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Electrons produced in atmospheric pressure corona discharges are used for a ûariety
of beneficial purposes including the destruction of gaseous contaminants, and surface treatment. In other applications, such as electrostatic precipitators and photocopiers, unintended reactions such as ozone production and deposition of silicon
dioxide are detrimental. In both situations, a kinetic description of the electron
distribution in the corona plasma is required to quantify the chemical processes. In
this paper, the electron density and energy distributions are numerically determined
for a positiûe dc corona discharge along a wire. The electron density distribution is
obtained from the 1-D charge carrier continuity equations and Maxwell’s equation.
The non-Maxwellian electron kinetic energy distribution is determined from the
Boltzmann equation. The effects of wire size (10-1000 µm) and current density
(0.1–100 µA/cm of wire) on number density and energy distribution of electrons
are presented. With increasing current, the electron density increases, but the thickness of the plasma and the electron energy distribution are not affected. Smaller
electrodes produce thinner plasmas and fewer, but more energetic electrons, than
larger wires. The effect of electrode size on the electron-impact chemical reaction
rate is illustrated by the rates of dissociation and ionization of oxygen and nitrogen.
KEY WORDS: Corona discharge; electron density distribution; Boltzmann
equation; electron energy distribution.

1. INTRODUCTION
Atmospheric pressure corona discharges have been used for decades to
produce ions for charging surfaces or particles in photocopiers, electrostatic
precipitators, and jet printers. In these applications, the useful ions are those
that drift outside the corona ionization region. More recently, interest has
turned toward using the corona discharge to drive chemical reactions, for
example to decompose gaseous pollutants (e.g., NOx , SO2 , and volatile
organics)(1–8) or to produce desirable surface characteristics in polymer films
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and fabrics.(9,10) These applications rely on energetic electrons in the corona
plasma. Of course, unintended reactions can occur in any device in which a
corona is present. For example, it is well known that ozone is produced in
electrostatic precipitators and photocopiers.(11–16) In addition, if contaminant vapors, such as silicone, are present in the air stream, these species
may react with electrons in a complex chain of reactions to produce a solid
film on the high-voltage discharge electrode.(17–23) This process is similar
to the plasma-enhanced chemical vapor deposition (PECVD) used in the
semiconductor industry.
Desirable or not, the electron-impact chemical reaction rate depends
on the density and the kinetic energy of the electrons in the corona plasma.
Although chemical processes in low-pressure plasmas have received a great
deal of attention,(24–28) little is known about either the energy distribution
of electrons or chemical reaction rates in corona plasmas. Most of the prior
analytical and numerical work has focused on characterizing the electric
field and current distributions in the unipolar ionic drift region outside the
active ionization region. The distribution of ionic species and electrons in
the corona plasma have been modeled,(29,30) but the diffusion of electrons
was neglected. The energy distribution of electrons has not been determined.
In this paper, the electron density and kinetic energy distributions for
a direct current (dc) uniform, positive-polarity wire discharge in dry air at
atmospheric pressure are determined. The electron density distribution is
obtained by solving the continuity equations following Townsend avalanche
theory and Maxwell’s equation. The electron kinetic energy distribution is
determined by solving the spatially homogeneous Boltzmann equation.
Because the current density and the electrode diameter control the electron
distribution, these parameters are varied to assess their effects on the number density and energy distribution of electrons within the plasma region.
The rates of dissociation and ionization of O2 and N2 in the corona plasma
are calculated based on above results to elucidate the effect of wire size.
2. PHYSICS OF THE POSITIVE CORONA DISCHARGE
The corona discharge is normally used at atmospheric pressure. Figure
1 illustrates the positive-polarity, direct current corona discharge in the
coaxial wire-cylinder geometry. A high positive voltage is applied to the
small diameter wire discharge electrode and the larger diameter cylinder is
grounded. Free electrons formed naturally in the interelectrode space are
accelerated toward the wire. In a region very near the wire, where the electric field strength is greater than 3B106 V兾m, inelastic collisions of electrons
and neutral gas molecules produce electron-positive ion pairs. In air, O2+
and N2+ dominate. The newly freed electrons are in turn accelerated by the

Positive DC Corona: Corona-Enhanced Chemical Reactions

201

Fig. 1. Sketch of a positive dc corona discharge in a wire-cylinder electrode geometry. The
dashed line indicates the outer boundary of the ionization region. Not to scale.

electric field and produce further ionization. Secondary electrons produced
by photons emitted during the de-excitation process in the plasma region
sustain the discharge. The ionization region is uniform along the wire surface and appears as a weak bluish glow. Negative coronas are non-uniform
and the mechanisms for generation differ from those described for a positive
corona.
Free electrons may also attach to electronegative gas molecules (for
instance, O2) to form negative ions or recombine with positive ions. Because
the recombination coefficients are small(31) and the charge density is relatively low, recombination is usually negligible. Consequently, ionization
competes primarily with electron attachment. Near the high-voltage wire,
ionization prevails over attachment and new electrons are produced. A few
wire diameters away, at the outer edge of the corona plasma, the ionization
rate equals the attachment rate. All newly produced electrons attach to molecules to form negative ions. Beyond the corona plasma region, the field
strength is inadequate to produce electrons. Unipolar ions of the same
polarity as the discharge electrode drift into this volume toward the
grounded cylinder. Positive ions are responsible for all current outside the
active ionization region. Negative ions move toward the discharge electrode.
Usually, ions do not have high enough energy to cause ionization. The
grounded electrode is passive.
The corona is a non-equilibrium plasma and has a low degree of ionization (about 10−8%). Electrons absorb most of the energy supplied to the
plasma. Energy transfer from electrons to heavy species is inefficient due to
the differences in their masses. As a result, the electron mean temperature
is much higher than the temperature of heavy species. Electrons transfer
energy by Coulomb collisions among themselves and dissipate energy
by inelastic collisions with heavy species. Due to the low concentration of
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electrons, Coulomb collisions are insufficient to maintain a Maxwellian
distribution of electrons.
3. MODELING OF THE DC CORONA PLASMA
3.1. Prior Modeling Efforts
Most of the earlier models of the dc corona discharge consider only
the unipolar ion region.(32–39) Sarma and Janischewskyj(40) were the first to
model the electric field distribution within the thin corona plasma. Their
results show that in both positive and negative corona plasma regions, the
electric field is not distorted by the space charge for current densities as high
as 10 µA兾cm. Evans and Inculet(41) measured the size of the visible ionization layer and found that the ionization region is thicker for negative discharges than that for positive discharges. Landers(29) and Takahashi et al.(30)
calculated the current and charge carrier distributions for a wire-cylinder.
They solved the governing equations for the entire interelectrode space to
determine the electron density distribution. However, neither considered the
diffusion of electrons, which based on our results increases the number
density of electrons close to the discharge electrode. To our knowledge, this
paper presents the first numerical model of the electron energy distribution
in the dc corona plasma.
3.2. Modeling Approach
The corona plasma extends a short distance (2 to 10 wire radii
depending on wire size) beyond the wire surface. Consequently, it is reasonable to model the ionization region as a thin cylindrical annulus, which is
one-dimensional in the radial direction. The computational domain, shown
in Fig. 2, extends from the wire surface (rGa) to the outside radius (rGr0)

Fig. 2. The computational domain is a thin cylindrical annulus that includes only the corona
ionization region. It is bounded by the wire surface at rGa and the outside edge of the corona
at rGr0 .
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of the corona plasma. The ionization boundary, which must be determined,
is defined by the radial position where the ionization coefficient and the
attachment coefficient, given by Eqs. (5 or 6) and (7), are equal. This equality exists at an electric field strength of ∼3B106 V兾m. The interelectrode
spacing affects only the total current, which is used to specify the boundary
condition for charge carrier density distributions.
3.2.1. Electron Density and Electric Field Distributions
In the cylindrical coordinate system, the simplified 1-D governing equations in the steady-state plasma region are conservation of charge for electrons, positive ions and negative ions, given in Eqs. (1)–(3), respectively,
and Maxwell’s Eq. (4), which relates the electric field to the charge carrier
densities.
d(rne µe E ) d
dne
C
rDe
G−(α Aβ )ne µe E
r dr
r dr
dr

冢

冣

d(rnp µp E)
r dr
d(rnn µnE)
r dr
d(rE )
r dr

(1)

Gα ne µe E

(2)

G− β ne µe E

(3)

G

e(npAneAnn)

ε0

(4)

In these equations, ne , np , and nn are the number density of electrons, positive ions and negative ions, respectively; µe , µp , and µn are the mobility of
electrons, positve ions and negative ions, respectively; E is the local electric
field strength; α and β are the ionization coefficient and the attachment
coefficient of electrons; De is the diffusion coefficient of electrons; and ε 0 is
the permittivity of the free space.
The continuity Eqs. (1)–(3) neglect recombination of positive and negative charges and diffusion of ions. The diffusion coefficients of positive and
negative ions are two orders of magnitude less than that of electrons.(42)
Diffusion of electrons is not negligible, particularly near the wire surface,
and is included in Eq. (1). Our results indicate that the electron density is
an order of magnitude lower if diffusion of electrons is not considered.
The ionization coefficient (α ), attachment coefficient (β ), mobility (µe ),
and diffusion coefficient (De) of electrons depend on the magnitude of the
electric field, pressure and temperature. Empirical correlations for α are
expressed in Eqs. (5) and (6) for dry air at atmospheric pressure and
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293 K.(43) The value of electric field is in units of V兾m.

α G3.63B105 exp(−1.68B107兾E ) 1兾m
(19.25B105 ⁄E⁄45.6B105 V兾m)

(5)

α G7.36B105 exp(−2.01B107兾E) 1兾m
(45.6B105 ⁄E⁄190.5B105 V兾m)

(6)

The value of the attachment coefficient is given by

β G1.482B103 exp(−3.465B106兾E ) 1兾m(44)

(7)

An expression for electron mobility was obtained from a curve fit of data
plotted in(45)

µe G1.2365E −0.2165 m2兾V-s with R2 G0.9942

(8)

The diffusion coefficient of electrons is determined from
De G

冮

S

0

2eu3兾2
3meνm

f0(u) du

(9a)

where the electron energy distribution function, f0(u), is determined from
solution of the simplified Boltzmann equation presented in Section 3.2.2.
The result, expressed as a function of electric field strength, is
De G0.0684 ln(E )A0.8678 m2兾s

(9b)

(42,45,46)

For positive and negative
Ion mobility is assumed to be constant.
ions, the mobility is 2.0B10−4 and 2.7B10−4 m2兾V-s, respectively.
Because the diffusion of electrons is included in this analysis, Eq. (1)
requires two boundary conditions. The first boundary condition is at the
wire surface. The electron distribution at rGa is expressed in terms of the
current density per unit surface (J), which is the sum of the electron drift
current and the diffusion current.

冤

J(a)Ge µe (a)E(a)ne (a)CDe (a)

dne
dr

冨 冥.

(10)

r Ga

The total current density J(a) is easily measured at the grounded electrode.
The electric field strength E(a) is assumed equal to the value given by Peek’s
empirical dimensional formula for the onset field.

冢

E(a)GEi G3B106ε δ C0.03

1冣

δ
V兾m
a

(11)

where the wire radius a is expressed in meters, ε is the dimensionless surface
roughness of the electrode (ε G1 for smooth surfaces), and δ is the relative
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density of air (δ GT0 P兾TP0 ), where T0 and P0 are reference temperature
(293 K) and pressure (101,325 Pa) respectively. The assumption that the
electric field strength at the wire equals Peek’s onset field is generally
accepted and justified by Morrow.(47)
The second boundary condition is specified at the outside edge of the
plasma. The number density of electrons at the outside edge of the corona
plasma is assumed equal to the electrons produced by photoionization,(40)
ne (r0)Gγ p

冮

r0

α (r)g(r) e −µ (r0Ar)ne (r) dr

(12a)

a

where the geometric factor, g(r), represents the fraction of photons produced at position r that reaches the outer edge of the corona at rGr0 . This
factor is the product of the radial and axial geometric factors.(48)
g(r)Ggradial (r) · gaxial (r)

(12b)

where
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1
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2

2

1/2

0
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2

π e −µ (r0Ar)

冮

π 兾2

0

γ p is the photoionization coefficient, and µ is the absorption coefficient for
photons in air (6 cm−1).
Only one boundary condition is required for conservation of ions given
by Eqs. (2) and (3). Since positive ions do not contribute to the total current
at the wire surface, their density is zero there and the boundary condition
for Eq. (2) is
np(a)G0

(13)

The boundary condition for Eq. (3) is the number density of negative ions
at the outside edge of the corona. The numerical value is unknown; however
it is reasonable to assume the number density of negative ions is less than
the number density of electrons at one atmosphere (1B109 m−3). The results
discussed in this paper were determined for a negative ion density at the
outside boundary of the plasma equal to
nn(r0)G1B108 m−3

(14)
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We found that the calculated electron density and electric field distributions
did not change for 1 m−3Fnn(r0)F1B109 m−3.
Maxwell’s Eq. (4) requires one boundary condition at the wire surface.
Specification of an additional boundary condition at the outer edge of the
corona permits us to determine the position of this boundary by iteration.
The electric field at the outside radius of the plasma (r0) is determined by
equating the ionization coefficient to the attachment coefficient. This model
uses the value agreed upon by most researchers,(49,50)
E(r0)G3B106 V兾m

(15)

Equations (1)–(4) are solved using the central finite-difference method
programmed in FORTRAN. Non-uniform grids are generated along the
radial direction. A very fine grid is required close to the discharge wire
surface to accurately model the extremely high electron density gradient
there. The final grid size is sufficiently fine so that further refinement did
not produce changes in the computed electron density and electric field. The
total number of grids used is 10,000, with a 10−5 µm grid next to the wire
surface and a 0.01 µm grid at the outside edge of the corona.
For a given wire radius and linear current density (expressed as total
current per unit length of wire, IG2π a · J A兾m), an initial electric field
distribution is assumed. For fast convergence, the initial electric field
s assigned as the electrostatic field in the absence of space charge (E(r)G
aEi 兾r). Once the electric field is determined, the ionization coefficient Eqn.
(5 or 6), attachment coefficient (7), mobility (8) and the diffusion coefficient
(9) of electrons are determined. The electron density, positive ion density
and the negative ion density are then calculated at various radii in the
plasma region according to Eqs. (1)–(3). A new electric field distribution is
obtained using the Maxwell’s Eq. (4). If the new electric field distribution is
different from the old electric field distribution, iteration is performed. This
iteration terminates when the difference between the old electric field and
the new electric field is less than 10−3% of the old value for every radial
position.
The plasma thickness is also calculated by iteration. An initial plasma
thickness is assumed, and then a convergent solution for the electric field is
obtained using the known electric field at the electrode surface as the boundary condition. The iterations are terminated when the calculated electric
field at the outside edge of the plasma is within 0.01% of 3B106 V兾m.
Finally, the plasma thickness, the distributions of electric field, electron density, positive ion density and negative ion density are uniquely determined
for a given wire radius and current.
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3.2.2. Electron Energy Distribution
The electron energy distribution is governed by the Boltzmann
equation,(51)
∂F
dF
Cv · ∇r FCa · ∇û FG
∂t
dt

冢 冣

(16)
c

where F is the electron distribution function, v is the electron velocity, and
a is the acceleration of electrons (aG−eE兾me ). For a strongly collisional
plasma, like the corona, Kortshagen(52) shows that a local approximation
(∂兾∂r)( )G0 is valid because the effect of spatial inhomogeneity is relatively
unimportant compared with the collisional effect. In the corona plasma,
elastic collisions are more frequent than inelastic collisions. Electrons lose
little energy during elastic collisions because their mass is much smaller than
that of heavy species present. Consequently, the direction of the electron
velocity changes but the speed remains nearly constant after elastic collisions. In addition, the electron drift velocity is relatively small compared to
the electron mean thermal speed, and the electron distribution is nearly
isotropic in velocity space. Thus, the two-term Legendre expansion for the
electron velocity distribution is valid.(51) At each radial position, the electron
energy distribution in the corona plasma can be obtained by solving the
spatially homogeneous Boltzmann equation,
2e ∂ u3兾2E 2 ∂f0 3m2e u3兾2νm f0
C
Cu1兾2Q( f0 )G0
3me ∂u νm ∂u
eMh

冤

冥

(17)

where f0 is the electron energy distribution function (EEDF), me and Mh are
the mass of electrons and heavy species respectively, u is the electron kinetic
energy, νm is the elastic collision frequency of electrons, and Q( f0 ) is the
inelastic collision integral. This expression shows that the EEDF depends
only on the electric field for the corona plasma in air. The boundary
conditions for Eq. (17) can be specified at the zero kinetic energy and the
infinitely large kinetic energy,
f0 (0)G0 and f0 (S)G0

(18)

In this study, the upper bound of the kinetic energy is assumed to be 150 eV,
which is over ten times the maximum mean kinetic energy of electrons in
the corona plasma and considered equal to infinity.
The collision integral Q( f0) includes the inelastic collisions in the
corona discharge that dominate changes in the electron energy distribution.
In Eqs. (19)–(22), Q kex( f0 ), Qdis( f0), Qatt( f0), and Qi ( f0 ) are collision
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integrals for the kth excitation, dissociation, attachment, and ionization,
respectively.

冢

1
1

k

Qdis( f0 )G−f0(u)νdis(u)C

冣

(19)

f0(uCudis)νdis(uCudis)

(20)

uCuk

Q kex ( f0 )G∑ −f0(u)νkex (u)C

u

uCudis
u

f0(uCuk )νkex (uCuk)

Qatt( f0)G−f0(u)νatt(u)

(21)

Qi ( f0)G−f0 (u)νi(u)C4

1

2uCui
u

f0(2uCui )νi(2uCui )

(22)

In these expressions, uk and udis are the energy threshold for the kth excitation and dissociation, respectively; ui is the ionization potential; νex , νdis ,
νatt , and νi are the collision frequency for excitation, dissociation, attachment, and ionization, respectively. The collision frequency is defined as,

ν(u)G

1

2e

me

nhu1兾2σ (u)

(23)

where nh is the density of the heavy species and σ (u) is the collision crosssection for electrons with a kinetic energy u. Each collision integral for
inelastic collisions takes into account the loss of electrons with kinetic
energy u and the gain of electrons scattered into this energy level from other
energy levels due to inelastic collisions. For ionizations, new electrons produced are assumed to have the same kinetic energy as primary electrons
after the collision.
The original finite-difference source code for the numerical solution of
the time-dependent homogeneous Boltzmann equation was developed by
Kortshagen(53) in the ‘‘C’’ programming language. It was rewritten for this
work in FORTRAN. The input data are electric field, neutral densities,
molecular weight of heavy species, and electron collision cross-sections in
air. The neutral (O2 and N2) densities used in these calculations are those
for atmospheric pressure, with 21% O2 and 79% N2 . The spatial distribution
of the electric field is calculated as described in Section 3.2.1. Electron collision cross-sections are those compiled by Phelps and his coworkers at the
Joint Institute for Laboratory Astrophysics (JILA), Colorado.(54–56)
The grid size generated in the kinetic energy space is 0.05 eV, with 3000
meshes from 0 to 150 eV. A Maxwellian distribution of electrons with a
mean kinetic energy of 11 eV is used as a first guess. Iteration is terminated
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when the new distribution function at any energy differs from the old distribution function by less than 10−6%. Once a convergent distribution function
S
is obtained, it is normalized so that 兰0 u1兾2f0 (u) duG1.
4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Electric field, charge carrier number density and electron energy distributions in the positive corona plasma were obtained for six wire radii (10,
50, 100, 200, 500, and 1000 µm) and six linear current densities (0.1, 1, 2.55,
5, 10, and 100 µA兾cm). These values provide a sufficient range to represent
the most common uses of dc coronas. It is unlikely that the current would
ever exceed 100 µA兾cm without sparkover. Distributions of electron number
density, ion number density, current density, electric field and electron
energy in the corona plasma are presented for a dc positive discharge from
a 100 µm-radius wire, with a current density of 2.55 µA兾cm in Sections 4.1
to 4.3. This wire size and current density are typical for indoor electrostatic
precipitators. The shapes of distributions computed for the other cases considered are similar. Empirical correlations for electric field, plasma thickness
and electron mean kinetic energy for corona plasmas are provided.
Both the wire radius and the current density influence the electron distribution in the corona plasma and thus the rate of chemical reactions
involving electrons. The wire radius determines the electric field at the discharge wire surface according to Peek’s equation, and the current density
defines the electron density at the plasma boundary. The effect of changes
in current density on the distribution of electrons is presented in Section
4.4. The effect of wire diameter is presented in Section 4.5. The effect of
electrode size on the electron-impact chemical reaction rate is illustrated
with the rates of dissociation and ionization of oxygen and nitrogen.
4.1. Charge Carrier Number Density and Current Density Distributions
The distributions of the electron and ion number densities with respect
to the distance from the wire surface are plotted in Fig. 3 for a 100 µmradius wire with a linear current density of 2.55 µA兾cm of wire. The corona
initiation electric field Ei is 1.2B107 V兾m and the plasma is three wire radii
or 300 µm thick.
Electron and negative ion densities decrease sharply very near the wire
surface. The electron density drops four orders of magnitude from
5.4B1013 m−3 at the wire surface to 5.5B109 m−3 60 µm away. The density
of negative ions drops two orders of magnitude from 6.6B1012 m−3 to
2.2B1010 m−3 in the same distance. The positive ion density rises very rapidly from zero at the wire surface to 1.0B1015 m−3 only 5 µm away.
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Fig. 3. Charge carrier number density distribution in the corona plasma plotted for a 100 µm
radius wire with a current per unit length of wire equal to 2.55 µA兾cm.

Throughout the remainder of the 300 µm thick corona, the density of positive ions remains nearly constant and at least five orders of magnitude
higher than the densities of negative ions and electrons. These trends are
qualitatively similar to the results obtained by Takahashi et al.(30) However,
our results show that electron diffusion increases the electron density near
the wire surface one order of magnitude. Figure 4 shows that the diffusion
of electrons produces a negative current within four microns of the wire
surface. Thus, the electron drift current (eµe Ene ) must increase to keep the
total current constant according to Eq. (10), and the electron density near
the wire surface increases.
The current density distribution due to positive and negative ions as
well as electrons is plotted in Fig. 5. The positive ion current density
increases rapidly close to the wire and the total current is carried by positive
ions at about 25 µm. Because of their low mobility, negative ions do not
contribute to the current, even close to the wire where the density of negative ions is relatively high. In agreement with Landers’ results,(29) electrons
are responsible for the total current at the wire surface, but carry only 6%
of the total current 10 µm away from the wire surface.
4.2. Electric Field Distribution
The electric field distribution is plotted in Fig. 6 for zero current and
linear current densities of 0.1, 1, 2.55, 5, 10, and 100 µA兾cm. The distribution for current densities ⁄10 µA兾cm are nearly identical to the
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Fig. 4. Composition of the electron current shown as the electron drift current (eµe Ene ) and
the electron diffusion current (eDe dne 兾dr). This plot is for a 100 µm radius wire with a current
per unit length of wire equal to 2.55 µA兾cm.

Fig. 5. Total current density distribution and current density distributions due to electrons and
ions. This plot is for a 100 µm radius wire with a current per unit length of wire equal to
2.55 µA兾cm. The negative ion current density is so small that is practically invisible on this
plot.
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Fig. 6. Electric field distribution for a 100 µm radius wire. Data are for current densities of 0,
0.1, 1, 2.55, 5, 10, and 100 µA兾cm.

distribution with no space charge. There is a small variation (F5%) at
100 µA兾cm. This result is consistent with that of Sarma and
Janischewskyj(40) and is explained by the relatively low space charge density
throughout the plasma region. Thus, for typical applications of dc coronas,
the electric field in the corona plasma can be approximated as,
E(r)G

Ei a
r

(24)

where r is the radial position. Since the outside edge of the corona plasma
is defined by the electric field E0 G3B106 V兾m at which the ionization
balances the attachment, the outer radius of the plasma (r0) can be expressed
as,
Ei a
r0 G
(25)
E0
4.3. Electron Energy Distribution
The one-dimensional electron kinetic energy distribution (from 0 to
50 eV) is plotted in Fig. 7. With increasing distance from the discharge wire,
the mean kinetic energy of electrons decreases due to the rapidly decreasing
electric field. At the outside edge of the plasma, the mean kinetic energy of
electrons is 3.19 eV, which is about 34% of the mean kinetic energy for
electrons near the wire surface (9.37 eV).
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Fig. 7. Electron kinetic energy distribution across the corona plasma for wire radius aG100 µm
and current density IG2.55 µA兾cm.

The computed electron energy distributions at both boundaries of the
corona plasma (rGa and rGr0) are compared to values predicted by a
Maxwellian distribution in Fig. 8. The deviation from a Maxwellian distribution with the same mean kinetic energy increases with increasing electron
kinetic energy. The population of electrons at high energies is lower than
that for the corresponding Maxwellian distribution because elastic collisions
between electrons are insufficient to recover the lost energy of electrons that
have undergone inelastic collisions. The energy distribution of electrons at
the outside edge of the corona plasma is steeper than that of electrons near
the discharge surface. Electrons at the outer edge of the plasma have a lower
mean kinetic energy than do those very close to the discharge surface.
For electron-impact reactions with significant collision cross-sections at
high energies, such as electron-impact ionizations, the reaction rate would
be overestimated if a Maxwellian distribution is assumed. However, because
only about 5% of the electrons are in the high-energy region that deviates
from a Maxwellian distribution, in some situations, for example, when the
electron-impact collision cross-sections are negligible at high energies (e.g.,
rotational excitations), it is useful to approximate the electron kinetic energy
distribution as Maxwellian. In this circumstance, the mean kinetic energy
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Fig. 8. The calculated distribution of the electron kinetic energy in the immediate vicinity of
the wire and at the outside edge of the corona compared to a Maxwellian distribution.

may be used to characterize the energy distribution of electrons and an
empirical correlation for the electron mean kinetic energy is of practical use.
The mean kinetic energy of electrons depends only on the electric field and
is curve fit in Fig. 9.
4.4. Effect of Current Density on Electron Distribution
The effect of current density is studied for a 100 µm radius wire. The
number density of electrons is plotted as a function of distance from the
wire surface for linear current densities of 0.1, 1, 2.55, 5, 10, and 100 µA兾
cm in Fig. 10. The plot shows two important results. The size of the corona
plasma is independent of current for practical current densities below
10 µA兾cm, and the electron density increases with the increasing current
density throughout the plasma. Takahashi et al.(30) point out that there is
no agreement in the literature on the effect of current on the thickness of
the corona. However, our numerical results, which indicate there is no
effect, agree with their results. In addition, the thickness of the corona has
little impact on total chemical reaction rates because the highest density and
most energetic electrons are near the surface of the discharge electrode.
As shown in Fig. 11, changes in current density have no influence on
the mean kinetic energy distribution of electrons for current densities as
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Fig. 9. The electron mean kinetic energy as a function of electric field for a Maxwellian distribution with the same mean kinetic energy as the calculated distribution.

Fig. 10. Effect of the current density on the electron density distribution for a wire radius
equal to 100 µm.

216

Chen and Davidson

Fig. 11. Effect of the current level on the mean kinetic energy distribution of electrons. Data
are plotted for linear current densities of 0.1, 1, 2.55, 5, 10, and 100 µA兾cm.

high as 10 µA兾cm. From 10 µA兾cm to 100 µA兾cm, the mean kinetic energy
increases a maximum of 5% 300 µm away from the wire surface. However,
the total number of electrons produced increases and the rate of electronimpact chemical reactions increases with increasing current level.
4.5. Effect of Wire Radius on Electron Distribution
The effect of wire radius on electron density distributions is shown in
Fig. 12. These data were computed with a fixed current density at the wire
surface (0.406 A兾m2, equivalent to a linear current density of 2.55 µA兾cm
for a 100 µm-radius wire) for wire radii equal to 10, 50, 100, 200, 500, and
1000 µm. Both electron density and plasma thickness increase with increasing wire size. The rate of decrease of electron density with distance increases
with decreasing wire size because the gradient in electric field increases. The
total number of electrons increases with increasing wire size. The plasma
thickness is plotted in Fig. 13 as a function of wire radius. This relationship
between the thickness of the corona and the wire size agrees qualitatively
with Evans and Inculet(41) and Takahashi et al.(30)
Figure 14 is a plot of the mean kinetic energy of electrons as a function
of radial distance from the wire surface for the six wire radii considered.
The mean kinetic energy of electrons near the wire surface is higher for
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Fig. 12. Effect of the wire size on the electron density distribution for a wire surface current
density of 0.406 A兾m2.

Fig. 13. The effect of the wire size on the thickness of the corona plasma for a wire surface
current density of 0.406 A兾m2.
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Fig. 14. Effect of the wire size on the electron mean kinetic energy distribution for a wire
surface current density of 0.406 A兾m2.

smaller wires, but decreases rapidly with distance because the corona plasma
is thinner. Electrons at the outside edge of the corona plasma have the same
mean kinetic energy (3.19 eV) for all wire sizes because of the same electric
field there. Since the chemical reaction rate depends on both electron density
and electron energy, whether small wires or larger wires are more favorable
for chemical reactions depends on the reaction.
To elucidate the effect of the wire size on the electron-impact reaction
rate, the reaction rates for dissociation and ionization of O2 and N2 molecules are analyzed for the same six wire radii. The local reaction rate and
the total reaction rate per unit length of wire are expressed in Eqs. (26) and
(27), respectively,
ℜ(r)Gne(r)nh(r)

冮

S

uth

ℜ tot
L

G

冮

1

2eu
me

σ (u)f0 (u)u1兾2 du

(26)

r0

ℜloc(r) · 2π r dr

(27)

a

where ℜ(r) is the local reaction rate at radial position r and ℜtot is the total
reaction rate in the whole ionization region; uth is the energy threshold for
the reaction (uth equals 5.6, 9.8, 12.06, and 15.6 eV for dissociation of O2 ,
dissociation of N2 , ionization of O2 , and ionization of N2 , respectively);
and L is the length of the wire. These reaction rates are not actual reaction
rates since reverse reactions are not considered. The calculated results are
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plotted in Fig. 15. When the energy threshold for the reaction is low, for
instance, for the dissociation of O2 , the reaction rate increases monotonically with increasing wire size. This result is consistent with the experimental data for production of ozone from positive coronas.(11) However, this
trend is not true for the dissociation of N2 and ionization of O2 and N2 ,
which are reactions with higher energy thresholds. For these reactions, there
is an optimum wire size that maximizes the reaction rate.
5. CONCLUSION
The corona discharge produces a thin plasma, which is bounded by the
high-voltage discharge electrode surface and an imaginary outside boundary
where the ionization process balances the electron attachment process. The
electron distribution in the corona plasma exhibits a strong spatial nonuniformity, especially in the vicinity of the discharge electrode. For a positive wire discharge, the electron density is highest near the wire and
decreases rapidly with increasing distance from the surface. The diffusion
of electrons is significant near the high-voltage electrode and cannot be
neglected in terms of electron number density distribution.
Although the corona plasma has a net space charge, the distortion of
the electric field due to the space charge is negligible for current densities
up to 10 µA兾cm. For most applications, the electric field distribution in the
corona plasma is Laplacian (r · E(r)Gconst.) and the thickness of the

Fig. 15. Effect of wire size on the total reaction rate per unit wire length for dissociation and
ionization of O2 and N2 molecules.
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plasma is predicted as r0 GEi a兾E0 with E0 G3B106 V兾m. The electron
energy distribution is non-Maxwellian, with a lower population at the highenergy tail. The electron kinetic energy distribution is uniquely determined
by the local electric field for atmospheric air corona. The electron mean
kinetic energy is on the order of several eV and it increases with increasing
electric field strength. The most energetic electrons are produced near the
high-voltage electrode. Those energetic electrons can easily induce chemical
reactions.
Both the current level and wire size affect the electron distribution in
the corona plasma. For a given wire size, higher current levels produce more
electrons but the plasma thickness and electron energy distribution remain
unchanged for increasing current levels up to 10 µA兾cm. This result implies
that the electron-impact chemical reaction rate increases with the increasing
current levels for a given wire radius.
Smaller electrodes produce thinner plasmas and fewer electrons, but
the electrons have a higher mean kinetic energy than those produced with
larger wires. Thus, the effect of electrode size on the electron-impact chemical reaction rate depends on the energy threshold of the reaction.

NOMENCLATURE

σ
β
α
δ
ν
ε
νatt
νdis
µe
νkex
νi
νm
µn
ε0
µp
γp
a
a
µ
De

collision cross-section, m2
electron attachment coefficient, m−1
first Townsend ionization coefficient, m−1
relative density of air, T0 P兾TP0
collision frequency, s−1
surface roughness, ε G1 for smooth surfaces
collision frequency for attachments, s−1
collision frequency for dissocations, s−1
electron mobility, m2 V −1 s−1
collision frequency for kth excitations, s−1
collision frequency for ionizations, s−1
elastic collision frequency, s−1
negative ion mobility, m2 V −1 s−1
permittivity of the free space, 8.86B10−12 F兾m
positive ion mobility, m2 V −1 s−1
photoionization coefficient
acceleration vector, m兾s2
wire radius, m
absorption coefficient for photons in air, 6 cm−1
diffusion coefficient of electrons, m2 s−1
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e
E
E
Ei
E0
F
f0 (u)
g
gaxial
gradial
I
J
L
me
Mh
ne
nh
nn
np
P
P0
Q
Qatt
Qdis
Q kex
Qi
R
ℜ
r
r
r0
ℜtot
T
T0
u
udis
ui
uk
umean
uth
v

elementary charge, 1.6B10−19 C
electric field vector, V兾m
electric field, V兾m
electric field at the electrode surface, V兾m
electric field at the outside edge of the corona, V兾m
electron distribution function
electron energy distribution function, eV−3兾2
total geometrical factor
axial geometrical factor
radial geometrical factor
linear current density, A兾m
area current density, A兾m2
length of the wire, m
electron mass, 9.1B10−31 kg
mass of the heavy species molecule, kg
electron number density, m−3
number density of heavy species, m−3
negative ion number density, m−3
positive ion number density, m−3
pressure, Pa
reference pressure, 101,325 Pa
inelastic collision integral, eV−3兾2 s−1
collision integrals for attachments, eV−3兾2 s−1
collision integrals for dissociations, eV−3兾2 s−1
collision integrals for kth excitations, eV−3兾2 s−1
collision integrals for ionizations, eV−3兾2 s−1
correlation coefficient for Eq. (8)
local reaction rate, m−3 s−1
radial position vector, m
radial position, m
radius of the outside edge of the corona, m
total reaction rate, s−1
temperature, K
reference temperature, 293 K
electron kinetic energy, eV
energy threshold for dissociations, eV
ionization potential, eV
energy threshold for the kth excitation, eV
electron mean kinetic energy, eV
energy threshold for the reaction, eV
electron velocity vector, m兾s
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