80 mm gap at VP = 60 kV, the

C-supply delivers 10 A and the TLT-supply the very similar value of 13 A. Furthermore

the streamer patterns in these two cases are quite similar as figures 4.5 and 4.8a show. We

conclude that power supplies will create similar streamer patterns if their voltage rise time,

peak voltage and internal resistance are similar, and that the internal resistance plays a

decisive role.

4.4.2 Thick and thin streamers, streamer branching

For ease of discussion, streamers of different width are characterized here as four different

”types”, though they do not seem to be distinguished by phase transitions or different

propagation modes:

• Type 1 streamers are very thick with a diameter of about 2.5 mm, their velocity is

just over 1 mm/ns and they carry currents of up to 12 A.

• Type 2 streamers are thick with a diameter of about 1.2 mm, a velocity of 0.5 mm/ns

and currents of the order of 1 A.

• Type 3 streamers are thin, their diameter is 0.2 mm which can only be properly

determined by zooming in sufficiently with the camera (cf. table 1), their velocity is

∼ 0.1 mm/ns and their current ∼ 10 mA.

• Type 4 streamers are late, they start to propagate after streamers of type 1 or 2

have crossed the gap, their diameter appears to be similar to type 3 streamers, their

velocity and current could not be determined but are expected again to be similar

to type 3 streamers. Type 4 streamers occasionally connect to the already existing

streamer paths of type 1 or 2.

A qualitative explanation of these different streamer diameters is that high local electric

fields, in particular, fields that exceed the breakdown threshold [69] close to the needle

electrode, create wide streamers. Similar observations of increasing negative streamer

diameters in increasing fields can be found in the simulations presented in [59; 70; 71].

On the other hand, if the voltage rise time is comparable to streamer formation and

propagation time, streamers can initiate near the needle while the local field is still lower,

and the streamers are then more narrow. Therefore one could expect that a voltage rise

time of 10 ns or less for a 60 kV voltage pulse would create even thicker streamers. This
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is consistent with streamers of 10 mm diameter in [8] that are created in a larger dV /dt

(pulses of 140 kV with 30 ns rise time) in a wire-cylinder gap of 145 mm radius.

In the present point-plane electrode geometry, streamers approximately keep their initial

diameter between branching events, though in a wire-plate electrode geometry recently

streamer diameters were observed to grow [117]. The streamers characterized as type 3

and 4 might be streamers of minimal diameter. Such a minimal diameter is necessary for

the specific mode of streamer propagation by local field enhancement [33]; it requires the

streamer diameter to be larger than the thickness of the charged ionization front in the

streamer head [33].

In contrast to these streamers of probably minimal diameter (”minimal streamers”), the

thick streamers of type 1 and 2 propagate faster and in higher background fields. They seem

to come with a continuous variety of diameters. It is surprising to note that the average

distance between branching is much larger for thick streamers than for thin streamers. An

explanation for this fact is presently not at hand.

Another intriguing phenomenon is that late (type 4) streamers can bend towards earlier

channels as shown, e.g., in figure 4.6b. Similar phenomena have recently been observed in

sprites [22]. However, in the present setup, it is likely that the streamer channels change

polarity after reaching the electrode and therefore attract later streamers; this mechanism

is unlikely for sprites in high layers of the atmosphere.

4.4.3 An estimate on the current density

We observe that the current density in streamers seems to be rather unchanged in quite

different streamer patterns generated by different circuits. The estimate is based on the

fact that the peak current lasts about as long as the streamers propagate.

The highest current peak measured is 48 A in figure 4.7b. When one assumes that this

current initially near the electrode is carried by four thick streamers with a diameter of 2.5

mm, the current density in such a streamer is ∼ 2.4 A/mm2. In figure 4.8a 7 streamers of

type 2 can be identified near the tip. The measured current peak is 20 A. With a diameter

of 1.2 mm this gives a current density of ∼ 2.4 A/mm2. Figure 4.8b shows the measurement

with the largest number of thin streamers, namely more than 200. Here the current is 3

A in total, i.e., ∼ 0.015 A per streamer. The diameter of this type 3 streamer is 0.2 mm,

therefore the current density is 0.5 A/mm2.

According to this very rough estimate, the current density within the streamer varies by a

factor of ∼ 5 while the current within a single streamer varies by a factor ∼ 800.
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4.4.4 Final remarks and theoretical challenges

Pulsed positive corona discharges in air show a large variety of streamer diameters and

consecutive branching patterns. We suggest that this is determined by three properties

of the external electric circuit: the peak voltage, the voltage rise time and the internal

resistance.

We have presented our experimental results. It appears that all streamer photographs

known to us fit in the presented frame of different diameters under the indicated conditions,

such as gap size and pulse parameters. Obviously they ask for theoretical explanation: can

theory reproduce streamer diameters, current, current density and velocity as a function

of the external circuit? Which additional insight does theory give into the inner structure

of the streamer that is experimentally not accessible? The recent progress in numerical

simulations of streamer dynamics, e.g. in [56; 59; 70; 71; 78; 80], appears to make it

possible to address the questions raised here in the near future.

A detailed understanding of the generated streamer structures requires us to distinguish

different stages of the dynamics, namely (i) the inception and nucleation process next

to the pointed anode, (ii) the streamer propagation and branching dynamics, and (iii)

the late stages of evolution after the first streamers have crossed the gap. These are

clearly distinct processes and should be analyzed separately. (i) The first step is the

streamer inception. Our experiments show that a fast rise to a high voltage together with

a low impedance of the circuit favor the formation of thick streamers next to the pointed

electrode; these streamers are fast and can carry a high current. For the formation of these

streamers, the source of free electrons and the anode processes in the instantaneous local

field need to be modelled appropriately. An ionization seed is formed in the high field

region around the pointed electrode that then propagates outwards and destabilizes into

a number of streamer branches. This nucleation process determines the number and size

of the emerging streamers. (ii) In the second phase each streamer carries a given charge,

enhances the local field and propagates outwards. Here the challenge lies in understanding

the diameter, velocity and branching process of a streamer head that is characterized by a

certain head potential and charge content. We stress our conviction [33] that the electric

potential alone is an insufficient characterization, and that different streamer diameters

need to be related to different amounts of electric charge carried by the respective streamer

heads. The splitting of one thick into several thinner streamers is then understood also as a

splitting of the charge content of the original streamer over several new streamers — where

we emphasize that electric charge is a conserved physical quantity. Note that numerical

simulations about streamers in literature only deal with this second phase. (iii) After

the streamer has reached the cathode, return stroke and electric recharging determine the

further current flow and electric interaction of the channel.

We conclude with remarking that recently it was shown that the thick streamers created by
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very short pulses are very efficient for ozone productions [39; 117]. They also use the power

supply in the most efficient way [122]. The present study therefore not only increases our

fundamental knowledge on streamer discharges, but is also very relevant for applications.
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Chapter 5

Pressure dependence: an overview

Streamer patterns at pressures below one bar are visualized with an iCCD-

camera for positive streamers in a point-plane gap in air. In a fixed electrode

gap and at a fixed voltage, the streamer diameter increases with decreasing

pressure, the cloud at the electrode tip enlarges and the distance between

branching events increases. The electrode gap has to be enlarged to see

streamer structures. The results show that lengths scale approximately as

1/p.
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5.1 Introduction

In this chapter we will take a qualitative look on streamers at pressures below one bar

before showing the quantitative details in chapter 6. In chapter 3 about the evolution of

streamers it is already mentioned that pressure can be used to zoom into the structures and

evolutions of the discharge because lengths and fields are expected to approximately scale

with inverse pressure p (chapter 2). Other motivations to study the influence of pressure

are that streamer concepts are applied to so-called sprite discharges [33; 35; 83; 97] that

occur at heights of 40 to 90 km in the atmosphere; the pressure at 80 km height is about

10−5 bar. Here the verification of similarity laws is vital for predictions. And furthermore,

pressure variation is a natural extension of the range of measurements.

5.2 Experimental setup

The measurements are done on positive streamers in a point-plane gap with the C-supply, as

described in chapter 4, with voltages up to 40 kV in gaps up to 160 mm. The components

are given in table 5.1. Two different high voltage switches are used, a low inductance

semiconductor Behlke HTS 651-03-LC switch (Vmax = 65 kV, Imax = 30 A) and a sparkgap

switch, which both can be inserted at ”HV-switch” in figure 4.1. The difference between

the switches is their internal resistance and capacitance: the semiconductor circuit (C-SC-

supply) has a resistance of 60 - 1000 Ω and a capacitance of 30 pF, while for the sparkgap

(C-SG-supply) these parameters are estimated to be 1 pF and ∼ 10 Ω [106]. This can

result in differences in streamer appearance [106]. However, the addition of the 2 kΩ

series resistance in the circuit dominates the current and determines the streamer pattern

(chapter 4). Therefore, photographs from both setups can be compared. The combination

of R3 and C determines the decay time of the voltage pulse and has no effect on the

streamer pattern.

All measurements are done in air with a tungsten needle (diameter = 1 mm, tip radius

= 15 µm) and the stainless steel divided cathode plate. The voltage is measured by a

Northstar PVM4 voltage divider just above the anode (figure 4.1). The photographs are

taken with a digital 4QuikE camera from Stanford Computer Optics. The fixed time delay

between the pulse of the function generator (T = 0) and the start of the high voltage pulse

is at least 1.2 µs when the sparkgap is used and 0.35 µs when the Behlke switch is used.

Depending on the streamer inception time and jitter in the setup the delay can become

(much) longer. Since the streamer propagation starts after this delay the combination

of camera exposure time and delay must exceed ∼ 1.2 µs or ∼ 0.35 µs, respectively, to

obtain an image on the photograph. The discharges are pulsed single shot unless indicated

otherwise. No differences are observed between streamers that are pulsed single shot (at

least 10 secondes between the discharges) or 1 Hz.



5.3. Results 61

gap (mm) R1 R2 R3 R4 C switch

10, 20, 40 25 MΩ 2 kΩ 1 MΩ 2.75 Ω 1 nF Behlke HTS 651

160 25 MΩ 2 kΩ 25 MΩ 8.5 Ω 1 nF sparkgap

Table 5.1: Values of the components used in the C-supply.

5.3 Results

5.3.1 First observations

A first observation of streamers as a function of voltage and pressure is given in figure 5.1

for a 40 mm point-plane gap. The transition from thin to thick streamers with increasing

applied voltage as discussed in table 3.2 is nicely shown. It also shows that when the

pressure decreases the streamer diameter increases, the number of streamers and branches

decreases, the cloud at the tip becomes larger and the distance between branching events

becomes longer. At 1000 mbar and voltages just above the inception voltage, the streamers

fade during the transit, as in figure 5.1a. At other conditions, i.e. at 1000 mbar and higher

voltages or at lower pressures (100, 200 and/or 400 mbar), streamers either cross the

complete electrode gap or do not ignite at all. Streamers in figure 5.1b-l that do not reach

the cathode are photographed during their transit. The photographs at 100 and 200 mbar

show that the cloud at the tip grows with increasing voltage. In figure 5.1l the discharge

(cloud + glow, chapter 3) fills the complete interelectrode distance. Here and in figure

5.1i, extra streamers are visible beside the cloud+glow. Measurements show that also a

cloud+glow without these extra streamers can appear at these settings, as shown in figure

3.3. When then the voltage amplitude or duration is increased a spark arises.

When comparing these measurements with those in a 17 mm gap [13], where the figures

show a maximum of four streamers at 400 mbar down to one streamer at 100 mbar, it is

clear that streamers need space to develop. It is experimentally found that an electrode

gap of at least 20 mm is necessary when using the C-supply to see streamer structures of

more than one channel at a pressure of 100 mbar. The observation that streamers die out

in the gap at V ≈ Vinception
1 and 1000 mbar while they do not fade at similar voltages but

lower pressures of 400, 200 and 100 mbar is because all lengths scale with 1/p (chapter 2)

and thus the streamers become large enough to reach the opposite electrode.

5.3.2 Scaling with p · d
Figure 5.2 shows streamers at a fixed voltage (10 kV) and gap (40 mm) and decreasing

pressure to test if lengths scale as 1/p. In the upper line it is shown that with decreasing

1Vinception is the lowest voltage at which streamer channels are observed.
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1000 mbar (a): 6.5 kV (b): 21 kV (c): 41 kV

400 mbar (d): 5 kV (e): 15 kV (f): 25 kV

200 mbar (g): 6.5 kV (h): 11 kV (i): 19 kV

100 mbar (j): 4 kV (k): 6 kV (l): 14 kV

Figure 5.1: Measurements in a 40 mm gap in air at a-c) 1000 mbar, d-f) 400 mbar, g-i) 200
mbar and j-l) 100 mbar. The delay = 0; the exposure times are a) 60 µs, b) 0.6 µs, c) 0.44 µs,
d) 60 µs, e) 0.6 µs, f) 0.43 µs, g) 15 µs, h) 1 µs, i) 0.5 µs, j) 10 µs, k) 0.7 µs and l) 0.5 µs.
The streamers at j+k) are pulsed at 1 Hz.
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(a) (b) (c)

1000 mbar 400 mbar 100 mbar

(d) (e) (f)

40 mm

4 mm 10 mm 40 mm

4 mm

Figure 5.2: Streamers in a 40 mm gap in air at ∼ 10 kV at a+d) 1000 mbar, b+e) 400 mbar and
c+f) 100 mbar, 1 Hz. Figure d-f) are zoomed photographs of a-c) such that pressure·height = 4
mm·bar. The delay = 0; the exposure times are a) 60 µs, b) 10 µs and c) 0.5 µs.

pressure the streamers start to cross the electrode gap, the streamer diameter increases

and the distance between branching events increases. Also the cloud at the tip arises.

When zooming in to the region of the needle tip such that pressure · zoomed height =

4 mm·bar, i.e. a zoom of 1000mbar
100mbar

= 10× for the picture at 1000 mbar, we see that the

presence of the tip breaks the scaling but that the streamer diameters scale away from the

tip. All three discharges start with four streamers, with approximately the same diameter

and do not branch.

Figures like figure 5.2 support the idea that lengths scale with 1/p rather well, especially

when it is considered that the scaling law holds for discharges in which electrode processes

and starting conditions can be neglected, which is certainly not the case near the electrode.

It must also be noted that all measurements are done with the same needle with a radius

of ∼ 15 µm while actually the needle tip radius (a length scale) has to be scaled with

pressure too for true comparison.

The quantitative data of the variation in streamer diameter, velocity and distance between

branching events with pressure will be given in section 6.4.3, 6.4.4 and 6.4.5, respectively,

where it will directly be compared with measurements in nitrogen.
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Chapter 6

Streamers in air and nitrogen-oxygen

mixtures

Positive streamers are created in ambient air, nitrogen (∼ 99.9% pure) and

a nitrogen-oxygen mixture with 0.2 vol% oxygen in a point-plane electrode

gap. The streamers in air show a very different propagation pattern than

the streamers in nitrogen and the mixture. In nitrogen the streamers are 1)

thinner, 2) curlier, 3) intenser and 4) less diffuse than streamers in air. They

also 5) branch more resulting in 6) a shorter distance between branching

events and 7) they propagate further down the electrode gap. The branches

that deviate from the main channel however 8) die out closer to this channel.

The difference in intensity can be ascribed to the difference in average electron

energy which is higher for nitrogen. The pressure scaling law is tested for

minimal streamers over the pressure range from 13 to 1000 mbar. For the

diameter a constant pressure times diameter is found of 0.20 ± 0.02 mm·bar

for air and 0.12 ± 0.02 mm·bar for nitrogen. The branching parameter for

the thinnest streamers, given by the ratio of distance between branches D

and diameter d, is independent of pressure resulting in a value of 11.6 ± 1.5

for air and D/d = 9.1 ± 3.3 for N2. This ratio appears to decrease with

increasing voltage giving a value of D/d = 7.6 ± 3.6 for very thick and thick

streamers together, at 1000 mbar air. The streamer velocity increases with

decreasing pressure. A final difference is the longer current pulse duration of

the streamer- and glow-regime of the nitrogen discharge with respect to air

(factor 30 at 1 bar) due to the absence of attachment in nitrogen.
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6.1 Introduction

This chapter deals with differences between positive streamers in ambient air and nitrogen.

Ambient air is used since it is the most commonly used gas in applications, experiments

and nature. A complication of air is that it is a compound gas (78% N2, 20% O2, 0.97%

H2O, 0.03% CO2 and 1% noble gases, mainly Ar [125]) in which many processes can

occur. Nitrogen, the main component of air, is a simple single molecular gas which eases

comparison with theory. At first glance one might think that differences between these

gases are small. However, due to the amount of oxygen in air the differences are substantial.

Oxygen in air gives the possibility of photoionization which is assumed to be necessary for

creating positive streamers. Furthermore, oxygen is an electronegative gas that attaches

electrons which results in quenching of the discharge in air. Since in a single molecular

gas like nitrogen less processes occur than in a compound gas as air it is less complex to

simulate streamer propagation in nitrogen in numerical models. However, a complication of

nitrogen is that 100% pure nitrogen cannot be obtained in experiments. Therefore, always

some impurities will be present in the gas that may influence the streamer behavior.

6.2 Experimental setup

6.2.1 General information

The measurements are done on positive streamers in a point-plane gap using the C-supply,

as described in chapter 4 with voltages up to 45 kV in gaps up to 160 mm. The components

are given in table 6.1. The voltage is measured with a Northstar PVM4 and the current is

measured via a divided cathode (≤ 40 mm gap) or current shunt (160 mm gap). To obtain

the total streamer current care is taken that the distance between anode and cathode is less

than twice the plate’s diameter [115]. Therefore, when measuring in the 160 mm gap the

stainless steel divided cathode is replaced by a stainless steel disk of 340 mm in diameter,

see figure 6.1. Since this disk is close to the walls of the vacuum vessel, no outer ring is

used. It is connected to the bottom of the vessel by 4 equally spaced resistors of 33 Ω

resulting in a resistance of 8.25 Ω. The current is measured over this resistance. Since

the cathode can be descended/elevated only a few centimeters in the vertical direction,

the anode needle has to be moved to obtain the right distance between the electrodes. To

avoid sparking between the needle and the upper lid of the vacuum vessel in the 160 mm

gap, an erthalite disk is suspended to the upper lid of the vessel (figure 6.1). The needle

is made from tungsten and has a diameter of 1 mm and tip radius of ∼ 15 µm.

The camera must be able to move over a distance up to ∼ 1.5 m from the needle to image

the complete 10 mm to 160 mm electrode gaps on the camera. For electrode gaps ≥ 40 mm

the camera (including the lens) can stay outside the Faraday cage and look through the
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gap (mm) R1 R2 R3 shunt CC switch

or R4 or C

10, 20, 40 25 MΩ 2 kΩ 1 MΩ 2.75 Ω 1 nF Behlke HTS 651

160 25 MΩ 1 or 2 kΩ 8 kΩ, 1 or 25 MΩ 8.25 Ω 1 nF sparkgap

Table 6.1: Values of the components used in the C-supply.

Figure 6.1: Scheme of the stainless steel vacuum vessel with the sparkgap C-supply for a 160 mm
electrode gap. For other gap lengths a divided cathode is used (figure 4.1). SG = spark gap, CC
= coupling capacitor, R1 = charging resistor, R2 = rise time determining resistor, R3 = decay
time determining resistor, t.o.= to oscilloscope.

ITO-window, just like in chapter 4 or figure 6.1. For gaps ≤ 40 mm the lens moves (partly)

into the vacuum vessel. A copper tube with a BK7-window at its end is mounted to the

Faraday cage (to keep the cage intact). The copper tube slides into a stainless steel tube

that is mounted on the vacuum vessel. This stainless steel tube, which is situated inside

the vacuum vessel, contains a quartz window. Both the ITO-window (gaps ≥ 40 mm) as

the combination BK7 – quartz windows (gaps ≤ 40 mm) block light with wavelengths of

less than 300 nm.
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Gases

The gases used are ambient air, nitrogen (purity ∼ 99.9%1) and a nitrogen-oxygen mixture

(of 0.218 vol% O2), hereafter called air, N2 and N2:O2, respectively. They are used in

a pressure range of 13 mbar to atmospheric pressure that is measured by the Pfeiffer

CMR261. The pressure can be set on the Pfeiffer RVC300 control unit and is regulated by

the Pfeiffer EVR 116 control valve. The gases flow via Brooks Massflow Meters (5850 TR

series) in the vacuum vessel. The ambient air is the laboratory room air of that specific

moment. The room air is as follows: The atmospheric pressure is between 996 - 1004

mbar, the temperature is regulated at 21.7 ± 0.5 ◦C and the relative humidity is 60%.

Experiments in a point-plane gap showed that the effect of fluctuations of the air humidity

on the streamer is limited [109]. When measuring with ambient air at atmospheric pressure,

the front viewing window is taken off to ensure sufficient ventilation. At lower pressures

all vessel windows are closed and there is no air flow into the vessel.

The vacuum vessel is pumped down by a Speedvac ED 150 rotary vane pump to 10 mbar

and flushed three times before using nitrogen. The nitrogen comes from a cylinder with

a purity of 99.999%. However, the nitrogen is led through (polluted) copper tubes into

the building and via plastic tubes to the vacuum vessel. Besides impurities picked up

(mainly) in the copper tubes, there are also impurities in the vessel due to components

used like the tungsten needle, erthalite disk, glue and the perspex feedthrough. The vessel

cannot be baked out to remove the water in the walls. Therefore, the purity of the nitrogen

is expected to be only to ∼ 99.9%1 and is supposed to contain mainly water vapor and

oxygen. A gas flow is set on the Brooks Instrument (Readout & Control Unit 0154) with

a refreshment rate of 6 slm2 at 1000 mbar which corresponds to a complete refreshment

of the vessel in ∼ 10 minutes. This refreshment rate is adjusted with pressure to keep a

refreshment time of ∼ 10 minutes, e.g. 0.6 slm at 100 mbar.

The nitrogen-oxygen mixture is taken from a cylinder that contains nitrogen with 0.218

vol% oxygen. It is led directly to the vacuum vessel via plastic tubes. Before using

this mixture the vessel is pumped down to 10 mbar and filled with N2. Thereafter it is

pumped down again and filled with the mixture. Here also a gas flow is maintained with a

refreshment rate of 6 slm at 1000 mbar. At lower pressures the refreshment rate is adjusted,

just like for nitrogen.

6.2.2 Discussion on the setup

In the measurements different setup components and/or settings are used. The effect hereof

on the streamer pattern is discussed in this section.

1At the time of the measurements the purity was expected to be ∼ 99.999%.
21 slm = 1 l/min at STP.
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10 mm

40 mm 160 mm

(a): 6 kV (b): 6.5 kV (c): 10 kV

zoom

Figure 6.2: Streamers at 1000 mbar in air in different gaps at their inception voltage. The delay
= 0 ns and the exposure times are a) 70 µs, b) 60 µs and c) 2 µs. In all three pictures the whole
propagation is photographed.

Needle shape

The sharpness of a needle degrades with increasing number and strength of applied pulses.

Test measurements are done with a sharp (tip radius of 15 µm), a round (tip radius of

0.5 mm) and a flat (edges of 90◦) thoriated tungsten tip to investigate the influence of

degradation on the streamer pattern. The discharge with the sharp needle ignites and

sparks at ∼ 2 kV lower voltage than the other two. It also induces considerably less jitter

in the setup. No significant differences in streamer appearance are found when using the

three tips. Therefore, no difference in streamer pattern is expected due to degradation of

the tip. Since time resolved photographs can only be made with the sharp tip, this tip is

used throughout the measurements.

Electrode gap

Figure 6.2 shows that when a rather similar voltage is applied at the needle tip the dis-

charge is also rather similar regardless of the position of the bottom plate (provided that

the streamer has enough space to develop): two streamers are observed that propagate

approximately 10 mm towards the plate. These measurements show that the local electric

field at the tip determines the streamer pattern and that an averaged electric field in the

point-plane gap has no physical meaning. This is also shown in [11] for a 10, 17 and 25

mm point-plane electrode gap. In figure 6.2a a laserspot at the needle tip is visible. The

laser will be explained in chapter 7. No differences are observed in streamer pattern with

and without the laser.
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Frequency

The discharges are pulsed single shot to be able to measure in a gas without electrons

and ions from a previous discharge. However at very low voltages and pressures a pulse

frequency of 1 Hz or 10 Hz is sometimes necessary to keep the discharge going. Differences

in streamer pattern between single shot (”frequency” ≤ 0.1 Hz) and 1 Hz are not found.

At 10 Hz the discharge pattern is usually similar to a single shot pulsed discharge at a

little lower voltage (∼ 3 kV) but compared to changes due to pressure or larger voltage

differences this can be neglected. All data is from single shot pulsed measurements unless

indicated otherwise.

Series resistance R2

The internal resistance of the circuit limits the current and elongates the voltage rise time.

When the voltage rise time is long compared to the streamer inception and propagation

time, the streamers can start propagating when the voltage is still rising and are thus

created at a lower voltage than the maximum applied voltage. In this way the internal

resistance can influence the streamer diameter (chapter 4). The dependence of the streamer

pattern on the 1 and 2 kΩ series resistance is tested by investigating streamers at a low

pressure of 62.5 mbar because then the influence of the resistance on constraining the

diameter is expected to be easiest to detect (a decrease in diameter of e.g. 1 pixel at

1000 mbar will be a decrease of 16 pixels at 62.5 mbar because all lengths scale with 1/p).

Figure 6.3 shows that the 1 or 2 kΩ series resistor hardly changes the streamer diameter

at 62.5 mbar in the 160 mm gap at 6 kV because the values are well within the error bars.

In fact, the difference between the averaged diameters is ∼ 0.15 mm which is even less

than one pixel on the camera, corresponding to 0.168 mm. Since no relevant difference in

diameter is found, also no relevant difference in velocity (chapter 4) or in the branching

rate is expected.

High voltage switches

Two different high voltage switches are used to close the circuit: a low jitter, fragile Behlke

HTS651 (Vmax = 65 kV, Imax = 30 A) semiconductor switch and a large jitter, robust

homemade sparkgap (details see [47]). Different switches may give differences in streamer

appearance when their internal resistance and capacitance differ [106]. Here again no

differences are expected in streamer diameter since a large seriesresistance is used during

the measurements that dominates the streamer pattern (chapter 4).
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Figure 6.3: a) The diameter of N2 streamers at 62.5 mbar in a 160 mm gap with series resistor
R2 = 1 kΩ or 2 kΩ at 6 kV. b) The diameter of time resolved and time integrated measurements
of streamers in N2 at 63 mbar and 12 kV in a 160 mm gap. R2 = 1 kΩ. Note that the different
average diameter value in a) and b) is due to the difference in voltage resulting in a p · d = 0.2
mm·bar (type 3) streamer in a) and p · d = 0.4 mm·bar in b), section 6.4.3.

Jitter and time resolved measurements

The jitter in the setup must be as short as possible, but at most ∼ 100 ns, to be able

to make reliable time resolved measurements. This jitter depends on the high voltage

switches, the electrical-optical signal conversion in the optical fiber and on the stochastic

behavior of the streamer ignition itself. The jitter in the optical fiber is less than a ns.

The jitter in the streamer inception can be less than several ns when measurements are

done at pressures ≥ 400 mbar and/or ≥ intermediate voltages (chapter 3) but it becomes

much larger, up to tens of µs, when the pressure is low and/or the voltage is just above

the inception threshold. The two high voltage switches each have their own jitter. The

sparkgap switch has a minimal jitter of ∼ 10 ns. This jitter depends on the fine-tuning of

the gas flow and pressure through the sparkgap, the polarity of the sparkgap and the high

voltage in the streamer circuit. The semiconductor switch has a jitter of ∼ 0.1 ns. This

makes the semiconductor switch more suitable for taking time resolved photographs.

Since it is sometimes not possible to take photographs of primary streamers during their

gap transit also photographs that include later events, after the primary streamer propa-

gation, are used to examine the streamer pattern. Due to these events, such as secondary

streamer propagation, return stroke, etc., the channels can be broadened. The diame-



72 Streamers in air and nitrogen-oxygen mixtures

ters of these photographs are compared in figure 6.3b where ”time resolved” stands for

photographed-during-transit (e.g. figure 4.5 or 4.6a) and ”time integrated” includes also

later events (e.g. figure 4.6c or 4.6d). On the horizontal axis the position of the streamer

in the 160 mm gap is given whose diameter is determined. The graph shows that the

streamer diameters in the time resolved photographs are thinnest but still fall within the

error bars of the time integrated ones. Furthermore, the maximal difference in averaged

diameter is 1 mm at 63 mbar which will be 0.063 mm at 1000 mbar: a difference that can

just be resolved when zoomed in to ∼ 1
4
th of the 160 mm gap where the camera resolution

becomes 0.045 mm/pixel. Therefore, preferably time resolved measurements are used but

when this is not possible time integrated photographs are used.

Timings and jitter

The minimal time delay between the pulse of the function generator (T = 0) and the start

of the high voltage pulse is ∼ 1.2 µs when the sparkgap is used and ∼ 0.35 µs when the

Behlke switch is used because of differences in the trigger electronics (see also chapter

4). Streamer propagation starts after this delay. Therefore, the combination of camera

exposure time and delay must exceed ∼ 1.2 µs or ∼ 0.35 µs, respectively, to obtain a good

photograph.

Which stage of the discharge is shown on a photograph depends to a great extend also on

the jitter. When the jitter is large (≥ 100 ns), it is difficult to open the camera at the

same moment as the streamers propagate since this moment is uncertain. Therefore, it

might be possible that the streamers start before the camera is opened and (depending on

exposure time) do not show up, fade halfway the gap or reach the other electrode. It is

also possible that the discharge starts when the camera already closes and no discharge at

all is captured. Especially for exposure times of 1 - 5 µs the value of the exposure time

does not necessarily tell whether the complete discharge is imaged onto the iCCD-camera.

Exposure times of ≥ 10 µs (usually) show the complete discharge, even when the voltage

pulse decay time is longer (pulse duration can be set from 1 µs to 25 ms). When the

streamer is not connected to any electrode on time resolved measurements, it is certain

that the illuminated path represents the trace of the streamer head within the exposure

time and velocities can be obtained. Unless indicated otherwise, all streamers shown in

the figures below reach the cathode. If they do not do so they are photographed during

their flight.



6.3. Diagnostics and data analysis 73

6.3 Diagnostics and data analysis

6.3.1 Camera

The photographs are taken with a digital 4QuikE intensified CCD-camera. The streamer

diameter and velocity can be measured for streamers travelling in all directions but it is

described for a propagation perpendicular to the plate in chapter 4. Since the velocity can

change when a streamer branches and changes diameter (see chapter 4), measurements

are done on streamer parts that show no splitting of the channel. Mostly exposure times

of 10 or 50 ns are used. Only the velocity of the fastest and longest streamer parts are

measured to avoid measuring on streamers that propagate outside the plane of view. The

determination of the distance between branching events is given below. Velocities and

distance between branching events are measured when the complete gap is imaged onto

the camera. For diameter measurements of streamers in the 160 mm gap, the camera has

zoomed to ∼ 45 mm to avoid the broadening of the diameter due to instrumental effects

(chapter 4). The small gaps (≤ 40 mm) are not zoomed into.

Distance between branching events

Figure 4.5 shows that the distance between branching events is not constant. Near the

electrode tip, where the streamers are thick, this distance is larger than near the plate where

the streamers are thin. In general, the branching distance is measured between the starting

point of the streamer channel or branch and the place where the next branch deviates from

this channel. Occasionally, the branching distance is measured between the tip and the

next branch, so possibly including the cloud at the tip. Actually the evaluations should be

done between the edge of the cloud and the next branch, since the streamers start from

the cloud. However, frequently the region of the tip is overexposed and it is not certain

whether there is a cloud or not. Therefore, data containing a cloud or overexposed regions

are avoided as much as possible. When streamers propagate toward the plate electrode

without branching, especially at low pressures, they are not used for data analysis. This

however can influence the statistics making the average distance between branching events

shorter than in reality. The distance between branching events is obtained by measuring

the distance between the observed starting point and end point of the channel; no full

width at half maximum of the intensity is used. The streamer diameter is measured just

before the branching of the channel. Typical exposure times used are shorter than the time

the streamer needs to bridge the gap. This way measuring in processes that occur after

the primary streamer propagation is avoided.

In N2 the branches are very short. Therefore, only measurements can be done on streamers

with sharp, bright branches because else a blurry surrounding, scattered light or acciden-

tally overexposed pixels can be regarded as a branch. This limits the number of evaluations
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that can be done.

6.3.2 Spectrometer

An Ocean Optics USB2000 plug-and-play spectrometer with a resolution of 0.35 nm/pixel

is used to record the discharge spectrum in the wavelength range of 200-850 nm. A pulse

frequency of 10 Hz is needed to obtain a good signal to noise ratio. The spectra are

recorded by integrating the light, collected by an optical fiber close to the anode tip, over

60 s and averaging this 3 times. This means that with a pulse frequency of 10 Hz, the

plotted spectrum is built up from 1800 discharges.

6.4 Results

6.4.1 First observations

A first overview of the differences between positive streamers in N2 and air (also called N2

(streamers) and air (streamers)) in a 40 mm gap at 400 mbar is given in figure 6.4. In these

two photographs the differences are clearly visible. The N2 streamer pattern shows more

and thinner streamers that branch more often and have a zigzag-structure (as we reported

previously in [14; 111]). The branches themselves die out closer to the main channel than

the branches in air. Simulations based on fluid theory have evaluated that photoionization

makes a negative streamer smoother [59]. This may explain some observed differences

between streamers in air and nitrogen since a smooth streamer probably also branches less

since its head becomes less perturbed. This explanation however still needs to be verified

in a particle model. Furthermore, N2 streamers show a better contrast between sharp and

out-of-focus streamers. Air has a light emitting cloud at the tip (see also chapter 3) while

N2 shows this light cloud only at lower pressures. The streamer tips are also different. The

air streamers are round and stop abrupt (figure 6.5a) while the N2 streamers have more

diffuse tips (figure 6.5b). The distance of the tip over which the intensity drops to 50% of

its maximum is measured to be ∼ 4 times longer in N2.

Figure 6.6 and 6.4 show that at 1000 mbar and 400 mbar the streamer pattern of N2 and

air differ while at 62.5 mbar they are more alike, i.e. the streamers are smooth and branch

only once. This is most likely due to the sizes of the vacuum vessel which are too small for

the discharge to develop at low pressures.

In figure 6.7, streamers are made in all three gases with exactly the same setup and camera

settings (apart from the gas composition). The exposure time is 70 µs, which is longer

than the voltage pulse duration, so that if the streamers bridge the gap it is always shown
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(a) (b)

Figure 6.4: Streamers in a 40 mm gap at 400 mbar and 16 kV in a) air and b) N2. Camera delay
is 0, exposure time is a) 0.6 µs and b) 2 µs.

(a) (b)

Figure 6.5: Streamers in a 40 mm gap at 100 mbar a) air, 5 kV and b) N2, 15 kV. Camera delay
is 0, the exposure time and pulse frequency are: a) 0.7 µs, 1 Hz and b) 0.37 µs, 10 Hz.
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(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Figure 6.6: Upper line: streamers in a 40 mm gap at 1000 mbar, 20 kV in a) air and b) N2. The
delay is 0 and exposure times are a) 0.6 µs and b) 1.2 µs. Lower line: streamers in a 160 mm
gap at 62.5 mbar, 10 kV, in c) air and d) N2. Camera delay 1 µs and exposure time 1.5 µs.
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gap (mm) gas pressure (mbar) start (kV) bridge gap (kV) spark (kV)

10 / 40 air 1000 5a / 5 5a / 20 15 / 40

40 air 400 5 5 25

40 air 200 5a 5a 20

40 air 100 2a 2a 15

10 / 40 N2 1000 5a / 15a,∗ 5a / 15a,∗ 12.5a / 30

40 N2 400 5b 5b 16

40 N2 200 4b 4b 10a

40 N2 100 2.5b 2.5b 15a

160 air 1000 10 > 48 > 50

160 air 400 4 30 > 40

160 air 62.5 5 5 > 22

160 air 13 5 5 30

160 N2:O2 1000 10 35 > 40

160 N2:O2 400 10 10 > 30

160 N2:O2 62.5 9 9 > 10

160 N2:O2 15 5a 5a > 5a

160 N2 1000 10 35 – 40 > 50

160 N2 400 10 10 > 40

160 N2 62.5 6a 6a > 12

160 N2 13 3a 3a > 10

Table 6.2: Approximate values of the minimal voltage at which the streamers start, bridge the gap
and go over to a spark in a 40 mm and 160 mm gap. When a pulse frequency is used instead of
manual triggering this is indicated in the table by a = 1 Hz and b = 10 Hz. The value indicated
by * is very unlikely, therefore also the value in the 10 mm gap is given.

on the photograph. It shows that nitrogen(like) streamers propagate further down the gap

and are more intense than the air streamers at the same voltage. This intensity difference

is also present at other pressures and voltages where the nitrogen(like) streamers have not

yet bridged the gap (not shown). Here it is also visible that the streamers in nitrogen(like)

gas branch more. The black ring at the outside of the photographs is the border of the

viewing port that contains the quartz window through which the camera takes the photo-

graph.

The difference in minimal voltage at which the streamers start, bridge the gap and turn

into spark are given in table 6.2. For the measurement indicated with a * also the values
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(a): air (b): air

(c): N2:O2 (d): N2

Figure 6.7: Streamers in a 160 mm gap at 400 mbar and 20 kV in a+b) air c) N2:O2 mixture
and d) N2. a+c+d) are on the same intensity scale, b) has a different scale to show the streamer
structure. The camera’s delay is 0, exposure time is 70 µs. The streamers in figure a+b) cannot
reach the plate electrode at this applied voltage.
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in the 10 mm gap are given since it shows a surprisingly high start value of 15 kV in the

40 mm gap. It is very likely that this start value should be 5 kV. The results show that

the air and N2 streamers have roughly the same starting voltage and that at pressures ≤
400 mbar the streamers always cross the complete gap once they ignite (except for the

160 mm gap at 400 mbar air). The minimal voltage at which streamers bridge the gap

(data 160 mm gap) and the breakdown voltage (data 40 mm gap) are lower for N2. The

stability field3 in air is approximately 5 kV/cm since the streamers at 1000 mbar transit

the 40 mm gap at 20 kV applied voltage. This is consistent with the empirical observation

that the electric field along the streamer channel decreases with 5 kV/cm [4; 90]. For N2

and N2:O2 the measurements give a stability field of ∼ 2-3 kV/cm at 1000 mbar which is

close to the 1.5 kV/cm as given in [90] for N2 with up to 2% O2. The table also shows

that the starting voltage in the 40 and 160 mm gap is roughly the same. The current pulse

duration for discharges in N2 is longer than in air (see also section 6.4.6) due to the absence

of attachment, therefore the N2 streamers develop into a glow or spark at lower voltages

than air streamers. The breakdown voltage in the 160 mm gap cannot be obtained be-

cause of sparking between the high voltage feedthrough of the vacuum vessel and the needle.

The observed properties of air and N2 will be discussed in more detail in the next sections.

6.4.2 Spectral lines

In figure 6.8 the spectrum of the light emitted by streamers in air and nitrogen at a pressure

of ∼ 60 mbar and 10 kV in a 160 mm point-plane gap is shown for the wavelength interval

of 300-400 nm. The light is collected at the needle tip and it is integrated over 1800

complete voltage pulses (see also section 6.3). It therefore consists also of light from events

that occur after the primary streamer propagation, such as secondary streamers. Via the

curves of intensity ratio of the SPS- and FNS-wavelengths (R391nm/337nm and R391nm/394nm)

versus field strength in [81] the field strength in plasmas can be estimated if the nitrogen

molecules are excited dominantly from the ground state directly by electron impact. These

curves are experimentally obtained by using a non-self-sustaining dc discharge in a parallel-

plane gap for the excitation of the gas molecules and by varying the reduced field strength

in the range of (150-5000)·10−20 kV·m2 where it is also noted that in air the excitation

mechanism of examined states of nitrogen is the same for pulsed and steady state conditions

[81].

The time available for excitations in the streamer head is estimated to be several ps; a

time interval in which only one-step processes can occur. Therefore, it is assumed that the

nitrogen molecules are excited dominantly from the ground state and the curves of [81]

3The stability field is the lowest electric field which the streamers need to keep propagating once they
are created.
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Figure 6.8: The spectrum of streamers in air (55 mbar) and N2 (61 mbar) in a 160 mm gap at
10 kV and 10 Hz in the wavelength interval of 300-400 nm.

can be used.

In figure 6.8 the central wavelength of the SPS and FNS are indicated by the ellipses. The

391 nm spectral line is clearly visible in N2 while it appears to be absent in air. Therefore,

for air the value of the plateau is taken. This gives as ratios R391nm/337nm = 0.08 ± 0.01 for

N2 and R391nm/337nm = 0.03 ± 0.01 for air. Via the measured curves4 of [81], a reduced elec-

tric field is found of |E|/p ≈ 125 ± 13 kV/(cm·bar) and |E|/p ≈ 88 ± 13 kV/(cm·bar) for

the light emitting part of the streamerheads in N2 and air, respectively. These values are

checked by also measuring the ratio R391nm/394nm. This gives for N2 a value of R391nm/394nm

= 1.13 ± 0.2 resulting in an |E|/p ≈ 128 ± 25 kV/(cm·bar) and for air R391nm/394nm = 0.3

± 0.1 resulting in an |E|/p ≈ 75 ± 12 kV/(cm·bar). Both ratios give consistent results.

4These curves are given for |E|/ng as function of R391nm/337nm or R391nm/394nm. The values of |E|/ng

can be converted to |E|/p when the temperature is constant (chapter 2). Since the temperature in one
primary streamer channel increases only 13 K (chapter 7) the temperature is assumed constant at room
temperature.
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The obtained reduced electric fields can be used to estimate the average electron energy.

In [124] an electron energy distribution function is calculated by solving the Boltzmann

equation from which an average electron temperature follows that can be related to an

electric field. Note that corrections to this approximation are found and discussed in [54].

The average electron temperature is related to an electric field in e.g. [20] for positive

streamers in air where detachment and recombination are neglected. When it is assumed

that this curve can also roughly be applied to streamers in N2 the following values are

found via the calculated curves of |E|/ng versus average electron energy (figure 4.10 in

[20]): an average electron energy of ∼ 11 ± 2 eV for N2 and ∼ 8 ± 2 eV for air. These

values are in agreement with simulations of negative streamers in N2 [54] that show that

the average electron energy in the high field region of the streamer tip in a parallel plane

gap can vary between 5 eV and 15 eV for fields between 50 kV/cm and 200 kV/cm.

Note that these values are only given as a rough estimate to show that streamers in nitro-

gen are more energetic than in air. The higher average electron energy in N2 may explain

the more intense streamer pattern in N2 compared to air.

Note that the intensity scale of air and N2 in figure 6.8 cannot be compared since the

construction, on which the optical fiber that collects the streamer light was mounted,

slightly moved when the vacuum vessel was flushed with air or N2. Hence it cannot be

guaranteed that the fiber was in exact the same place during both measurements.

6.4.3 Diameter and scaling with pressure

Figure 6.9 shows that streamers become thicker with increasing voltage and decreasing

pressure. The increase in diameter with decreasing pressure is related via the pressure

scaling law which states that all lengths scale approximately with 1/p (chapter 2).

This relation is calculated for the minimal diameter (chapter 4) at different combinations

of pressure (13 – 1000 mbar), voltage and gap distance since these streamers are away

from the electrodes, where the scaling law is most valid. The results are plotted in figure

6.10. The error bars indicate the standard deviation of about 10 different measurements of

streamer diameters in each gap of 10, 20, 40 and 160 mm. Systematic errors are minimized

as much as possible by the measurement procedure of chapter 4 and it is estimated that

they are less than the stochastic errors due to noise, etc. The data shows indeed a scaling

with pressure resulting in an average value of p ·d = 0.12 ± 0.02 mm·bar for N2 and p ·d =

0.20 ± 0.02 mm·bar for air. The value in air is however more reliable than the one in N2

since the average value for N2 is just outside four of the six error margins shown in figure

6.10. This is most likely due to the concentration of impurities picked up in the copper

tubes (section 6.2.1), which may vary per experiment. The scaling of streamer diameters
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Figure 6.9: Streamer diameters as a function of voltage in a 40 mm gap at different pressures in
a) air and b) N2.

at near and atmospheric pressure is unexpected since photoionization becomes increasingly

suppressed for pressures above 40 mbar because the excited states of N2 lose their energy

via collisions which breaks the scaling law.

The green triangles give an estimate for sprite discharges which have a minimal diameter

of 20-50 m (± 13 m) at an altitude of 75-80 km (± 5 km) [35] which is at about 10−5

bar, giving a minimal diameter of p · d = 0.2 - 0.5 mm·bar. The minimal diameter val-

ues are slightly higher than the average values found for air in the laboratory experiments.

This can be due to instrumental broadening since it is difficult to capture spatially resolved

sprites on a camera. Another possibility is that sprites are a large scale phenomenon which

propagates over a distance of ∼ 40 km, i.e. in different pressure regimes. Therefore, the

diameter of a sprite will vary with altitude and it may be difficult to find the real mini-

mal diameter. Furthermore, scaling with pressure is only allowed at a fixed temperature

(chapter 2). The temperature at sprite altitudes varies between ∼ 7◦C at 50 km to ∼
-83◦C at 80 km altitude [112], so it is not even near the room temperature of +20◦C in the

laboratory. Since the temperature decreases by ∼ 35%, also `mfp and thus the diameter de-

creases by 35% resulting in a pressure·diameter = 0.1-0.3 mm·bar at laboratory conditions.

The dimensions of the light emitting cloud near the tip in air (as e.g. in figure 6.5a) are

measured where the cloud is highest and widest and the intensity has decreased to ∼ 20% of

its maximum value. The evaluations are mainly done when no streamers have yet emerged

from the cloud. The dimensions are given in table 6.3. The height and width can vary by a
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Figure 6.10: Scaling of the minimal diameter with pressure for N2 and air streamers . An estimate
of the sprite diameter at 75-80 km altitude, scaled to 20◦C, is also shown.

factor 2 between measurements done at the same parameter settings of the setup. Typical

order of magnitudes are given in table 6.3. The table shows that the dimensions increase

with decreasing pressure for the same voltage, as is also shown in figure 5.1. Furthermore,

the cloud is usually 15-50% wider than high, except at the inception voltage in the 40 mm

gap where the opposite is found. Occasionally, the cloud is two times wider than high. It

is observed that when a fast voltage rise time of 12 ns is used the cloud does not break up

into several streamers but propagates as a whole to the other electrode, as shown in figure

3.5 and [75].

6.4.4 Velocity

The velocities of type 2 and type 3 streamers in N2, air and N2:O2 at 400 mbar and 30 kV

are given in figure 6.11. The streamer channels in air at voltages below 20 kV die out very

close to the anode so that no reliable velocity evaluations can be done. Therefore these

values are not plotted. Figure 6.11 shows that the transition in velocity of type 3 streamers
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gap (mm) p (mbar) V (kV) height (mm) width (mm)

160 13 2 30 45

3 45 73

4 38-50 75-90

40 100 2 5 3

5 4-9 5-10

8 8-9 10-16

200 5 3 2

10 5-8 9-15

20 20 24-28

Table 6.3: Overview of the width and height of the cloud at the tip in air. The error in the values
can be as high as 50%.

at 10 kV (p ·d = 0.3 mm·mbar, figure 6.9a) to type 2 at 40 kV (p ·d = 0.8 mm·mbar, figure

6.9a) is gradual. The velocities of the streamers in the different gases are almost equal

at low voltages but slowly deviate with increasing voltage (figure 6.11). The streamers in

N2 become faster. The figure shows data of 400 mbar because at this pressure a complete

set of measurements can be made from velocities measured near the tip, halfway the gap

and near the plate. The error bars of these velocities overlap, e.g the velocity in N2:O2

at 20 kV is 0.16 ± 0.02 mm/ns at 50 mm from the tip while it is 0.14 ± 0.04 mm/ns at

130 mm from the tip. The velocities and error bars are therefore plotted as one average

value with error bars that stretch from the lowest possible value to the highest one. Note

however that the highest velocities are generally found near the tip while the lowest ones

are generally found near the plate.

Measurements at 1000 mbar show that the streamers in air are faster than in N2. They

have a velocity from 0.1-0.2 mm/ns over a voltage range from 30-50 kV while in N2 the

velocity ranges from 0.02-0.05 mm/ns in a voltage range of 20-40 kV (figure 6.12). These

measurements however are less suitable for comparison because the air streamers are shorter

than the N2 streamers and therefore the velocity is measured closer to the needle where the

electric field is higher. Even though this problem can be circumvented by also measuring

the velocity in N2 near the tip, a second problem is that only very short exposure times

can be used for air to be certain that the streamer has not stopped before the camera

closes. During this short exposure time the streamer travels with many other (overlapping)

streamers close together over a small distance. At lower pressures, e.g. 100 mbar, only a

small voltage range of 10 kV can be measured which does not give an accurate trend.

It is unexpected with the present theory that the velocities are almost equal since the

positive streamer propagation in air is assumed to be dominated by photoionization, while
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Figure 6.11: Velocity of type 2 and type 3 streamers in air, N2 and N2:O2 in a 160 mm gap at
400 mbar.

this process can not occur in N2 (chapter 2). In N2 the propagation is assumed to be

dominated by background electrons (which in air become attached to oxygen and are thus

removed from the gas). A possible explanation for this result is that the N2 used is not

pure enough and therefore the streamers in N2 can use the same propagation mechanisms

as the ones in air.

Figure 6.12 shows that the velocity of type 2 and 3 streamers (chapter 4) in air and N2

increases with decreasing pressure. These data points are also measured near the electrode

tip, halfway the gap and near the plate resulting in the error bars (cf. figure 6.11). In an

ideal situation, the velocity v should be independent of pressure according to the scaling

law (chapter 2). Although the velocity is seen to increase with decreasing pressure it can

be regarded as constant around 0.2 mm/ns in air as a first approximation (figure 6.12a).

This can be done because the variation in velocity due to pressure is much smaller than

the variation due to voltage (section 4.3.3): a thick streamer in air at low pressure (e.g.

2 mm at 100 mbar) still has a p · d = 0.2 mm·bar which is equal to the minimal value of

0.20 ± 0.02 mm·bar. Therefore, this streamer will still have a type 3 velocity of about 0.1-

0.2 mm/ns, which is in agreement with figure 6.12a. The thick streamers at atmospheric

pressure as given in chapter 4 have a p · d = 2 mm·bar which are type 1 streamers which

have much higher velocities of more than 1 mm/ns.
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Figure 6.12: Velocity of type 2 and type 3 streamers in a 160 mm gap at different pressures in a)
air and b) N2.

The measurements in N2 are too far apart to give an average velocity (figure 6.12b).

6.4.5 Distance between branching events

In figure 6.13a the branching distance of minimal, type 3 streamers in air, N2 and N2:O2

at 30 kV and 400 mbar are plotted where the diameters in N2 and air are measured at

40-160 mm from the tip and in N2:O2 between 45-90 mm from the tip. This figure shows

that streamers in N2 and N2:O2 have similar diameters but that in N2:O2 the branching

distance is larger. In air the streamers have a larger diameter and branching distance

than in N2 and N2:O2. Roughly speaking it seems that the distance between branching

events increases with increasing oxygen concentration. This can also be concluded from

figure 6.13b where the number of branches per streamer in a 40 mm gap is plotted. The

streamers in N2 at 400 mbar and 16 kV branch approximately 9 times in 40 mm (which is

generally every 4 to 5 mm) while in air they branch every 12 to 13 mm at 400 mbar and

15.5 kV. Figure 6.13b also shows that with decreasing pressure the number of branches

per streamer decreases. This is consistent with the fact that at lower pressures all length

scales become larger and thus the distance between the branches increases resulting in less

branches over the same distance.

The ratio of distance between branching events, D, and minimal diameter, d, is given for

different pressures in air and N2 in figure 6.14a. The evaluations are based on the same
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Figure 6.13: a) Distance between branches in N2, N2:O2 and air in a 160 mm gap at 400 mbar
and 30 kV. b) The number of branches per streamer that bridges the 40 mm gap for different
pressures of N2 (squares) and air (circles).

measurements in a 40 mm gap as shown in figure 6.9. When at the respective pressure no

minimal diameter is found, diameters of streamers at the lowest voltage at that pressure

are used (hence V ≤ 10 kV). Since the ratio D/d has some extreme values per pressure

a median is used instead of an average. The figure shows that the ratio remains rather

constant over the investigated pressure range and thus appears independent of pressure as

is expected from the scaling law. When a horizontal line is fitted through the data points

it gives a ratio of D/d = 11.6 ± 1.5 for air and D/d = 9.1 ± 3.3 for N2. So, when the

streamers are equally thick the streamers in N2 have less distance between the branches

and thus branches more during the gap transit. This is in agreement with the observations

in figure 6.4.

Streamers also become thicker with increasing voltage as shown in chapter 4 where thick,

type 1, streamers near the electrode tip branch less than thin, type 3, streamers near the

plate. When the diameter and distance between branching events of those measurements5

are plotted it shows that the branching distance indeed increases with increasing voltage

and increasing diameter, figure 6.14b. When a line is fitted through the data points an

average D/d = 7.6 ± 3.6 is found at 1000 mbar in air. When this data is compared to

the minimal streamer data of figure 6.14a for voltages below 10 kV, it appears that the

5Thus measurements with the C- and TLT-supply as given in chapter 4 for an 80 mm gap while R2 =
0.
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Figure 6.14: a) The ratio of branching distance by diameter for minimal streamers at different
pressures in a 40 mm gap. b) The distance between branches as function of the voltage in an 80
mm gap in 1000 mbar air.

ratio D/d decreases with increasing voltage. This means that the radial expansion of the

streamer increases faster with voltage than the axial distance between branching events.

In other words, thick streamers propagate over a shorter distance with respect to their

diameter before branching than thinner ones.

6.4.6 Current and voltage

A typical current and voltage evolution of a discharge in air and N2 at 1 bar is shown in

figure 6.15. The figure shows that the current pulse of air and N2 consists of a capacitive

current peak and a streamer peak. N2 also shows a glow peak (chapter 1). This glow peak

starts at latest 400 ns after the start of the streamer peak, since then the streamers have

bridged the electrode gap (as is calculated via the velocity). The total current duration in

N2 is a factor 30 longer than the current pulse in air where the glow-stage does not exist or

is much shorter (figure 6.15a). The difference in current duration can be explained by the

electronegativity of oxygen in ambient air. The oxygen molecules attach the electrons that

are necessary to sustain the discharge and hence the discharge fades. In N2 this process is

not available and therefore the discharge keeps going. This is most likely the reason that

sparking occurs at lower voltages in a gap filled with N2 than with air (table 6.2): the gas

returns to its unperturbed stage much later and the ionized streamer channel has time to

evolve to a glow (typically at pressures ≤ 200 mbar) and/or a spark.
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Figure 6.15: Current and voltage at 25 kV in a 40 mm gap at 1000 mbar in a) air and b) N2.

The current density of streamers in N2 is estimated as ∼ 0.3 A/mm2. This estimate is

based on the discharge of figure 6.15b in which the maximum of the streamer current is 0.28

A for approximately 50 streamers (halfway the 40 mm gap) with a diameter of 0.16 mm.

The current density of the discharge in air of figure 6.15a is estimated as ∼ 0.1 A/mm2

since the current peak is 0.09 A for 35 streamers with a diameter of 0.2 mm.

The oscillations shown in figure 6.15a are also present in figure 6.15b only there they are

invisible because of the larger current and time axis. The oscillations could not be removed

from the signal.
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Chapter 7

Streamers of different polarity

Negative and positive streamers created in a 40 mm point-plane gap in air

at 1 bar are compared in a wide range of pulse amplitudes from 5 to 90

kV. The streamer propagation consists of: 1) a light emitting cloud at the

tip that 2) evolves into a thin expanding shell from which 3) one or more

streamers emerge that 4) propagate towards the plate. Negative streamers

need V & 40 kV (≈ VDC−breakdown) to proceed beyond stage 2. Positive

streamers go through stages 1 to 4 when V ≥ Vinception (≈ 5 kV). They show

thin channels (≤ 1 mm in diameter) that bridge the electrode gap and branch

when V ≤ 40 kV.

When V & 40 kV positive and negative streamers become more alike

with increasing voltage. First they both show thick channels (1-2 mm)

but the negative ones still die out in the gap during transit as long as

V < 56 kV. At V ≥ 75 kV both polarities show thick streamers (2-3

mm) that carry the same energy (∼ 50 mJ), bridge the gap and hardly

branch. Still, positive streamers are ∼ 25% faster and remain slightly thicker.

In a plane-plane gap of 10 mm at different pressures only negative discharges

can be photographed that consist of a streamer that has evolved to glow; no

positive discharges are photographed except for sparks. In the current signals

both positive and negative streamer currents of about the same magnitude

are seen. The streamer evolution to glow is only observed in the negative

current signal. In gaps larger than 10 mm no discharges at all are visible

on the camera. Therefore it cannot be verified if the single channel cannot

develop in the small 10 mm electrode gap (cf. the point-plane gap) or that

the single channel is a result of the fast streamer evolution in a high reduced

electric field. Positive and negative discharges in air and N2 can only be

created at a reduced electric field of ∼ 20 kV/(cm·bar).

91
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supply gap R1 R2 R3 R4 C rise time polarity switch

(MΩ) (kΩ) (MΩ) (Ω) (nF) (ns)

C point-plane 25 0 0.004 2.75 0.250 30 + SG

C point-plane 25 2 1 2.75 1 150 + and – SC

TLT point-plane 25 1 — — 1 25 +

PM point-plane — — — — 2 15 + and –

C plane-plane 25 2 0.008 2.75 1 — + and – SG

Table 7.1: The supplies used. SG = sparkgap, SC = Behlke HTS 651.

7.1 Introduction

In many industrial applications positive streamers are used since positive (cathode directed)

streamers are easier to create around sharp tips than negative (anode directed) ones [90].

They are also used in gas cleaning and for ozone production in ozonizers since they have

a higher efficiency than negative streamers [104]. Negative streamers on the other hand

usually precede lightning channels [116] and recently it is found that at certain conditions

negative streamers have a better efficiency for ozone production [119]. Furthermore, nega-

tive DC-corona is used in dust precipitators to charge small particles that thereafter can be

drawn out of a gas stream by an electric field. In this chapter both polarities are studied

to get a good picture of differences and similarities of these discharges. Since the discharge

ignition is influenced by the electrode shape also measurements are done in a parallel plate

electrode gap. These measurements will also be more suitable for comparison with theory

that preferably uses a homogeneous electric field to study streamers since it limits the

complexity of the models [33; 69; 84].

7.2 Experimental setups and diagnostics

7.2.1 Point-plane gap

Positive and negative discharges are made in the voltage range of 5 to 60 kV using the C-

supply which is described in chapter 4. For extra comparison with thick positive streamers,

measurements using the TLT-supply (chapter 4) are added. The values of the components

used are given in table 7.1. The polarity of needle and plate (and thus the streamer) is

changed by reversing the polarity of the DC-power supply and the high voltage switch

so that the needle and the plate remain at their original position. Photographs of the

streamers using the C-supply with R2 = 0 kΩ and the TLT-supply are made with an

analogue 4QuikE camera from Stanford Computer Optics. The current is measured via
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the divided cathode and the voltage via a Tektronix P6015. The needle is made from

thoriated tungsten. The streamers made when using the C-supply with R2 = 2 kΩ are

photographed by a digital 4QuikE Stanford Computer Optics camera. The current is again

measured via the divided cathode but the voltage via a Northstar PVM4. The needle is

made from pure tungsten. The discharges do not show any differences in appearance,

inception voltage, sparking voltage or current signals due to the different needles.

The positive and negative streamer measurements are extended with discharges generated

in the voltage range of 40 to 96 kV in the Pulsed Power Modulator supply (PM-supply),

as described in section 7.2.4. See [117; 119] for more details.

All measurements are done in ambient air at atmospheric pressure in a 40 mm point-plane

electrode gap, except for section 7.3.2 where the negative streamer start is investigated in

a 160 mm gap and section 7.3.6 where differences between negative streamers in nitrogen

and air are shown. Then the electrode gap is 10 mm.

Photograph analysis

Figure 7.5 shows that the streamers in the 40 mm gap generally have one width while

propagating through the gap. At voltages (far) above the DC-breakdown voltage they can

be slightly thinner near the tip and plate as is seen in chapter 4, figure 7.5e,f or [15]. They

do not branch from thick into thinner ones as the streamers in the 80 or 160 mm gap in

chapter 4 or grow 200% in diameter as in the wire-plane gap in [117]. Therefore, in the gap

of 10 or 40 mm it is possible to talk about the streamer diameter and the streamer velocity

(since diameter and velocity are related, chapter 4) when away from the electrodes. Most

diameter evaluations are done halfway the gap. Velocity evaluations are made throughout

the gap. The methods are described in chapter 4 when using the C- and TLT-supply and

in section 7.2.4 for the PM-supply.

In figure 7.12a,b a laserspot at the needle and several reflections in the bottom plate are

visible. No differences in streamer pattern or inception time are observed in the point-plane

gap whether the laser is fired or not; the discharge still starts spontaneously.

7.2.2 Plane-plane gap

In section 7.4 measurements are described between two stainless steel parallel plates in air

and N2 using the sparkgap-C-supply (C-SG-supply, chapter 4). First a pulsed voltage is

applied over the electrode gap. Thereafter a laser is fired such that the discharge is ignited

when the voltage is at its maximum. In this way it is avoided that streamers start in the

rising slope of the voltage as can occur in a point-plane gap where streamer inception occurs

spontaneously. The upper plate has a Rogowski profile, the bottom one is the divided

cathode. Both disks have a diameter of 100 mm. Tests are done with two Rogowski disks
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since then the electric field in the central part is most close to homogeneous [102] but no

difference in streamer pattern is observed compared to the case with the divided cathode.

The discharge is ignited by focusing and shooting a laser on the top plate (the divided

cathode is the bottom plate). This laser is a Quantel Ultra UL422411 laser from Big Sky

Laser Technologies. It emits a beam with an energy of 4.8 mJ at a wavelength of 266

nm with a pulse width at full width at half maximum of less than 8 ns. From literature

data it is estimated that a hole of 1 µm depth and 60 µm in diameter is drilled per shot.

This corresponds to an order of 1010 metal atoms that are released per shot [44; 58; 87].

Further, the energy density of the focussed laser beam is also high enough to create a tiny

plasma cloud.

The polarity of the electrodes (and thus of the streamer) is changed by reversing the

polarity of the sparkgap switch and the DC-power supply. The electrode gap is 10 mm.

In larger gaps no streamer discharges are visible for applied voltages in the range of 1-60

kV. Photographs are made with the digital 4QuikE camera. The voltage and current are

measured by the PVM4 and divided cathode, respectively.

7.2.3 Timing diagram C-supply

In figure 7.1 the timing diagram of the setup is shown when the C-SG-supply is used with

the YAG-laser and the camera. The laser receives a signal from the ”function generator”

(Agilent 33250A, 80 MHz) and prepares for lasing. The output signal from the laser’s

”lamp-synch” is used to trigger the ”CCD-camera” and the delay generator. The delay

between the ”lamp synch” and the ”laser pulse” is ∼ 135 µs. Therefore, the delay generator

(Stanford Research Systems Inc. Model DG535) sends a signal to the ”pulsed power

supply” after ∼ 134 µs, so that the ”voltage pulse” is maximal when the ”laser pulse” is

fired. The timing of the camera has to be adjusted such that the camera opens at the same

time that the streamers propagate.

When the YAG-laser is not used, the time delay between the pulse of the ”function gener-

ator” and the start of the ”high voltage pulse” of the ”power supply” is decreased to 1.2

µs when using the C-SG-supply and 0.35 µs when using the C-SC-supply. The difference

between C-SG- and C-SC-suppy is caused by different trigger electronics.

7.2.4 Power modulator

Experimental setup

The measurements on positive and negative streamers in the Pulsed Power Modulator

(PM-supply) at Electrical Engineering of the Eindhoven University of Technology are done

in a fixed 40 mm inhomogeneous point-plane electrode gap without a surrounding vacuum

vessel. The setup is thoroughly explained in [117; 119]; here only the most important
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Figure 7.1: Timing diagram of the experimental setup with the YAG-laser and the iCCD-camera
using the C-SG-supply. Time axis is not on scale.

aspects are given (also given in [16]). The tungsten needle has a tip radius of ∼ 15 µm and

a diameter of 1 mm. The square plate electrode of roughly 0.5 m × 0.5 m is made from

aluminum. A Princeton Instruments 576G/RB intensified CCD-camera with a Sigma lens

(f = 180 mm) takes photographs of the discharge. This camera can make one photograph

every ∼ 30 s.

The principle of the pulsed power modulator is to charge a pulse forming line (PFL) to

high-voltage and subsequently to discharge it over the needle-plate electrode gap (figure

7.2, [117; 119]). The PFL consists of two 50 Ω coaxial high voltage cables of 10 m that are

connected in parallel resulting in a capacitance of 2 nF. The advantage of charging and

discharging a PFL instead of a capacitor (as in the C-supply) is that the voltage pulses

are short (100 ns) with an almost rectangular shape and a fast voltage rise time of 15 ns

(cf. MIPT-supply). The LCR trigger circuit (10 µH, 30 - 80 pF, 400 kΩ) takes care of

reliable switching of the sparkgap switch. It causes the switch to close shortly after the

PFL charging has been completed. The 2-stage TLT transforms the voltage a factor of

1.98 up to compensate for the factor 2 drop in voltage due to the PFL. The TLT also

takes care of the 75 ns time-delay that is necessary for the camera to get itself ready for
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Figure 7.2: The pulsed power modulator. The picture is a simplified version of the picture in
[119]. L = 10 µH, C = 30 - 80 pF, R = 400 kΩ, The magnetic cores A and B damp the reflecting
wave when the load and the source are not well matched.

the photograph (for the actual trigger scheme see [119]). The streamer polarity is reversed

by making changes in the circuit which in figure 7.2 are bundled in ”Charging Unit”. The

needle and plate electrodes therefore remain in their original position. In this setup the

impedance of the PFL (25 Ω), the TLT (PFL side 25 Ω, discharge side 100 Ω) and the

discharge are better matched than when using the C-supply (see also TLT-supply, chapter

4), especially when high currents are drawn. The matching results in less oscillations on

the signals and a good energy transfer from the circuit into the discharge.

A differentiating-integrating measuring system is used to be able to measure fast, high

amplitude voltage (40 - 96 kV) and current waveforms [45; 119]. The advantage of this

system is that the high frequency components of the signal (including the noise) are de-

creased with respect to the lower ones resulting in a better signal to noise ratio. Both

signals are digitized on a LeCroy Waverunner 2 oscilloscope (1 GHz, 4 GSamples/s).

The ambient air is regulated between 20 - 24 ◦C and 35 - 60 % humidity [120]. The pressure

is the prevailing outside pressure, which is around 1000 mbar. The discharges are pulsed

at 10 Hz, but according to [120] the photographs are taken from the first discharge. The

discharges made when using the C-supply and the TLT-supply are pulsed single shot with

a ”frequency” of less than 0.1 Hz.
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Figure 7.3: Negative streamers in a 40 mm gap at 56 kV in ambient air at 1000 mbar with the
PM-supply. The exposure time is ∼ 5 ns. The gate delay is a) 4.4 ns, b) 9.3 ns, c) 14.3 ns, d)
19.6 ns, e) 28.8 ns. The light at the bottom of figure e) is a reflection of the streamer that reaches
the anode plate.

Photograph analysis

The positive and negative streamer diameters are measured as described in chapter 4. The

measurements are done on primary and secondary streamers (chapter 3) since the secondary

streamers have the same diameter as the primary ones [119] but a better contrast with the

background which facilitates the evaluations. Only time resolved photographs are used for

the evaluations.

The velocity is obtained from the propagation distance between photographs (dx in figure

7.3) divided by the difference in delay time of the photographs [119] because the jitter

in streamer inception is small and the exact exposure time of the camera is unknown.

Approximately five photographs are used of the whole propagation from needle to plate

to obtain more accuracy. This method can be used since the velocity remains constant

through the complete gap1. The distance of the streamers and delay time are plotted and

a line is fitted through the data points. The slope of this line gives the average velocity.

Only the fastest streamers are used since they are the ones that propagate most parallel

to the camera’s focal plane. The error in the obtained velocity is ≤ 10%.

Energy calculations

A typical current-voltage evolution of the PM-supply is shown in figure 7.4a,b. The current

in figure 7.4a shows a peak (the capacitive current peak) followed by a plateau and then

1Note that in the wire-plane gap by [119] the velocity is constant in the gap but increases near the
plate.
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Figure 7.4: Current-voltage evolution at ∼ 82 kV in a 40 mm gap at 1000 mbar from a) positive
streamers and b) negative streamers. The current and voltage lines are smoothed by adjacent
averaging over 5 points.

a negative peak. The two peaks arise from the capacitive current and add up to zero.

Therefore, by integrating the data with equation

Ecorona =

∫
V · I · dt (7.1)

to t = 200 ns the capacitive current is eliminated from the energy and only the total corona

energy is obtained. The energy is measured from a single discharge. It is not averaged

over 100 discharges as in [119]. The error is estimated to be 10 - 20% [120].

The total corona energy however not only contains energy from the primary streamers

but also from events that occur after the primary streamer propagation since the primary

streamers transit the 40 mm electrode gap in 10 – 80 ns, depending on velocity (section

7.3.4). The primary streamer energy can be estimated by subtracting the capacitive current

peak from the total current signal and then integrating the remaining signal with equation

(7.1) to the estimated moment that the primary streamers reach the plate. The capacitive

current can be calculated via

Icapacitive = Cgeometry · dV

dt
(7.2)

in which Cgeometry is the capacitance of the electrode gap and t is the time. Cgeometry must be

obtained at voltages where no discharge takes place, since then Imeasured = Icapacitive. Here

the data for a negative discharge at 28 kV is used as a rough estimate since lower voltages
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could not be obtained. At this voltage the discharge is still confined in a small region at

the tip. It gives a value of Cgeometry = 12 pF. When Cgeometry is known, measurements can

be done at higher voltages where streamers ignite. Then Icapacitive is known and can be

subtracted from Imeasured, resulting in an Icorona.

7.3 Results: point-plane gap

7.3.1 First observations

In figure 7.5 positive and negative discharges in a 40 mm gap at 20 kV (undervolted gap),

∼ 46 kV (slightly overvolted) and ∼ 80 kV (far overvolted gap) in air at 1 bar are shown.

The differences between positive and negative discharges in undervolted gaps (< 40 kV)

are remarkable. The lowest possible voltage at which positive streamers start in a 40

mm gap is ∼ 5 kV (figure 5.1a), while this is ∼ 20 kV for a negative discharge (figure

7.5b). As shown in figure 7.5a the positive streamers are very thin (≤ 1 mm), branch

and bridge the complete electrode gap at 20 kV (see also chapter 6) while the negative

discharge remains more like a cloud around the tip. At 46 kV both polarities show thick

channels (1-2 mm) but the negative ones die out halfway the gap and hardly branch. They

cross the electrode gap at 56 kV (figure 7.3). When the voltage increases the differences

between positive and negative discharges slowly disappear. At voltages above 75 kV the

streamers are much alike, i.e. they are thick (2-3 mm), bridge the gap and hardly branch.

The positive streamers still branch a little more than the negative ones (figure 7.5e and

7.5f). Here it must be noted that part of the branching can also come from late streamers

(chapter 4) and not only from the primary streamer itself since in figure 4.6, at roughly the

same conditions as in figure 7.5c, not much branching is observed, except for late streamers.

The stability field of a negative streamer can be estimated from figure 7.5d where the

streamer propagates approximately 30 mm at -47 kV. This gives a value of ∼ 15 kV/cm

which is 3× the stability field of a positive streamer (5 kV/cm, chapter 6). This value is in

agreement with simulations performed by [6] who modelled streamers in air at atmospheric

pressure in a setting where the point-plane gap is approached by a sphere with radius 0.1

cm at 115 kV/cm that is placed in a uniform electric field (with values of 0 to 35 kV/cm).

Raizer indicates that a minimal average field of ∼ 10 kV/cm is necessary for negative

streamer propagation in a 1-2 m electrode gap [90].

A possible reason why positive and negative streamers propagate in a different way at low

voltages and are more similar at high voltage is the following. In the positive case, the

electrons propagate towards the needle or streamer tip. The electrons thus go from a large

volume to a small region where the electric field is high and thus the ionization is enhanced.
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(a): +20 kV (b): -20 kV

(c): +46 kV (d): -47 kV

(e): +83 kV (f): -77 kV

Figure 7.5: Time integrated photographs of positive (left) and negative (right) streamers in a 40
mm gap in air at 1000 mbar. The delay is 0 ns, the exposure time and supply are a) 1 µs,
C-SC-supply with R2 = 2 kΩ, b) 100 µs, C-SG-supply with R2 = 2 kΩ and c-f) 160 ns with the
PM-supply.
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In this way enough electrons are created for the positive streamer to keep on going. In

the case of negative streamers, the electrons start at the small needle and propagate into

the large background volume. The electric field decreases and the avalanche, which runs

through a low electric field, dies out. In very high overvolted gaps the applied electric

field in the volume of the gap is high enough to keep also the negative discharge going and

therefore the positive and negative streamer look more alike.

In figure 7.5f an overexposed region halfway the streamer is shown with a darker region

near the tip and near the plate. This region increases with increasing voltage from 16 mm

via 18 mm to 23 mm at 64 kV, 75 kV and 82 kV, respectively, and arises after the primary

streamers have bridged the electrode gap. It is unknown why this large region forms in the

middle of the gap, since usually such a region stretches out from the tip and is regarded as

a secondary streamer (as in figure 7.5e). Perhaps the higher stability field of the negative

streamers confines the secondary streamer to the middle of the gap. The observation that

a glow-like channel is loose from the electrodes is also shown in figure 3.5d but then for

positive streamers at 613 mbar. Striated or subdivided secondary streamers are reported

in [98], however no photographs are shown that can be used for a comparison.

7.3.2 Negative streamer start

Figure 7.6 and 7.8 show the start of the negative discharge2. In figure 7.6a a time integrated

photograph of the discharge at 400 mbar in a 160 mm gap with the C-supply is shown. It

manifests itself as a light emitting cloud around the tip. The other light rays seen on the

photographs are reflections since they are also observed in figure 7.6b,d at exactly the same

location. The negative discharge starts as a cloud with some structure in it at the tip (figure

7.6b) from which a shell evolves (figure 7.6c). No streamers however are seen to emerge

from the shell. This is most likely due to the fact that in these photographs the voltage is

below the critical voltage for negative channel formation, which in our experiments appears

to be around the DC-breakdown voltage, see section 7.3.1. The shell arises and disappears

somewhere between T = 1900 ns and 2200 ns. The shell’s velocity is at least 0.1 mm/ns

since it is uncertain whether the vertical length corresponds to 100 ns or less since no

photographs with a shorter exposure time than 100 ns are made. After t ∼ 2200 ns, only

a little glowing ball at the tip is visible (figure 7.6d). The shell in figure 7.6c appears to

be further away from the tip than the edges of the complete time integrated discharge in

figure 7.6a. This is because the intensity scale between both figures is different to show the

interesting regions without over- or underexposing the figures. In figure 7.7a a photograph

of the positive streamer start is shown under the same conditions as the measurement serie

of figure 7.6, i.e. 160 mm gap, 400 mbar and 30 kV in N2. The streamers can reach the

2The positive streamer start is shown in chapter 3.
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(a): T = 0, ∆t = 70 µs (b): T = 0, ∆t = 1.8 µs

(c): T = 1.95 µs, ∆t = 100 ns (d): T = 2.2 µs, ∆t = 70 µs

Figure 7.6: The start of a negative streamer in a 160 mm gap at 400 mbar and 30 kV in N2

(settings table 3.1). The camera’s delay T and exposure time ∆t are given.
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(a): T = 1.7 µs, ∆t = 50 ns (b): T = 0, ∆t = 2 µs

Figure 7.7: Positive streamers in a 160 mm gap a) at 400 mbar and 30 kV in N2 (settings table
3.1) and b) at 62.5 mbar and 22 kV in air (settings table 3.1). The camera’s delay T and exposure
time ∆t are given. The streamers in a) and b) can reach the plate electrode but the exposure time
is chosen such that they are photographed during their propagation.

plate electrode but are photographed during propagation. The cloud at the tip from which

the streamers start is not visible. Furthermore the streamers branch frequently. This is

not clearly visible in figure 7.7a but this can be observed in the time integrated photograph

of figure 6.7d which is taken at a lower voltage of 20 kV but shows a similar branching

pattern only a little bit less crowded.

In figure 7.8 a time resolved series of negative streamers is seen at 62.5 mbar. Figure 7.8a

shows the time integrated photograph. In dimensions it looks like the positive discharge

in chapter 3 at 13 mbar. Figure 7.8b shows that the discharge starts again with a light

(a): 0, 6 µs (b): 0, 2 µs (c): 2 µs, 2 µs (d): 4 µs, 2 µs

Figure 7.8: The start of a negative streamer in a 160 mm gap at 62.5 mbar and 20 kV in air
(settings table 3.1). The camera’s delay T (first value) and exposure time ∆t (second) are given.
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emitting cloud at the tip. Figure 7.8c shows that the cloud becomes loose from the tip but

no real shell is visible. Note that this is not similar to the overexposed region in figure 7.5f

since this occurs during the primary streamer propagation while the region in figure 7.5f

arises after the primary streamer propagation. In figure 7.8d a glow arises just as in figure

3.3h. When a photograph with T = 6 µs, ∆t = 2 µs is taken the glow is still visible, at

the exact same location, but less intense. A difference that is observed compared to figure

3.3 is that here the glow is more straight while in figure 3.3 it is more cone shaped with a

transition to streamer. In figure 7.7b a photograph of the positive streamer start is shown

under the same conditions as the measurement serie of figure 7.8, i.e. 160 mm gap, 62.5

mbar and 22 kV in air. The streamer pattern for positive and negative streamers appears

different: positive streamers are observed to emerge from the cloud that propagate towards

the plate. The positive streamers can reach the plate electrode but the exposure time is

chosen shorter than the time that is needed to bridge the complete gap.

Negative streamer channels are only observed when using the PM-supply which has a fast,

15 ns, rise time and can apply high voltages from 40 to 96 kV.

7.3.3 Diameter

The diameters of positive and negative streamers in the voltage range from 5 - 96 kV in

a 40 mm gap in atmospheric pressure air are shown in figure 7.9. Three different power

supplies are used to have an overlap in voltage. This is allowed since in chapter 4 it is

shown that when the total impedance in the discharging circuit is similar, measurements

can be compared. The main measurements are done with the PM-supply, TLT-supply and

C-supply without seriesresistance. The measurements with the C-supply and R2 = 2 kΩ

are plotted as well, they show only very thin, type 3 streamers. They are thin since they

start propagating while the voltage is still rising, thus ignite at a lower voltage than the

maximum (chapter 4).

Figure 7.9 shows that 5 kV is the lowest voltage at which positive streamers ignite. Their

diameter is 0.2 mm (i.e. the minimal diameter). At 20 kV they have a diameter of

0.4 mm and bridge the 40 mm gap for the first time. Their diameter increases rapidly

further to a maximal diameter of ∼ 2.8 mm at an applied voltage at the tip of 96 kV.

The diameter of positive streamers increases even by a factor of 10 (from 0.2 to 2 mm)

when the applied voltage is only varied a factor ∼ 2 (from 25 to 55 kV) as can be seen in

figure 7.9. The negative discharge starts at 20 kV but then the diameter is immeasurable

since no real channels are formed (figure 7.5b). The diameter of the negative streamers

can be measured at voltages higher than 40 kV. Then the minimal diameter is 1.2 mm.

The negative streamers bridge the gap for the first time at ∼ 56 kV (figure 7.3) with a
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Figure 7.9: Diameter of positive and negative streamers in air at atmospheric pressure in a 40
mm gap with three different supplies. On the horizontal axis the absolute voltage is given.

diameter of 1.5 mm. Their diameter increases with applied voltage to a maximal diameter

of ∼ 2.3 mm for applied voltages between 76-82 kV. On average, the positive streamers are

∼ 10% thicker than the negative ones but still within the error margins. The figure also

demonstrates that the diameters obtained when power supplies are used with similar rise

times are indeed close together and that the diameters obtained with the supply with a

long rise time (C-supply and R2 = 2 kΩ) are much thinner, as was expected from chapter

4.

7.3.4 Velocity

In figure 7.10a the velocities of positive and negative streamers are shown. Here again

data from different supplies are used to have the overlap in the voltage range from 5 to 96

kV. A fit through the data points is given in table 7.2. It shows that the velocity of both

streamer polarities increases with applied voltage. The positive streamer velocity increases

rapidly from ∼ 0.5 mm/ns at 30 kV to ∼ 4 mm/ns at 96 kV. The negative streamers are

∼ 25% slower than the positive ones. Their velocity increases from ∼ 1.2 mm/ns at 56 kV

to ∼ 2.5 mm/ns at 83 kV. Velocities of negative streamers at voltages below 56 kV could

not be measured because the streamers did not propagate far enough into gap to make

reliable time resolved measurements. Here again the data from the supplies with low rise

time are similar; they have approximately the same velocity growth with voltage (i.e. a
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Figure 7.10: a) Velocity of positive and negative streamers in air at atmospheric pressure in a 40
mm gap. On the horizontal axis the absolute value of the voltage is given. b) Velocity plotted as
function of diameter in the PM-supply.

similar slope, see table 7.2). The increase in velocity of the positive streamers created with

a voltage rise time of 150 ns is limited, just like their increase in diameter (figure 7.9). The

propagation time through the 40 mm gap can be calculated from the velocity. This ranges

from ∼ 80 ns at 30 kV to ∼ 10 ns at 96 kV for positive streamers and from ∼ 27 ns at 56

kV to ∼ 15 ns at 83 kV for negative ones. Table 7.2 furthermore shows that the positive

streamer velocity increases faster with increasing voltage than the negative one. This is

surprising since calculations by [6] predict that differences between polarities disappear

with increasing voltage which is also found experimentally in [119] for a wire-plane gap.

Figure 7.10b is made by plotting the diameter of figure 7.9 against the velocity of figure

polarity supply fit (mm/ns) error (mm/ns) error (mm/ns)

y-intercept slope

negative PM v = -1.55 + 0.048V 0.27 0.004

positive PM v = -1.56 + 0.058V 0.13 0.003

positive TLT v = -0.81 + 0.043V 0.08 0.002

positive C, 0 kΩ v = -0.77 + 0.045V 0.11 0.005

positive C, 2 kΩ v = -0.02 + 0.005V 0.004 4.45e-4

Table 7.2: Fit through the data points of figure 7.10.
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7.10a at the same voltage to test whether the diameter and velocity are related (chapter

4). Only the measurements with the PM-supply are used. The velocity measurements are

given an error bar of 10% of the average velocity as an upper limit. This figure shows indeed

that the velocity v increases with increasing diameter d, roughly as v = 0.5 · d2·mm−1ns−1.

7.3.5 Current, voltage and energy

A typical current and voltage evolution for positive and negative streamers is given in

figure 7.4. The maximum current at 83 kV for both cases is ∼ 45 A when disregarding the

capacitive current peak in the first ∼ 10 ns. The positive streamer current remains at this

level for the duration of the voltage pulse (a plateau of ∼ 80 ns). The negative streamer

current does not have this plateau but slowly decreases to 10 A before the voltage pulse

drops back to zero. For positive streamers, this plateau is clearly visible for voltages at

56 kV and higher. For negative streamers this slightly elevated current level appears for

applied voltages above 66 kV. This difference indicates (again) that there is a difference

in stability field for positive and negative streamers since the negative streamers need a

higher applied electric field to obtain a similar current through the discharge.

The total energy for positive and negative discharges is shown in figure 7.11. The total

energy for the negative discharges at voltages ≤ 40 kV give a small negative output due

to the noise on the signal and is therefore not plotted. The reason for the negative values

is because the setup is built for voltages > 40 kV and the measurements are not averaged

[120]. The figure shows that the total energy for positive discharges is higher than for neg-

ative discharges. This is a result of the difference in current shape; the plateau is longer

for positive streamers than for negative ones. In these current evolutions the difference in

stability field is found back: at the same applied voltage or field, the negative discharge

finds it more difficult to sustain its channels than a positive discharge. This is because

the surrounding field is closer to the stability field of negative streamers than to the one

of positive streamers, which is a factor 2 to 3 lower. Therefore, the negative streamer will

die out sooner than the positive one resulting in a shorter current pulse.

The moment that the primary streamers start propagating is estimated from the moment

that the calculated capacitive current is lower than the measured current. This is found

to be around 12-13 ns which is close to the 15 ns rise time so the primary streamers start

propagating when the voltage has (almost) reached its maximum. This start moment is

used to calculate the primary streamer energy which is also shown in figure 7.11. Although

these values must be regarded as an estimate the data gives similar values for positive

and negative streamers. These values are maximal 50 mJ and thus are considerably lower
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Figure 7.11: Total and primary energy of positive and negative streamers in air at atmospheric
pressure in a 40 mm gap with the PM-supply.

than the total energy3 which is maximal 400 mJ for a positive discharge and 220 mJ for a

negative one at 90 kV. In a wire-plane gap [119] it is also observed that the energy transfer

efficiency of positive and negative streamers becomes more similar with increasing voltage.

The heating of a primary streamer channel can be calculated via the energy. By assuming

that the discharge at 90 kV consists of 10 streamers with a diameter of 3 mm the gas in

one primary streamer channel heats up ∼ 13 K when conduction to the surrounding is

neglected and when all dissipated electrical energy is thermalized. The temperature of the

gas thus remains close to room temperature. The total positive discharge heats up one

channel by ∼ 110 K. Still the increase in average gas temperature is small. It is estimated

to be ∼ 5 K.

3Note that the total energy depends on the duration of the voltage pulse, which in these measurements
is 100 ns.



7.3. Results: point-plane gap 109

7.3.6 Nitrogen and air

In the previous sections measurements on positive and negative streamers are mainly per-

formed in a 40 mm electrode gap at atmospheric pressure in air with the fast rise time

PM-supply. Since this setup does not contain a surrounding vacuum vessel measurements

of both polarities in N2 (purity 99.9%, chapter 6) must be done in the setup that contains

the large vacuum vessel and the C-supply. Since in this setup negative channels are only

observed in a 10 mm gap, so that voltages higher than the critical voltage for negative

channel formation can be applied, all measurements in air and N2 shown here are done in

this small gap.

Photographs of the discharges are shown in figure 7.12 at the lowest voltage where they can

reach the plate. The positive streamers in air and N2 at 1000 mbar show two thin channels

that propagate towards the plate. The streamers are very similar since the zigzag structure

of N2 is hardly visible. The negative discharge in air shows some structure near the tip

but away from the tip the discharge is rather diffuse. At lower voltages only the structure

near the tip is visible. The negative discharge in N2 shows four channels from which two

become a diffuse channel after ∼ 5 mm. When this photograph is made at -10 kV instead

of -12.5 kV the four very short channels near the tip remain but the (transition to) diffuse

channels are not visible anymore. Whether these diffuse channels arise after the primary

streamer propagation is unknown since only time integrated photographs could be made

due to the large jitter in the negative discharge initiation. The stability field for negative

streamers in air and N2 is obtained from figure 7.12c and 7.12d. Since the streamers have

already bridged the complete gap an upper value of this field is found of 18 kV/cm for air

and 12.5 kV/cm for N2. The value for air is ∼ 3 kV higher than found in section 7.3.1.

At a lower pressure of 100 mbar and a 10 mm gap the negative discharges show only one

or two channels (figure 7.14c+d) which are very similar to the positive discharges under

the same conditions (figure 7.14e+f).

When positive and negative discharges at approximately the same voltage of 15 kV are

compared the observed differences for positive and negative streamers in air in section

7.3.1 are also found for N2: less channels and less branching for negative discharges. For

negative discharges in air and N2 the same differences are observed as for positive streamers

(chapter 6): in N2 there are more channels that bridge the electrode gap and they appear

more intense. The difference in intensity is however difficult to verify because the discharge

is diffuse and only time integrated photographs can be made. The difference in intensity

can therefore also come from events that occur after the primary streamer propagation.

The zigzag structure is not observed in the negative N2 discharge. This is possibly due

to the voltage just above inception since in the positive streamer of figure 7.12b, where
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air N2

(a): +5 kV (b): +5 kV

(c): -18 kV (d): -12.5 kV

Figure 7.12: Positive (top) and negative (bottom) discharges in air (left) and N2 (right) at 1000
mbar in a 10 mm point-plane gap at the lowest voltage where the plate can be reached. The delay
is 0 ns, the exposure time is a) 70 µs, b) 4 µs, c) 10 µs and d) 100 µs. In a+b) the laser is used.
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V ≈ Vinception, only two zigzags are seen.

7.4 Results: plane-plane gap

Measurements in a homogeneous electric field are done in a 10 mm parallel plane electrode

gap at 1000, 400 and 100 mbar. The measurements are triggered by a laser that is aimed

at the upper plane through a quartz window on the vacuum vessel. The spot where the

laser hits the upper plane is still visible in all pictures. Furthermore, the discharges are

reflected in the bottom plane.

7.4.1 First observations

Lasers are well implemented in the triggering of sparkgaps where the laser creates a small

plasma that is amplified by the electric field until a conductive path is created via an

electron avalanche and streamer that closes the switch [28; 42; 62]. The laser beam usually

is parallel to the gap axis and strikes an electrode.

It was therefore expected that streamers in parallel plane gaps could be created by using

a laser to trigger the discharge. However, it is noticed that triggering the discharge with

a laser is less easy than expected since the applied voltage must be close to the static

breakdown voltage and the laser must be well focussed to the center of the upper plate to

obtain a discharge. We observed spontaneous breakdown in a 14 mm plane-plane gap at a

DC-voltage of 40 kV and 1000 mbar in air which is at 28 kV/(cm·bar) (not shown). The

use of the laser decreased the breakdown voltage to 36 kV, so to a reduced electric field of

26 kV/(cm·bar) (not shown).

Figure 7.14a,b shows negative discharges in air and N2 which appear quite similar to the

streamer that has evolved to glow at low pressures in a point-plane gap (figure 7.14c-

f). The photographs in the parallel plane gap however show a glow for all pressures

investigated. Furthermore, only negative discharges can be seen on the CCD-pictures.

Positive discharges do not show up on the photographs; either no discharge at all or a spark

emerges. This is unexpected since in the point-plane gap positive streamers are easier to

create because of their lower inception voltage. The possibility of bad laser focussing can

be excluded since the surface of the upper electrode is damaged by the laser. In half of

the photographs taken also the trajectories of metal parts that are shot out of the upper

electrode are seen (figure 7.13). Perhaps the bright spot, caused by the laser, overexposes

the primary streamers. Here it must be noted that when a laser is shot at the needle tip

in a 10 mm point-plate gap, the positive streamers still are visible as can be seen in figure

7.12a,b. Possibly the negative discharge is more intense than the positive one but this can

not be concluded from the photographs.
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Figure 7.13: Laser sputters electrode material away from the upper electrode plate at -32 kV. A
reflection of the sputtered material can be seen in the upper electrode. Also a reflection of the
laserlight is seen in the bottom plate. The other two faint light spots are reflections of the laser
in the windows of the vacuum vessel. d = 500 ns, gw = 70 µs.

Figures 7.14a,b show that the discharge in air has its brightest part near the bottom plate

while the discharge in N2 has its brightest part near the upper electrode. This effect is

better visible when the anode spot is brighter. It is unknown if this an effect of events that

occur after the primary streamer has bridged the gap since it is not possible to make time

resolved photographs without anode spots.

Time resolved photographs with a short exposure time (∼ 50 ns) in air at 400 mbar show

a similar discharge as in figure 7.14a,b only less intense. This indicates again that after

the primary streamer propagation a glow arises that emits light for several microseconds

until the complete discharge dies out. This evolution is much like the thick streamer (as

thick as the cloud) that propagates towards the plate in figure 3.5 in a high applied electric

field. Both discharges can evolve quickly and are barely restricted by the voltage rise

time which is absent in the plane-plane gap (since the discharge is triggered when the

voltage is already high) and only 12 ns in figure 3.5. In figure 3.5d also late streamers are

seen around the glow. This is not seen in the plane-plane gap measurements. Another

possibility for observation of the streamer that has evolved to glow is that the plane-plane

streamers do not have enough space to develop, especially at 100 mbar, and therefore show

only one channel just like in the point-plane gap where positive and negative discharges

(figure 7.14c-f) also consist of a few channels. This possibility could not be verified since
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air N2

(a): -2.3 kV (b): -2.1 kV

(c): -3 kV (d): -5 kV

(e): +2.3 kV (f): +2.5 kV

Figure 7.14: Discharges in a 10 mm gap at 100 mbar in air (left) and N2 (right). a+b) Plane-
plane gap, d = 500 ns, gw = 70 µs. c+d) Point-plane gap, d = 0 ns and gw = c) 100 µs and d)
10 µs. e+f) Point-plane gap, d = 0 ns and gw = 4 µs.
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Figure 7.15: Current voltage evolution of negative streamers at 1000 mbar in N2 in a 10 mm gap.
a) The streamer dip, at 19.5 kV b) The streamer dip (hardly visible) that grows out to glow at
21.3 kV.

no discharges have been observed in gaps larger than 10 mm.

7.4.2 Current and voltage

In figure 7.15a,b the current and voltage evolution is shown for negative discharges. The

large oscillations at -1 µs are caused by the switching of the sparkgap. In figure 7.15a a

dip in the current is visible at 19.3 kV. The dip arises in all measurements 70 ns after the

q-switch of the laser is fired (t = 0 in figure 7.15), so at the moment the actual laser pulse

hits the electrode (figure 7.1). It is likely that this dip is the streamer current since it has

a halfwidth of roughly 150 ns which is in the order of the gap-transit time and it has an

amplitude of 10 mA which is similar to the current that flows through one thin streamer

as calculated in chapter 4. As mentioned above the streamer evolves into a glow. This

transformation is also seen in figure 7.15b where the streamer dip in the current enlarges

and evolves into a glow. The streamer dip is also visible in positive streamer current signals

and is in air of the same order as for negative streamers (∼ 10 mA at 1000 mbar, ∼ 7

mA at 400 mbar and ∼ 2 mA at 100 mbar). In N2 the negative streamers carry more

than a factor 2 more current than the positive ones but then their current pulse duration

is shorter. The energies of positive and negative streamers in N2 and air are of the same

order: ∼ 0.1 mJ at 1000 mbar, ∼ 0.01 mJ at 400 mbar and ∼ 0.001 mJ at 100 mbar.

Here it must be noted that these numbers are only given as a rough estimate since only a

few evaluations could be done. The grow-to-glow is not observed in positive current signals.
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The glow regime in figure 7.15b is very long (∼ 20 µs) and heating of the gas may occur.

An estimate of this is made when a channel diameter of 3 mm is assumed with an (glow)

energy of ∼ 10 mJ. This gives a heating of the glowing channel of ∼ 340 K which is 30×
more than the heating of a thick streamer in section 7.3.5.

The streamers usually start in the decaying voltage slope since the laser fire and the max-

imum of the voltage can not be matched well due to the µs jitter in the setup. This jitter

is caused mainly by the laser (section 7.2.3) and the streamer inception itself. Since the

moment of laser fire with respect to the voltage pulse is uncertain, the voltage at which

the discharge is triggered can only be determined afterward. In air and N2 the inception

voltages are similar where for positive streamers they are ≤ 3 kV higher than for negative

ones. The values are found to be around 20 kV at 1 bar, 8 kV at 400 mbar and 2.5 kV at

100 mbar. This gives for all pressures an approximate reduced electric field of |E|/p ≈ 20

± 5 kV/(cm·bar). The observation that the streamers ignite at a similar reduced electric

field over the whole pressure range is in agreement with the similarity law for discharges

with the same |E|/p (chapter 2).

What part of the negative discharge is seen on photographs can be tested by shortening

the voltage pulse duration to ∼ 100 ns (the transition time of type 3 streamers in a 10

mm point-plane gap) and thus avoiding the transition to a glow. However, when such

short pulses are used the jitter of the voltage pulse in the setup must be less than 100 ns

else the laser can not be synchronized with the voltage pulse. This cannot be obtained

in our setup where the jitter is at least 2.5 µs because of the use of the laser. Literature

about laser-triggered-sparkgaps reports jitter down to sub-100 ps [62] at a pressure of 1.5

bar with laser pulse energies of 700 µJ where a voltage of 10 kV is applied over a 2.3 mm

electrode gap. Therefore, it could be possible that even in a non-ideal situation as our

parallel plane gap (p ≤ 1 bar, laser pulse energy 4.8 mJ, 10 mm gap and V ∼ 20 kV/cm)

jitter of the order of 100 ns can be obtained. However, when the jitter and the voltage

pulse duration have been reduced it may still not be possible to observe primary streamers

since the bright light spot can still be visible on the photographs since this light may be a

recombining plasma cloud which is created by the laser (the actual laserspot lasts only 8

ns). Since the typical recombination time is ∼ 10 µs the light will remain for times longer

than the streamer propagation time (∼ 100 ns). This is also observed in the measurements

where the bright spot is still visible after a camera delay of 500 ns.

When the negative discharge observed in the photographs is indeed a glow the discharge

is still different from the negative discharges observed in a point-plane gap because in a

point-plane gap a glowing channel is not observed at 1000 mbar. Since in plane-plane gaps
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larger than 10 mm no discharge is visible on the camera, it cannot be verified if the 10 mm

gap is too small for the discharge to develop and show some structures (cf. streamers in a

point-plane gap at 100 mbar) or that the single channel arises because of the fast streamer

evolution in a high background field (cf. the positive streamer that is as thick as the cloud

while propagating through the gap and evolving to glow, figure 3.5).



Chapter 8

Analysis and synthesis

In this chapter the experimental results discussed in previous chapters are reviewed and

compared with other measurements reported in the literature as well as with theory and

simulations as far as available. An overall synthesis is presented as far as possible. The

results are discussed along the following questions for streamers in a point-plane gap in

air:

1) What is the streamer diameter?

2) What is the streamer velocity?

3) How much energy is dissipated?

4) When do streamers branch?

5) How do streamers depend on the oxygen:nitrogen ratio?

6) Do streamers scale with air density or pressure?

7) How do streamers start up and propagate?

8) What is the electric field and the average electron energy in the streamer head?

8.1 Diameter

Introduction

The question of the streamer diameter has played a classical role in streamer theory. In

particular, for a long time, the diameter was not a result of a simulation, but it was used

as an input for so-called 1.5D dynamical streamer computations. The first to perform such

a calculation were Dawson and Winn [24] who thought 0.06 mm to be reasonable. Later

117
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Figure 8.1: (a) Positive streamers in a 40 mm wire-plane gap at 40 kV and 1000 mbar. This
picture is taken from Grabowski et al. [37]. d is added to the picture to show what in this thesis is
meant by the optical diameter as found in experiments. (b) A negative streamer in a homogeneous
electric field of 100 kV/cm in air at 1000 mbar. Plotted is the contour of the half maximum of
the space charge at different times. The time interval between two consecutive snapshots is t =
150 ps. This picture is taken from Luque et al. [59]. d is added to the picture to show what
in this thesis is meant by the diameter as found in simulations. Note that the simulation is
given in dimensionless units. The values at the axes should be multiplied by 2.3 µm to obtain the
dimensional units at standard pressure and temperature.

a fixed streamer diameter was predicted by minimization arguments by D’yakonov and

Kachorovskii [29] and Simakov and Raizer [92] though these arguments seem to violate

the physical law of charge conservation [34]. These theoretical approaches were, of course,

motivated by experiments where the diameter was found to be (roughly) constant during

propagation. However, the diameters reported in literature vary widely. A diameter of

0.04 mm is reported in pure oxygen at 500 mbar in a gap of 10 mm at a voltage of about

11 kV by Bastien and Marode [7]. However, in ambient air, a diameter of 0.2 mm in a

wire-plane gap of 35 mm at 30 kV is reported by Creyghton et al. [19] and a diameter of

0.5 mm in a point-plane gap of 20 mm at 25 kV by Pancheshnyi et al. [80]. In larger gaps

limited information is available. Blom et al. [8; 9] report diameters of 10 mm in a wire-

cylinder gap of 290 mm diameter using a voltage pulse of 100 kV at 480 mbar (figure 1.2b).

Already forty years ago, it was shown by Waters and Jones in experiments were a voltage

of 270 kV was applied to a 2 m gap that this diameter is not necessarily a fixed value.

They report a diameter of up to 20 mm near the anode, that decreases further in the gap

to ∼ 2 mm [114]. Only recently it was found that also in small gaps the streamer diameter
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el. gas pol. field dstart dend x t v ref.

config. (kV/cm) (mm) (mm) (mm) (ns) (mm/ns)

pl-pl air - 100·P 0.1 0.6 15 0.6·P Luque

- 40·P 0.1 0.2 15 5·P et al.

- 0.7 35 14·P [59]

p-p air + 10 kV/2 cm 0.4 0.8 6 29 Kulikovsky

+ 15 kV/2 cm 0.4 2 5 9 [51]

∼p-p air + a 1 2 8 1 Babaeva

or - a 3 2 8 1.5 and

∼pr-p + b 1 2.2 8 2.3 Naidis

- b 2 2.2 8 3 [6]

Table 8.1: Estimated values of the increase in diameter in air as found in simulations. El. config.
= electrode configuration, pol. = streamer polarity, d = diameter, x = propagation distance, t

= propagation time, v = velocity, pl-pl = parallel plane, p-p = point-plane, pr-p = protrusion-
plane, P = (p/1 bar), a = 115 kV/cm at sphere with radius 0.1 cm and 15 kV/cm homogeneous
background field, b = 115 kV/cm at sphere with radius 0.1 cm and 25 kV/cm homogeneous
background field.

is not fixed. Grabowski et al. [37] show a very abrupt change from 4 mm to ≤ 0.5 mm in a

wire-plane discharge of 40 mm with short voltage pulses up to 45 kV (figure 8.1a); the thin

streamers probably occur after the voltage has collapsed. Winands [119] and Grabowski

et al. [37] observe that the diameter increases during propagation, although in [37] the

effect is less pronounced. Also recent 2D-computations (where the diameter is not an in-

put but a result of the computation) show that in gaps longer than 5 mm the diameter of

both positive and negative single streamers can vary between simulations and through the

gap. One might conclude that the applied voltage or the background field determine the

different outcomes [50; 55; 56; 59; 70; 71; 78], however, it also should be noted that the

electron distribution assumed as an initial condition and the boundary conditions on the

electrode can play a decisive role for the results, and this is not always discussed carefully.

In homogeneous [5; 49; 55; 56; 59; 68; 70; 71; 93] and in inhomogeneous fields [6; 51],

the streamers are seen to expand in overvolted gaps, see e.g. figure 8.1b and table 8.1.

Diameter values of recent experimental literature are given in tables 8.2 and 8.3.

Note however that in simulations not the width of the space charge density layer should

be used but the density profile of the N2(C)-state when a good comparison with (optical)

diameters in experiments is desired.
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Figure 8.2: a) Positive streamers in an 80 mm gap at 60 kV. This picture is taken from chapter
4. The number of the box corresponds to the number of the streamer type. Late, type 4, streamers
are not shown in this picture. b) Diameters of positive and negative streamers in a 40 mm gap.
This graph is taken from chapter 7. The streamers obtained in the C-supply with 2 kΩ are also
plotted. They show the thinnest possible channels at the respective voltage.

Our results

Diameters of positive streamers in ambient air

Our measurements in an 80 mm point-plane gap have shown that the previously observed

extremely large variation of streamer diameters is neither an artifact, nor is there a phase

transition between different streamer types. Rather the diameters of positive streamers in

atmospheric pressure air can vary by a factor of 10 (!) within a single discharge provided

that the gap is long enough (chapter 4). Different streamer regimes are distinguished based

on their diameter and their time of occurrence; the three that occur during the initial stage

of the discharge are shown in figure 8.2a.

1) Thick streamers (type 1) are very thick with a diameter of about 2.5 mm, their

velocity is over 1 mm/ns and they carry currents with a temporal maximum of up

to 12 A. Their current density is about 2.4 A/mm2. They are created when V >

40 kV and the internal resistance in the discharging circuit is low (< 1 kΩ) so that

the voltage rise time is short and the streamers start propagating when the total

voltage is applied to the gap. They propagate much longer than thinner streamers

before they branch. Whether their diameter is the maximal possible value of whether

even thicker streamers can be produced with higher voltages applied, has not been

explored yet. It must be noted, however, that one could argue in figure 8.2b that a
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diameter saturation sets in above V ≥ 60 kV.

2) Intermediate streamers (type 2) have an average diameter of 1.2 mm, a velocity of 0.5

mm/ns and currents of the order of 1 A. Their current density is about 2.4 A/mm2.

They are created when V ≈ 40 kV and the resistance is low. They can also be

obtained when the resistance is higher (and hence the voltage rise time is longer),

but then the saturation voltage has to be increased as well.

3) Minimal streamers (type 3) are thin; they are called minimal because we never have

observed thinner streamers; their diameter is 0.2 mm; their velocity is ∼ 0.1 mm/ns

and their current ∼ 10 mA. Their current density is about 0.5 A/mm2. They are

created for 5 kV . V < 40 kV and/or when the internal resistance in the discharging

circuit is high and the voltage rise time is long (≥ 1 kΩ, ≥ 60 ns, respectively) since

then the streamers start in the rising slope of the voltage, thus at a lower voltage

than the saturation value. These streamers branch often except when V ≈ V + (≈
5 kV at atmospheric pressure). Then they have trouble crossing the gap at all and

hardly branch.

4) Late streamers (type 4) incept late, they start to propagate after thick or intermediate

streamers have crossed the gap. They seem to start at some surface roughness higher

up on the anode or somewhere along an existing streamer path; their path largely

seems to avoid that of the previous streamers. Their diameter is similar to that of

minimal streamers. Their velocity and current could not be determined but it is

plausible that they are similar to minimal streamers. Late streamers occasionally

connect to the already existing streamer paths of thick or intermediate streamers.

Note that these late streamers should not be confused with secondary streamers that

propagate along the same path as the primary ones (chapter 3).

Thick and intermediate streamers may branch into thinner ones provided that the gap size

is long enough. Minimal streamers branch often but keep their diameter. Occasionally

thin streamers are seen to branch off from a thick or intermediate streamer. Then the

thick or intermediate streamer usually keeps its diameter. In our point-plane gap, the

streamer diameter never increases during propagation, although at high applied voltages

the streamer is occasionally observed to be slightly thinner (but within the same regime)

near the electrodes (chapter 4). Thick and intermediate streamers extend much further in

the gap before they branch than the thinner ones. More information about branching is

given in section 8.4.
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Diameters of positive and negative streamers in ambient air

The classification above is also applied to streamers in gaps ≤ 40 mm. Such gaps are so

short that we do not see a change of diameter, nor of velocity (to be discussed in section

8.2) while the streamer crosses it.

Our measurements indicate that the inception of a negative streamer is determined by a

critical voltage V −, and that this inception voltage is considerably higher than the inception

voltage V + ≈ 5 kV of a positive streamer. In our 40 mm point-plane gap at atmospheric

pressure air this value is about 40 kV which is around the DC-breakdown voltage of the

gap, while the inception voltage of positive streamers lies at about 5 kV (section 8.7.1).

Therefore one needs to distinguish two regimes of the applied voltage for streamers created

in a 40 mm point-plane gap in air at 1000 mbar as shown in figure 8.2b.

1) V + < V < V − (≈ 40 kV): The positive streamers start at V + ≈ 5 kV. Their

diameters increase from 0.2 mm at 5 kV to 1 mm at 40 kV, they bridge the complete

electrode gap when V > 20 kV and they branch. A sign of a negative discharge

is only visible above 20 kV as a glowing cloud near the electrode tip; no negative

streamers are formed.

2) V > V −: Negative streamers appear, but they do not bridge the gap until a voltage

of 56 kV is applied. Positive and negative streamers have a similar thickness of 1

mm at 40 kV that increases up to 3 mm for 96 kV.

Another, quite remarkable, observation in figure 8.2b is that the diameter of positive

streamers increases by a factor of 10 when the voltage increases only by a factor of two,

i.e. from 0.2 mm at 25 kV to 2 mm at 55 kV.

Conclusions

Our results in gaps ≤ 40 mm show that the diameter of positive and negative streamers

increases with increasing voltage provided that the voltage rise time is fast enough (≤ 30

ns). The fast rise time assures that the streamers start propagating only after the voltage

has reached its saturation value. The observation that the diameter increases continuously

with voltage indicates that thin and thick streamers, e.g. the 0.2 mm thin positive stream-

ers at 25 kV in a point-wire gap by Van Veldhuizen and Rutgers [106] and the 2.8 mm

thick ones at 77 kV in a wire-plane gap by Winands [119], are related by a continuous

transition rather than by an abrupt phase transition between different types of streamers.

Negative streamers, however, form only at much higher voltages than positive streamers,

but are then quite similar.
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gap gas polarity d v V ref.

(mm) (mm) (mm/ns) (kV)

40 air + 0.2-2.5 0.1-3.5 5-83 chapter 7

p-p - 1-2.4 1-2.4 40-83

35 air + 0.5(w)-1(w) 20-30 Creyghton

w-p + 0.2(h)-0.6(h) 20-30 [20]

+ 0.25(p)-0.7(p) 20-30

57 air + 0.7 (w)-1.8 (p) ∼ 0.5 57 Winands

w-p + 0.8 (w)-2.6 (p) ∼ 0.7 70 [119]

130 N2 + ≤ 2 (@ 98 kV) 0.2-0.7 82-123 Yi and

pr-p - 4 (@ 123 kV) 0.6-1.4 82-123 Williams

90%N2:10%O2 + 6 0.8-3.4 82-123 [123]

- 8 0.8-1.7 82-123

Table 8.2: Overview of experimentally found diameters and velocities of positive and negative
streamers at 1000 mbar. p-p = point-plane, w-p = wire-plane, pr-p = protrusion-plane, (w) = at
the wire, (h) = halfway, (p) = at the plane.

Gaps ≥ 80 mm are long enough to observe that thick streamers branch into thinner ones,

so that different diameters varying by up to a factor 10 can be seen in different spatial

regions of one single discharge. One reason for the variety of diameters could be that the

thick streamers start in a high background electric field near the tip that decreases further

away from the point electrode. This would mean that the streamer diameter would be

determined by the background field, which, however, is strongly modified by the streamer

itself. Another way to characterize the streamer is by the voltage and the charge content

of the streamer tip. While such a theory is appealing (Ebert et al. [33]) and strongly

motivated by the present results, it is not worked out yet.

Calculations and measurements of the diameter are still difficult to compare as they use

different voltage pulse parameters and initial and boundary conditions. A recent attempt

by Pancheshnyi et al. [80] to compare measurements and calculations for single positive

streamers in air shows that this is still not a straightforward task.
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8.2 Velocity

Introduction

We now address the propagation velocity of the streamers. Recent experiments and simu-

lations show that streamer velocities in air are in the order of 1 mm/ns [6; 20; 80; 109; 119]

(table 8.2, table 8.3). Experiments by Winands [119] in a 57 mm wire-plane gap and

voltages between 40-90 kV show that positive streamers are slightly faster than negative

ones but they both have typical velocities of ∼ 1 mm/ns. He also observes an acceleration

near the plate electrode for both polarities. This is also observed by Van Veldhuizen and

Rutgers [109] at both electrodes in a 25 mm point-plane gap and for voltages of 9 kV in N2

and 16 kV in air. Investigations on this subject by Creyghton [20] in a 35 mm wire-plane

gap show that the velocity growth near the plate depends on the applied voltage: at 20

kV almost no increase is observed, while at 30 kV an increase of 0.2 mm/ns near the plate

is observed, see table 8.2.

Simulations on velocities of positive and negative streamers are performed by Babaeva and

Naidis [6] in a geometry that resembles a gap in which streamers form in the region of

strong electric field (115 kV/cm) near a spherical electrode with a radius of 0.1 cm and

then propagate in a uniform field between parallel plane electrodes. This uniform electric

field can have values of 15, 25 and 35 kV/cm [6], respectively. They observe that negative

streamers are faster than positive ones when they have propagated over the same distance

(table 8.1). The values, however, are close together. These simulation results can be

understood as follows. The streamer velocity is the velocity of the thin ionization front at

its tip. This velocity is determined by the local enhanced electric field and by the spatial

profile of free electrons in the leading edge of the front. This profile is determined by

electron diffusion, background ionization and photoionization. The velocity of the front is

the electron drift velocity in the locally enhanced electric field augmented by the nonlocal

effects due to the electron density profile in the leading edge. As these nonlocal effects are

isotropic, the negative front is always faster than the positive one, if the overall geometry

and voltages are the same, as the negative front propagates with the electron drift while

the positive one propagates against it. This general argument is substantiated for planar

fronts by Ebert et al. [30] for fronts in simple gases, but is easily extended along the general

mathematical lines as discussed in Ebert et al. [31].

The streamer velocity furthermore increases with increasing applied background electric

field. That the velocity increases with the background field is also found by simulations in

a homogeneous electric field as performed by e.g. Luque et al. [59] for negative streamers

in N2 and air and by Kulikovsky [51] for positive streamers in air.
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Figure 8.3: a) Velocities of positive and negative streamers in a 40 mm gap in air at 1000 mbar.
The streamers obtained in the C-supply with 2 kΩ are intentionally kept slow to show the lowest
possible velocity at the respective voltage. b) A fit through the diameter and velocity data obtained
with the PM-supply. Both graphs are taken from chapter 7.

Our results

We have measured the velocities of positive and negative streamers in a 40 mm gap since

in gaps ≤ 40 mm the velocity is rather constant during propagation when measuring not

immediately at the electrodes (cf. the discussion of longer gaps in section 8.1). The velocity

of a streamer channel can only be evaluated if they propagate over a certain distance.

Therefore, velocities of negative streamers can only be measured when the applied voltage

is well above its inception value V − (section 8.1 and 8.7.1). The results are shown in figure

8.3a. The data shows that the velocity of a positive streamer increases rapidly from 0.1 to

1.5 mm/ns for voltages from 5 to 56 kV while at these voltages no velocities of negative

streamers can be measured. At voltages higher than 56 kV, the velocity of the positive

streamer increases from 1.5 to 4 mm/ns for voltages from 56 to 96 kV which is about 20%

higher than the velocity of the negative streamers that increases from 1.2 to 2.4 mm/ns

for voltages from 56 to 83 kV. Both velocities increase with increasing voltage.

In section 8.1 it was observed that thick streamers have higher velocities than thin stream-

ers. This hypothesis is tested by plotting the diameter d and velocity v obtained under

similar conditions in figure 8.3b. A fit of v = 0.5 · d2·mm−1ns−1 is drawn through the data

points. This rough approximation works quite well to estimate the velocity from a given

diameter.
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Conclusions

The velocity of positive streamers increases rapidly by a factor of 8, when the voltage

increases by a factor of 2.75. Velocities of negative streamers can only be measured well

above their inception voltage V −. Then positive streamers are 20% faster than negative

ones which is very surprising in view of the theoretical arguments given above. Velocity

and diameter of positive and negative streamers in our measurements are roughly related

as v = 0.5 · d2·mm−1ns−1. However, for the minimal streamers with a diameter of 0.2 mm

this approximation gives a too low velocity value of 0.02 mm/ns; the velocity of minimal

streamers should be ∼ 0.1 mm/ns as is given in section 8.1. The approximation is also

tested for other experiments of streamers in atmospheric pressure air [80; 106; 109; 119].

The approximation still works quite well for intermediate diameters as found in Winands

[119]. The velocities of the thin streamers in [80; 106; 109] are also overestimated by the

approximation.

Finally, we speculate that the following mechanism might explain the observed dependence

of the streamer velocity on its diameter. Suppose that photoionization and/or background

ionization supply electrons for local avalanches in all regions where the electric is sufficiently

high. Then the electron density profile in the leading edge of the ionization front is largely

influenced by the profile of the electric field. The electric field is created predominantly by

a thin space charge layer that screens the field from the interior and enhances it ahead of

it. This field enhancement decays approximately like R2/r2 where R is the local radius of

curvature of the space charge layer and r−R is the distance from the layer. Therefore the

electron density profile will also decay roughly like 1/R2. As the electron density profile in

a pulled front can dominate the velocity [30; 31; 53], a larger streamer radius can create

higher velocities. Whether this mechanism actually can lead to velocities that increase like

the square of the diameter for realistic values of photo and background ionization, will be

a matter of future investigation.

8.3 Dissipated energy

Introduction

A third quantity that can be monitored during experiments is the amount of energy that

is dissipated by the discharge. This energy can be used to create e.g. radicals for gas and

water cleaning, Winands [119], Grabowski [40]. Measurements in air in wire-plane gaps of

32 to 77 mm for voltages of 40 to 90 kV performed by Winands [119] (also table 8.2) show

that the energy efficiency transfer from their power supply into the streamers is about 70%

to 80% at 40 to 70 kV for positive streamers while it is 20% to 60% at 60 to 80 kV for
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negative ones. These results indicate that the energy efficiency transfer becomes similar

for positive and negative streamers with increasing voltage, hence the energy dissipated by

positive and negative streamers becomes more similar.

The energy that is dissipated by the streamer can heat up the gas inside the streamer and

inside the complete vacuumvessel. However, in literature the gas temperature for a pulsed

discharge is found to be around 300-350 K from rotational spectra, so it remains close to

room temperature [20; 104].

Our results

We have measured the dissipated energy for positive and negative streamers in a 40 mm

gap in air. These results are given in figure 8.4. They show that primary positive and

negative streamers dissipate the same amount of energy of 20-50 mJ at voltages of 74-

90 kV (chapter 7). This is in agreement with observations by Winands [119] that the

energy efficiency transfer becomes similar for both polarities. The maximum increase in

gas temperature inside the streamer can be estimated from the dissipated energy. Hereby it

is assumed that all energy will be used to heat the streamer channel whereas in reality the

main part of the energy is used for chemical processes [119]. Therefore, an upper limit of

the temperature increase inside the streamer channel is calculated below. For a discharge

at 90 kV in a 40 mm gap which consists of 10 streamers with a diameter of ∼ 3 mm and

a total primary streamer energy of 50 mJ (hence 5 mJ/streamer channel), the maximum

increase in temperature in one channel is estimated to be ∼ 13 K by

∆T = Q/C, (8.1)

in which ∆T is the increase in temperature, Q the dissipated energy and C the specific

heat capacity which is 103 J/kg·K for air. Thus the gas temperature inside our streamers

remains indeed close to room temperature. The gas temperature inside a glowing channel

can increase considerably since the duration of such a glow regime, e.g. as shown in figure

7.15b, is very long (∼ 20 µs). An estimate of the temperature of the glowing channel can

be made when a channel diameter of 3 mm is assumed with an energy of ∼ 10 mJ. This

gives an upper limit of the heating of the glowing channel of ∼ 340 K which is 30× more

than the maximum heating of a thick primary streamer.

Conclusions

Our results show that the energy of the primary positive and negative streamers is similar

and increases with voltage above a critical value. Furthermore the data leads to the

conclusion that the gas temperature rise within a primary streamer channel is negligible.
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Figure 8.4: Dissipated streamer energy in a 40 mm gap in air at 1000 mbar. This graph is taken
from chapter 7.

8.4 Branching and multiple streamers

Introduction

The photographs show that streamers branch frequently. This topic is underexposed in

literature. Most simulations investigate only one non-branching streamer [6; 80]. Investi-

gations of branching streamers [5; 33; 51; 59; 68] have to stop at the moment of branching

since then the numerically implemented cylindrical symmetry (allowing essentially 2D sim-

ulations) at that moment becomes non-physical. While branching streamers were observed

in simulations earlier, they were typically thought to be numerical artifacts and not pub-

lished. Therefore the observation of streamer branching by Ebert’s group in a minimal fluid

model [5; 33; 59; 68] was not immediately accepted [5; 32; 52]. Of course, such an effect

cannot be established on the basis of mere numerical simulations, but nonlinear analysis

and the mathematical similarity with tip splitting events in two fluid flow [5; 66] clearly

indicate that streamers branch even in fluid models.

Another point of interest is that only now the first theoretical studies of several streamers

propagating next to each other are being submitted [60; 61]. These studies show how

strongly streamers can interact electrostatically and through photoionization. They indi-

cate that a group of streamers can have quite different characteristics than a single streamer.

The experimental literature also pays little attention to streamer branching. Only Yi and

Williams [123] observe in atmospheric pressure nitrogen that positive streamers branch

after ∼ 3 mm, while the mean branching distance for negative ones is ∼ 10 mm. This

indicates that positive streamers branch more than negative streamers. Additions of small

amounts of O2 reduce the branching rate. Simulations based on fluid theory by Luque et al.
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Figure 8.5: a) Definition of the branching structure D/d. b) The distance between branches as
function of the voltage in an 80 mm gap in 1000 mbar air. This graph is taken from chapter 6.

[59] show that photoionization (that is strong in oxygen:nitrogen mixtures like air) makes

a negative streamer smoother and can suppress branching. However, this effect should also

be reinvestigated within a particle model [54] with its inherent particle density fluctuations.

Our results

Our measurements in air show that positive streamers branch more than negative ones

(chapter 7). Furthermore, measurements on the thinnest positive streamers in air and

nitrogen1 show that streamers in N2 branch more frequently (e.g. roughly every 4 to 5 mm

at 400 mbar and 16 kV, figure 6.13b) than streamers in air (roughly every 12 to 13 mm,

idem). Over the pressure range of 100-1000 mbar the branching structure, as defined by

the ratio D/d in figure 8.5a, is independent of pressure and is found to be 11.6 ± 1.5 for

air and 9.1 ± 3.3 for N2.

The measurements on streamers in N2 and air also show that the streamer head in N2

is more diffuse than the streamer head in air as is shown in figure 8.6 (chapter 6). The

distance of the tip over which the intensity drops to 50% of its maximum is measured to

be ∼ 4 times longer in N2. This observation in relation with the knowledge that streamers

in N2 branch more may indicate that a stable front results in less branching.

1The purity of the nitrogen in this thesis is 99.9%. The impurities are expected to be mainly water and
oxygen. At the time that the measurements were performed the purity was expected to be 99.999%.
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(a) (b)

Figure 8.6: Streamers in a 40 mm gap at 100 mbar in a) air, 5 kV and b) N2, 15 kV. Camera
delay is 0, the exposure time and pulse frequency are: a) 0.7 µs, 1 Hz and b) 0.37 µs, 10 Hz.
These photographs are taken from chapter 6.

Figure 8.2a shows that thick streamers can branch into thinner ones. Another observation

is that thick channels branch less than thin channels. These observations are investigated

in detail in chapter 6. The data indeed shows that the distance between branches D in-

creases with increasing diameter d, figure 8.5b. However, when the branching parameter,

i.e. ratio D/d, is calculated for thick positive streamers at voltages higher than 30 kV in

atmospheric pressure air a value of 7.6 ± 3.6 is found while for thin streamers at voltages

below 10 kV a value of 11.6 ± 1.5 is found. These results indicate that although thick

streamers branch further away from the previous branch than thinner ones, they propagate

over a shorter distance with respect to their diameter before branching.

Other observations that are done concerning branching include that streamer channels

almost always seem to branch in two: one main channel that propagates further and one

channel that bends away from this channel. This observation is more pronounced in N2

than in air. Occasionally branching in three channels is seen e.g. in the white circle in

figure 8.7. Furthermore, branching seems not to start directly at the needle: the main

channel first propagates a certain distance before it branches or the streamers emerge from

a cloud (figure 5.2).

A last observation is that the angle between streamer branches often appears to be ap-

proximately 30◦. Of course, this angle is subject to projection onto the 2D image plane,

and it is further examined at present by means of stereophotography.
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Figure 8.7: Positive streamers in a 160 mm gap in air at 62.5 mbar, 5 kV, 1 Hz, 0 ns delay and
70 µs exposure time (settings of table 6.1).

Conclusions

The branching structure D/d of streamers appears to scale over the pressure range of 100

to 1000 mbar; it gives a value of 11.6 ± 1.5 for thin streamers in air and 9.1 ± 3.3 for thin

streamers in nitrogen. A decrease in oxygen concentration increases the branching rate

when parameters such as pressure, voltage, gap distance and streamer diameter have the

same value, as is observed in our experiments. Most likely the branching rate increases

when the rate of photoionization in the gas decreases.

A possible explanation for the observation that thick streamers branch less than thin ones

can be as follows. Since the electric field in front of a thick streamer decays less fast than

the field in front of a thin streamer, the electron density in the direction of propagation

decreases less rapidly for a thick streamer, if the electron profile due to background or

photoionization is dominated by the profile of the electric field in the leading edge of the

front. This would stabilize thick streamers and suppress branching.

8.5 Streamer dependence on the oxygen:nitrogen ra-

tio

Introduction

Ambient air is a frequently used gas in experiments since it is most commonly found in

nature and used in most applications. A complication of air is that it is a compound gas

in which many processes can occur such as photoionization and attachment; where it also
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should be noted that there is recently a serious concern about commonly used parameters

for photoionization. For understanding the physical mechanisms and for comparing with a

simple theory with a decent number of reactions it is useful to perform experiments in sim-

ple gases as well. Therefore, measurements are done in nitrogen which, besides being the

main component of air, is a simple single molecular gas in which photoionization or attach-

ment is suppressed. However, experiments can never obtain 100% gas purity. Therefore,

always some impurities will be present in the gas that may influence the streamer behavior.

Up to now, there is only one set of experiments [123] (also table 8.2, 8.3) where the nitro-

gen:oxygen ratio was varied systematically. These experiments in a 130 mm protrusion-

plane gap show that in a voltage range of 82 to 123 kV, the velocity of positive and negative

streamers at 1000 mbar increases when 10% oxygen is added to rather pure N2. The in-

crease in velocity is more pronounced for positive streamers (roughly a factor 3) than for

negative ones (∼ factor 1.2). Furthermore, they observe that the diameter increases and

the number of streamers reduces with increasing oxygen concentration. Van Veldhuizen

and Rutgers [109] also observe an increase in velocity with increasing oxygen concentration

for positive streamers in a 25 mm point-plane gap for voltages between 3 and 30 kV at

atmospheric pressure. They observe an average velocity of 0.012 mm/ns at 9 kV for N2

and 0.2 mm/ns at 16 kV for air [109]. Their velocity of 0.2 mm/ns is found for positive

streamers with a diameter of ∼ 0.2 mm at 1000 mbar [106].

Van Veldhuizen and Rutgers [109] furthermore observe that streamers in N2 need a lower

voltage to transit a 25 mm point-plane gap compared to air (∼ 7 kV and ∼ 9 kV, respec-

tively). The applied voltage divided by the maximal streamer length has the dimension of

an electric field and in the literature this empirical quantity is called the ”stability field”.

Van Veldhuizen and Rutgers [109] as well as our own experiments (section 8.7.2) indicate

that this stability field is lower in nitrogen than in air. Raizer [90] suggests that this effect

is related to the lack of electron attachment in nitrogen. Since electrons are removed by

the attachment in electronegative gases, higher energies and electric fields are necessary

to free the attached electrons from the O2 molecules and to obtain the same amount of

free electrons as in an electropositive gas. Van Veldhuizen and Rutgers [109] also report

that the breakdown voltage at which the streamers transit into sparks occurs at lower

voltages in N2 (9 kV for N2 and 27 kV for air at 1000 mbar in a 25 mm point-plane gap).

The value for air is similar to our observation in a 20 mm gap where sparking occurs at

27 kV (not shown in this thesis). The stability field will be further discussed in section 8.7.2.
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gap type gas p d v V ref.

(mm) (mbar) (mm) (mm/ns) (kV)

160 3 air 1000 ∼ 0.3 (@ 5-40 kV)* 0.1-0.2 30-50 chapter 6

p-p 2,3 air 400 0.8-1.7 (@ 10-25 kV)* 0.15-0.27 20-40

3 N2 1000 ∼ 0.2 (@ 15-28 kV)* 0.02-0.05 20-40

2,3 N2 400 0.5-0.7 (@ 8-10 kV)* 0.08-0.35 10-40

2,3 a 400 0.05-0.27 10-30

25 3 air 1000 0.2 [106] (pr-p, p-w) 0.2 16 Van Veldhuizen

p-p N2 1000 0.012 9 and Rutgers [109]

130 1 b 1000 6 0.8-3.4 82-123 Yi and

pr-p 1 N2 1000 ≤ 2 (@ 98 kV) 0.2-0.7 82-123 Williams [123]

1 N2 400 4 98

30 3 c 1000 0.5 0.4 22 Pancheshnyi

pr-p 2 c 455 2.5 1.4 22 et al. [80]

- 1 air 0.1 60-145 m Gerken et al.

3 air 0.01 20-50 m [35]

- air 0.2-≥ 30 Moudry et al.

[72]

Table 8.3: Overview of positive streamers in N2 and air. a indicates 99.8%N2:0.2%O2, b indi-
cates 90%N2:10%O2 and c indicates 80%N2:20%O2 (= synthetic air). p is the pressure, d the
diameter, v the velocity and V the applied voltage. p-p = point-plane, p-w = point-wire and pr-p
= protrusion-plane gap. The values indicated by * are from measurements in a 40 mm gap.

Our results

Our positive streamers in air and N2 (99.9% purity) have different structures as is illus-

trated in figure 8.8 (chapter 6). The differences are summarized as follows: the streamers in

N2 are 1) thinner, 2) curlier, 3) more intense and 4) less diffuse than streamers in air. They

also 5) branch more resulting in 6) a shorter distance between branching events and 7) they

propagate further down the electrode gap at the same applied voltage. The branches that

deviate from the main channel, however, 8) die out after a shorter distance. 9) The voltage

at which sparking occurs is lower for N2. Furthermore, 10) the current pulse duration in

N2 is longer than in air, which leads to an easier transition into the spark phase. At 1000

mbar, the difference in current pulse duration is a factor ∼ 302. The streamer propagation

time in both gases is roughly similar therefore this difference is ascribed to the ”glow”

2This factor however depends strongly on the power supply; when very short pulses are used the glow
regime may not arise.
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(a) (b)

Figure 8.8: Streamers in a 40 mm gap at 400 mbar and 16 kV in a) air and b) N2. Camera delay
is 0, exposure time is a) 0.6 µs and b) 2 µs. These pictures are taken from chapter 6.

regime which is easier to obtain in N2 because of the absence of attachment. Therefore,

the factor will decrease when in air also a glow regime is found. This occurs mainly at low

pressures. A current pulse duration of > 15 µs, as found in N2 at 1000 mbar, is found in

air only at a low pressure of 100 mbar and 8 kV.

The diameter and velocity of streamers in air and N2 increase with decreasing pressure

when evaluations are done at a fixed voltage, as will be explained in the next section 8.6

on the dependence on gas density. This is also observed in data for synthetic air (80% N2:

20% O2) by Pancheshnyi et al. [80]. At 1000 mbar we observe that the velocity in our

thinnest streamers increases by a factor 2 to 5 when air is used instead of N2. However,

at 400 mbar we do not observe a difference in the velocity of streamers in air and N2; the

velocity is similar within the error margins (table 8.3, figure 6.11 and 6.12). Why this is so

is unknown and other measurements performed at 400 mbar in air and N2 have not been

found in the literature.

The diameter d, ratio D/d and velocity v as function of pressure for air and N2 are given

below in section 8.6 ”scaling with gas density or pressure”.
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(a) (b)

Figure 8.9: a) Positive streamers in a 130 mm gap in pure N2. The picture is taken from Yi and
Williams [123]. b) Example of a sprite discharge. This picture is taken from Cummer et al. [22].

Conclusions

The question whether the photoionization characteristic for air or other oxygen:nitrogen

mixtures is mandatory for the propagation of positive streamers cannot be answered. We

as well as other authors [63; 109; 123] observe positive streamers in N2. But whether they

propagate due to a minor contamination (as experimental nitrogen is never 100% pure)

that creates some minor amount of photoionization, or due to other processes, such as cos-

mic particles or radioactivity, cannot be decided on the basis of the present experiments.

Our observations have shown that the streamers in nitrogen with ∼ 0.1% impurities behave

very differently than streamers in ambient air. Some of the characteristics can be explained

by photoionization (e.g. branching), others by attachment (e.g. the lower stability field

and lower sparking voltage in N2). Experiments performed by Brandenburg et al. [10] in a

diffuse barrier discharge with an interelectrode gap of 1.1 mm at atmospheric pressure ni-

trogen (99.999% pure) with small admixtures of oxygen have shown that the homogeneous

glow regime shows a transition into the filamentary mode at an oxygen concentration of

about 450 ppm. At higher admixtures of about 1000 ppm, micro-discharges are generated.

When these observations are used as a rough estimate for streamer experiments, a nitrogen

purity of at least 99.95% is necessary to neglect the contribution of oxygen.

We finally remark that figure 8.9a by Yi and Williams [123] shows a discharge in N2 that

appears more like a cloud than as single streamers. This discharge is very different from

our discharge in N2, e.g. figure 8.8. We could not reproduce the cloud, possibly due to the

0.1% contamination in our N2.
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8.6 Scaling with gas density or pressure

Introduction

High altitude discharge phenomena (40-90 km altitude) have become a subject of study

since their discovery in 1989, see e.g. Sentman et al. [97] and Pasko et al. [83]. These tran-

sient luminous events are referred to as sprites, elves, blue jets etc. Sprites, in particular,

are thought to be a type of streamer discharge and their diameter, which ranges from 20 to

150 m [35], corresponds to the much lower gas density at high altitudes. This scaling with

air density follows simply from the fact that the basic length scale of the discharge is set by

the mean free path of the electron between collisions with neutral molecules, and that the

mean free path is inversely proportional to the gas density [33]. This relates experiments

at low or high density to each other, e.g. Pasko et al. [82; 84]. The results are somewhat

modified by photoionization [55; 59; 126]. As the gas density according to the ideal gas

law is proportional to the ratio of pressure over temperature, and as the temperature is

fixed to around 20◦C during our experiments, we will discuss scaling with pressure rather

than scaling with density since pressure is directly measured.

Observations used for comparing sprites (e.g. figure 8.9b) with laboratory scale streamers

are done in the tendril region3 of the sprite since this region consists of densely-packed

branching streamers, Gerken et al. [35]. They observe that there are thick and thin sprite

channels. The transverse scale of filamentary structures shown in figure 1.5b by Gerken

et al. [35] ranges from 60 to 145 m (± 12 m) in the altitude range of 60-64 km (± 4.5

km) which is at an estimated pressure of ∼ 0.1 mbar and a temperature of 2◦C. This gives

a scaled diameter of ∼ 6 mm·bar at laboratory conditions which is considerably thicker

than our thickest streamers. Minimal sprite diameters are found with transverse extents

of 20-50 m (± 13 m) in the altitude range 76-80 km (± 5 km). This is at an estimated

pressure of ∼ 10−2 mbar and temperature of -83◦C giving a scaled diameter at 20◦ of 0.1-

0.3 mm·bar. However it must be noted that the pressure is an estimate and therefore this

scaled diameter can vary considerably. Downward tendril development of sprites occurs at

velocities that vary by more than two orders of magnitude, ranging from ∼ 0.1 mm/ns to

≥ 30 mm/ns as was observed by Moudry et al. [72]. The tendrils progress through multiple

velocity regimes, typically in the order fast-slow or slow-fast-slow. The minimal velocity

of sprites is similar to the minimal streamer velocity of ∼ 0.2 mm/ns in air. However, it is

unknown if this minimal sprite velocity is observed for minimal sprite diameters as occurs

in streamers. When the observations by Gerken et al. [35] are combined with observations

by Cummer [23] it appears that the sprites generally have velocities of the order of 10

3The tendril region is the bottom part of the sprite; the region around the white box, between 50-80
km altitude in figure 1.5.
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mm/ns at the altitude where the minimal sprite diameters are observed.

Our results

The similarity law that states that all lengths and times scale inversely with pressure is

tested experimentally for the minimal positive streamers in the pressure range from 13

to 1000 mbar in gaps of 10 to 160 mm (chapter 6). We have chosen to test the minimal

streamers for several reasons. First, since there is a distribution of diameters for the thicker

streamers, only the minimal ones at each pressure are appropriate to compare. Second,

the minimal streamers are furthest away from the electrodes that might break the scaling

laws locally, cf. chapter 2. Third, these streamers do not evolve into glow and/or spark as

easily at low pressures and in small gaps as the thick streamers, and therefore they can be

imaged more easily.

We have observed that the diameter d scales inversely with pressure p resulting in an p · d
= 0.20 ± 0.02 mm·bar in air and p · d = 0.12 ± 0.02 mm·bar in N2 at room temperature

(293 K) as is shown in figure 8.10a. The velocity v was expected to remain constant with

pressure since the scaling law states that both time and distance are inversely proportional

to pressure. We, however, observed that the velocity increases slightly with decreasing p,

see e.g. figure 8.10b or table 8.3. Here it must be noted that v is determined from thin

and thick streamers since under some conditions (especially at low pressures) no minimal

streamers could be found because the voltage could not be lowered enough. Although the

results show that v increases with p all values lie within a band of v ≈ 0.2 ± 0.1 mm/ns

over the whole pressure range. This ”average” velocity is much smaller than the velocity

for the very thick streamers (v ≥ 1 mm/ns). Therefore, a velocity of 0.2 mm/ns for thin

streamers in air over the whole pressure range can be used as a first approximation. The

velocity difference with pressure within N2 is larger, therefore an estimate of the ”average”

velocity does not seem to be appropriate.

The dependence of the branching parameter D/d on pressure is tested in a 40 mm gap

over the pressure range from 100 to 1000 mbar, where D is the distance between branching

events and d is the diameter (figure 8.5a). A ratio of D/d = 11.6 ± 1.5 for air and D/d

= 9.1 ± 3.3 for N2 is found. These values indicate that the relative distance between

branching events in air is larger when the diameters in air and N2 are the same.

Measurements in a plane-plane gap where the discharge is triggered by a laser (chapter 7)

have shown that positive and negative discharges in air and N2 can only be created in a

small band around 20 ± 5 kV/(cm·bar) of reduced electric field.
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Figure 8.10: a) Scaling with pressure of streamer diameter in air and N2. b) Velocity of thick and
thin streamers in a 160 mm gap at different pressures in air. Both graphs are taken from chapter
6.

Conclusions

Our measurements have shown that the theoretically predicted approximate scaling with

pressure of the streamer diameter and velocity agree with experiments. It even holds for

positive streamers in air of up to 1 bar while photoionization is expected to lead to cor-

rections to scaling above ≈ 0.1 bar. A quite remarkable observation is that the laboratory

data on the minimal streamer diameter even coincides with the minimal diameter observed

in sprites when the sprite data is calculated back to a temperature of 20◦C, as shown in

figure 8.10a. Streamer and sprite velocities, however, seem to vary generally by a factor

∼ 10. However, the trend that thick streamers have higher velocities is also observed for

sprites since diameters in sprites are usually larger than in laboratory streamers and ve-

locities also. Although it is assumed that sprites are an upscaled version of streamers (e.g.

Pasko et al. [82; 84]), it must be noted that the background ionization at sprite altitude is

much higher than in the laboratory due to the higher cosmic radiation rate; a term that is

not found back in the scaling law. Furthermore, streamers are created between electrodes

while in the atmosphere electrodes are absent. When one assumes that structures like

clouds function as electrodes, then these electrodes will probably give a more homogeneous

electric field than our point-plane gap.

Scaling with pressure in air is allowed, as mentioned above and observed in chapter 6.

Scaling with pressure in N2 must be handled with care since the averaged p · d-line is just

outside the error margins, especially the value at 400 mbar (figure 8.10a). Furthermore,
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the velocity of streamers in N2 depends more on pressure than the velocity of streamers in

air.

Values of the branching parameter D/d as function of pressure are not reported in liter-

ature. Yi and Williams [123] report an average branching distance of 3 mm for positive

streamers in N2 at 1000 mbar with a diameter of about 2 mm at 98 kV. This gives an D/d

of 1.5 which is in qualitative agreement with our observation that the ratio D/d decreases

with increasing voltage at a fixed pressure (chapter 6).

8.7 Start and propagation of streamers

8.7.1 The start of positive and negative streamers

Introduction

A streamer starts always from an initial seed of ionization that eventually develops its

own field enhancement (see also chapter 2). The initial seed is typically built up by an

ionization avalanche: free electrons propagate through a sufficiently strong electric field

where they gain sufficient energy to ionize molecules by impact. If the field is so high

that the ionization rate is higher than the lost rate due to attachment or recombination,

an electron avalanche is created, as was first described by Townsend [69; 91; 101; 104].

The avalanche can form either in free space between the electrodes or in the high field

zone next to a strongly curved electrode where processes on the electrode surface also can

play a role. The question rises how the streamer start looks in experiments. This is a

question that to our knowledge has not yet been investigated, most likely since it requires

an intensified CCD-camera with short exposure times down to several nanoseconds which

have just become available at the end of the last century.

The inception voltage is investigated by Van Veldhuizen and Rutgers [109] in a 25 mm

point-plane gap at 1 bar for positive streamers in air and N2. They observe that this

voltage is ∼ 5.5-6 kV for both gases. They were not able to create negative streamers

in their setup; the negative discharge appeared more as a cloud near the tip without any

channels [107]. This is in agreement with Raizer [90] who argues that the applied electric

field must be higher to ignite negative streamers. Also Yi and Williams [123] observe that

negative streamers propagate less far in the electrode gap than positive streamers (∼ 60

mm at 123 kV for negative streamers and at least 130 mm at 82 kV, their lowest obtained

voltage, for positive ones).
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(a): T = 485 ns,

∆t = 50 ns

(b): T = 535 ns,

∆t = 50 ns

(c): T = 610 ns,

∆t = 50 ns

(d): T = 610 ns,

∆t = 50 ns

Figure 8.11: The start and propagation of a positive streamer in a 40 mm gap at 400 mbar and
25 kV in ambient air. Setting c in table 3.1. The camera’s delay T and exposure time ∆t are
given. These pictures are taken from chapter 3.

Our results

The positive (cathode directed) and negative (anode directed) primary streamer evolution

consists of four stages as shown in figure 8.11 (chapter 3 and 7):

1) a light emitting cloud at the electrode tip that evolves into

2) a thin expanding shell from which

3) one or more streamers emerge that

4) propagate towards the plate electrode.

This process occurs for positive streamers when V ≥ V +, which is around 5 kV at 1000

mbar in our 40 mm point-plane gap. The negative streamer propagation needs a higher

voltage V − of about 40 kV (which happens to be about the DC-breakdown voltage in

our 40 mm point-plane gap at 1 bar) to proceed beyond the expanding shell (stage 2) as

shown in figure 8.12. When the inception voltage V − for negative streamers is related

to the DC-breakdown voltage, this would imply that the formation of negative stream-

ers depends on the interelectrode distance while for positive streamers the electric field at

the electrode tip is dominant and the position of the plate electrode has not much influence.

When looking at the discharge by eye rather than by iCCD-camera, the streamers appear

to come from the outer edge of the shell and not from its interior as shown in figure

8.13. This, however, is difficult to observe on 2 dimensional iCCD-photographs, maybe

3D-reconstructions can give an answer.
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(a): +20 kV (b): -20 kV

(c): +46 kV (d): -47 kV

Figure 8.12: Time integrated photographs of positive (left) and negative (right) streamers in a
40 mm gap in air at 1000 mbar. The delay is 0 ns, the exposure time and supply are a) 1 µs,
C-SC-supply with R2 = 2 kΩ, b) 100 µs, C-SG-supply with R2 = 2 kΩ and c,d) 160 ns with the
PM-supply. These pictures are taken from chapter 7.
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Figure 8.13: Positive streamers in a 40 mm gap in air at 200 mbar, 10 kV, 0 ns delay and 0.8
µs exposure time (settings of table 3.1).

8.7.2 Propagation of positive and negative streamers

Introduction

An empirical observation mentioned earlier is that applied voltage over maximal streamer

length gives similar values for streamers in the same gas with the same polarity. It is

argued that this so-called stability field is necessary to maintain the streamer, and that

the stability field needs to increase with the electron attachment rate in the streamer [90].

However, while a single simulated streamer has a non-vanishing electric field in its ionized

interior that is argued to be the stability field, a group of streamers can completely screen

the electric field from their interior by the sum of net charges in their heads, is found

by Luque et al. [60]. The simulation, however, results on single streamers and therefore

cannot be applied to a group of streamers, and the concept of the stability field at this

point must be seen as purely empirical.

Experiments by Raizer [90] and Allen and Ghaffar [4], and references therein, show that for

plane-plane and point-plane gaps of 5 to 600 mm, the stability field for positive streamers

in air is 4.4 to 5 kV/cm. Raizer furthermore reports that positive streamers in N2 (with up

to 2% oxygen) have a stability field of ∼ 1.5 kV/cm. Stability fields for positive streamers

in a 25 mm point-plane gap by Van Veldhuizen and Rutgers [109] are 2.8 kV/cm for N2 and

3.6 kV/cm for air. Simulations by Babaeva and Naidis [6] in an electrode geometry that

resembles an inhomogeneous electric field show stability fields for negative streamers in air

that are 2-3 times higher than for positive streamers. In Yi and Williams [123] negative

streamers in N2, created in a 130 mm protrusion-plane gap, propagate roughly 60 mm at
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123 kV. This results in a stability field of 20.5 kV/cm. Their positive streamers in N2

already bridge the complete 130 mm gap at their lowest voltage used of 82 kV.

Our results

We have calculated the stability field in our measurements as the applied voltage divided

by the streamer length. In this way we observed a stability field of ∼ 5 kV/cm (chapter

6) for positive streamers and ∼ 15 kV/cm for negative streamers in air in a 40 mm point-

plane gap (chapter 7). Positive streamers in N2 in a 40 mm point-plane gap have a stability

field of 2 to 3 kV/cm. In a smaller point-plane gap of 10 mm slightly higher values of the

stability field are observed, namely 5 kV/cm for positive streamers in air and N2 and 18

kV/cm and 12.5 kV/cm for negative streamers in air and N2, respectively. Most likely the

higher values are caused by the fact that the streamers generally bridged the complete gap

or did not ignite at all. Therefore some upper limit of the voltage (and thus the stability

field) is found.

Igniting streamers in short point-plane gaps is sometimes difficult since the inception volt-

age V + and the DC breakdown voltage are close together, and breakdown must be avoided

to protect the camera and other components in the setup. The inception voltage can some-

times be lowered by a pulse repetition rate of 1 or 10 Hz. Simulations by Pancheshnyi [79]

suggest that pre-ionization can facilitate subsequent discharges when frequencies higher

than 10−2 Hz at 1000 mbar or 0.1 Hz at 100 mbar are used in a 20 mm point-plane elec-

trode gap in air. This is in qualitative agreement with our observations. Although pulse

repetition facilitates subsequent discharges, we observed no differences in streamer pattern

between a single shot pulse or pulses with a frequency of 1 Hz. When a frequency of 10 Hz is

used, the streamer pattern usually looks like a single shot discharge at ∼ 3 kV lower voltage.

Conclusions

The results on start and propagation of positive and negative streamers have shown that

both polarities become more and more alike well above the inception voltage for negative

streamers. This conclusion applies to the diameter (section 8.1), velocity (section 8.2) and

energy (section 8.3) and also from the photographs in figure 8.12

A possible reason why positive and negative streamers propagate in a different way at low

voltages and are more similar at high voltages is the following: in the positive case, the

electrons propagate towards the needle or streamer tip. The electrons thus go from a large
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volume to a small region where the electric field is high and thus the ionization is enhanced.

In this way enough electrons are created for the positive streamer to keep on going. In the

case of the negative streamer, the electrons start at the small needle and propagate into

the large background volume where the electric field is low. The avalanche, which runs

through a decreasing electric field, dies out. At very high applied voltages the electric field

in the volume is higher than the stability field (≥ 15 kV/cm in air, ≥ 12.5 kV/cm in N2 at

1000 mbar, chapter 7) and the negative discharge can keep propagating. Then the positive

and negative streamers look more alike.

8.8 Electric field and average electron energy

Introduction

The electric field in a discharge containing N2 can be determined from the spectral bands

of N2 when the N2 molecules are excited dominantly from the ground state directly by

electron impact, Paris et al. [81], which is the case in the streamer head. Measured curves

of the reduced field strengths against the ratio of the intensities of the spectral bands of

N2 (337 nm and 394 nm) and N+
2 (391 nm) are given in Paris et al. [81] where these curves

are experimentally obtained by using a non-self-sustaining dc discharge in a parallel-plane

gap for the excitation of the gas molecules and by varying the reduced field strength. In Li

et al. [54] and Creyghton [20] computed plots of the field strength against average electron

energy are given for negative streamers in N2 and positive streamers in air, respectively.

The values from Li et al. [54] run from ∼ 5 to 15 eV for fields between ∼ 50 and 200

kV/cm; the values from Creyghton [20] from ∼ 5.5 to 14 eV for fields from ∼ 50 to 200

kV/cm.

Our results

We have measured and added the spectral lines of 1800 discharges in air at ∼ 60 mbar

and 10 kV. In this way a good signal-to-noise ratio is obtained. The same is done for the

spectrum in N2 (chapter 6). The ratio of the intensities of the spectral bands of N2 (337 nm

and 394 nm) and N+
2 (394 nm) are obtained from these spectra. They are used to estimate

the reduced field strength in the light emitting streamer head via the measured curves of

intensity ratio against field strength by Paris et al. [81]. The reduced electric fields are

found to be |E|/p ≈ 128 ± 25 kV/(cm·bar) in N2 and |E|/p ≈ 82 ± 19 kV/(cm·bar) in

air. The average electron energy corresponding to these field strengths can be obtained

via the curve given by Creyghton for positive streamers in air (figure 4.10 in [20]). When
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it is assumed that this curve can also roughly be applied to N2, average electron energies

are found of ∼ 11 ± 2 eV for N2 and ∼ 8 ± 2 eV for air. These values are similar to

values found in Li et al. [54] who simulated negative streamers in N2. In their curves of

average electron energy versus reduced electric field for N2 values are found of ∼ 10 ± 2

eV for N2 and, when assuming that the curve is roughly similar in air, ∼ 8 ± 2 eV for

air. These values show that the electrons in N2 are more energetic than those in air. This

may explain why we observe a higher light intensity for streamers in N2 than in air. Note

however that these values are only a rough estimate since the spectrum is obtained from

a time integrated discharge, thus from primary streamers where the electric field at the

tip must be above the ionization threshold (order 100 kV/cm) and secondary streamers

where the electric field can be as low as the stability field (order 5 kV/cm). Therefore

the values found may be lower than that would be found when only the primary streamer

propagation is used.

Conclusions

Our measurements have shown that the electric field in the streamer head and the average

electron temperature for streamers in N2 is higher than for streamers in air. We expect

that then the streamer velocity in N2 will also be higher since when fields and energies are

higher the ionization rate is also higher. This expectation is confirmed by the observation

that the streamer velocities in N2 at 65 mbar and 10 kV are indeed ∼ 20% higher than

those in air (chapter 6). Similar measurements at 400 mbar indicate that the intensity ratio

of the spectral lines in air is equal to or slightly higher than in N2 which indeed corresponds

to the observation that streamers in air and N2 at 400 mbar have similar velocities (figure

6.11). It would, however, contradict the observation that streamers in N2 are more intense

than in air (figure 6.7). It must be remarked though that at 400 mbar both spectrum

ratios have a worse signal-to-noise ratio than the measurements at ∼ 60 mbar, especially

in air where the 391 nm-line cannot be resolved from the background noise with certainty.

Therefore, no real conclusion can be drawn from the measurements at 400 mbar.
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Chapter 9

Conclusions and outlook

The main conclusions of this thesis are that

1. There is one kind of streamer whose properties vary gradually with voltage, pressure

and circuit impedance as long as measurements are done in one gas and with one

polarity. It is also noted that differences in polarity decrease at voltages higher

than a critical voltage which in our experiments appeared to be around the DC-

breakdown voltage. Other properties as the inception voltage, breakdown voltage,

minimal diameter, distance between branching events can be different as summarized

in chapter 8.

2. Pressure scaling is indeed allowed and the results are better than expected on the basis

of theory since the electrodes were not scaled with pressure and pressures higher than

40 mbar were used where photoionization becomes more quenched with increasing

pressure.

3. Concerning the power supplies used it is shown that different supplies will create

similar streamer patterns and velocities if their voltage rise time, peak voltage and

internal resistance are similar. The internal resistance appears to play a decisive role.

4. The systematically obtained results of this thesis are also in good agreement with

recent streamer and sprite experiments found in literature which makes this broad

parameter study reliable and suitable for comparison with simulations and theory.

This thesis has linked the streamers as found in small-gap experiments to the streamers

used in large-gaps for industrial purposes. The results even showed that when caution is

taken the streamers can be upscaled to sprite phenomena. However, more knowledge about

the physical processes that drive the streamers (e.g. about the difference in propagation

mechanisms of streamers in N2 and air, the streamer branching or the interconnecting of
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streamer channels) will be gained when experiments and simulations under similar con-

ditions can be compared. For a good comparison of results with theory a clear physical

picture must be pursued. Therefore, it is advisable for future experiments to keep the

following items in mind.

1. Fast pulses with rise times ≤ 25 ns should be used to avoid that streamers start

when the voltage is still rising since then the actual applied voltage is difficult to

determine.

2. The voltage pulse duration should be made similar to the streamer transit time since

then only primary streamers can propagate and the picture will not be influenced by

events that occur later (e.g. return strokes, secondary and/or late streamers, glow,

spark). This means that a setup is preferred where a coaxial cable is charged since

then short and fast pulses can be made. An extra benefit will be that also higher

voltages can be obtained without having breakdown.

3. The influence of the voltage pulse repetition rate and of the background ionization

on the streamer propagation should be determined. A high pulse repetition rate or

an increase in background ionization by e.g. a UV-lamp may cause that the streamer

propagates through a pre-ionized medium which can facilitate streamer inception.

4. A very clean vacuum vessel is required when streamers are made in different gases

to avoid even the smallest amount of pollution. Only then a clear picture of the

propagation mechanisms in each gas can be obtained.

5. When the 3D streamers are imaged onto a 2D photograph spatial information be-

comes lost. Therefore, 3D-reconstructions as can be made via stereophotography will

be a nice addendum to the 2D photographs.

6. The electric field and the electron density in the streamer head are parameters that

characterize and drive a discharge. These parameters can be measured by Stark

spectroscopy [113] or Thomson scattering [96], respectively. Note however that these

diagnostics are not easily implemented on streamers at high pressures since these

streamers usually do not appear on the same position in the electrode gap.



Appendix A

Overview of the parameter regimes

in the setups

A.1 Experimental setups

Four pulsed power supplies are used to generate streamers. They are called the C-supply

which can be triggered by a sparkgap (SG) or semiconductor (SC) switch (Physics De-

partment), the TLT-supply (Physics Department), the PM-supply (Electrical Engineering

Department) and the MIPT-supply (MIPT-Moscow). Their working mechanisms are based

on one of the following two principles: a charged coupled capacitor (C, TLT) or a charged

coaxial cable (PM, MIPT).

An overview of the main properties of the supplies is given in table A.1 with a reference

to the chapter where the supply is explained in more detail.

A.2 Intensified CCD-cameras

Five cameras (an Andor Technology ICCD-452, an analogue and a digital 4QuikE from

Stanford Computer Optics, a Princeton Instruments 576G/RB and a PicoStar HR12 from

La Vision) and three different lenses (Nikon UV-Nikkor, Sigma 180 and Industar 61L/3)

are used, table A.2. All cameras make one photograph per discharge (the shutter opens

and closes). Only the Picostar camera can switch its intensifier on and off several times

during one photograph with a minimal time interval between the exposures of several ns

(stroboscopic mode). Reading out the Andor camera by the computer takes several seconds

and therefore only a few photographs per minute can be made. Both Stanford cameras are

quicker. They can obtain a photograph repetition rate of 2 Hz. The Princeton camera can

make one photograph every ∼ 30 s.
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C-SC-supply TLT-supply PM-supply MIPT-supply

Shape vessel cylindrical cylindrical no vessel cubic

Dimensions ø = 50 ø = 50 – 22 x 22 x 22

vessel (cm) height = 30 height = 30

Electrode gap (mm) 10 - 160 40, 80 40 30, 40

Pressure (mbar) 10 - 1000 1000 1000 465 - 1000

Gases ambient air ambient air ambient air ambient air

nitrogen 80%N2:20%O2

99.8%N2:0.2%O2

Polarity + and – + + and – +

Voltage rise time (ns)

from 10% to 90% 30, 60, 150 25 15 12

in a 40 mm gap

Voltage duration (ns) > 1000 50 100 400

Min. voltage (kV) 1a 30 40 20

Max. voltage (kV) 60 60 90 40

HV switch sparkgap sparkgap sparkgap thyratron

Behlke HTS 301

Behlke HTS 361

Behlke HTS 651

Current via divided cathode Pearson 6585 DI-system shunt

Voltage via Tektronix P6015 Tektr. P6015 DI-system shunt

Northstar PVM4

Oscilloscope LeCroy LeCroy LeCroy Tektronix

Waverunner 6100A Waver. 6100A Waver. 2 TDS3054

1 GHz, 5 GS/s 1 GHz, 5 GS/s 1 GHz, 4 GS/s 0.5 GHz, 5 GS/s

Explained in chapter 4 chapter 4 chapter 7 chapter 3

Used in chapter 3 chapter 4 chapter 7 chapter 3

chapter 4 chapter 7

chapter 5

chapter 6

chapter 7

Table A.1: Main properties of the experimental setups used. aWhen the sparkgap switch is used
(C-SG-supply) the minimal voltage is 5 kV.
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Camera Andor 4QuikE 4QuikE Princeton PicoStar

ICCD-452 analogue digital 576G/RB HR12

Pixels 1024 x 1024 736 x 572 1360 x 1024 576 x 384 640 x 480

Pixel size (µm) 13 x 13 8.6 x 8.3 4.7 x 4.7 23 x 23 ?

Minimum 2 2 2 ∼ 5 0.2

optical gate (ns)

Lens Nikon Nikon Nikon Sigma 180 Industar 61L/3

UV Nikkor UV Nikkor UV Nikkor

Wavelength range 180-850 300-800 300-800 180-800 300-700

camera (nm)

Supply C-supply C-supply C-supply PM-supply MIPT-supply

TLT-supply

Wavelength range 300-850 300-800 300-800 UVa-800 400a-700

total setup (nm)

Used in chapter 3 4 3 7 3

7 5

6

7

Table A.2: Overview of the iCCD-camera - lens combinations used. aThis value is an estimate.
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