

View

Online


Export
Citation

RESEARCH ARTICLE |  FEBRUARY 11 2025

Modulation of electron precipitation regulated by electron
injection: PIC simulations
Zhenyu Kong  ; Xinliang Gao   ; Quanming Lu  ; Wentian Lei  ; Xueyi Wang  ; Jiuqi Ma  ;
Yangguang Ke  ; Junyi Ren 

Phys. Plasmas 32, 022108 (2025)
https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0241061

 12 February 2025 11:01:27

https://pubs.aip.org/aip/pop/article/32/2/022108/3335597/Modulation-of-electron-precipitation-regulated-by
https://pubs.aip.org/aip/pop/article/32/2/022108/3335597/Modulation-of-electron-precipitation-regulated-by?pdfCoverIconEvent=cite
javascript:;
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4380-6701
javascript:;
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0767-2267
javascript:;
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3041-2682
javascript:;
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-1702-2062
javascript:;
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5533-5981
javascript:;
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5665-3957
javascript:;
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2446-9511
javascript:;
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0173-5290
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1063/5.0241061&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-02-11
https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0241061
https://e-11492.adzerk.net/r?e=&s=i9NYucnmu_XOOPNUVS4VrDpYDpw


Modulation of electron precipitation regulated
by electron injection: PIC simulations

Cite as: Phys. Plasmas 32, 022108 (2025); doi: 10.1063/5.0241061
Submitted: 28 September 2024 . Accepted: 28 January 2025 .
Published Online: 11 February 2025

Zhenyu Kong,1,2,3 Xinliang Gao,1,2,3,4,a) Quanming Lu,1,2,3,4,b) Wentian Lei,1,2,3 Xueyi Wang,5

Jiuqi Ma,1,2,3 Yangguang Ke,1,2,3 and Junyi Ren1

AFFILIATIONS
1Deep Space Exploration Laboratory, School of Earth and Space Sciences, University of Science and Technology of China,
Hefei 230026, China
2CAS Key Laboratory of Geoscience Environment, School of Earth and Space Sciences,
University of Science and Technology of China, Hefei 230026, China

3CAS Center for Excellence in Comparative Planetology, Hefei 230026, China
4Collaborative Innovation Center of Astronautical Science and Technology, Harbin 150001, China
5Physics Department, Auburn University, Auburn, Alabama 36849, USA

a)Author to whom correspondence should be addressed: gaoxl@mail.ustc.edu.cn
b)Electronic mail: qmlu@ustc.edu.cn

ABSTRACT

It is widely accepted that repetitive chorus waves are responsible for the internal modulation of pulsating auroras. Recent studies
have indicated that the repetitive nature of chorus waves stems from continuous electron injection. By employing a one-dimensional general
curvilinear plasma simulation code, we introduce periodic electron injection into the simulation system. This generates repetitive rising-tone
chorus waves, subsequently resulting in periodic electron precipitation, which potentially contributes to the formation of pulsating auroras.
There is a distinct one-to-one correlation between each chorus element and the prompt electron precipitation. Moreover, we find that such
electron precipitations are primarily driven by nonlinear interactions with chorus elements via nonlinear interactions, specifically phase
bunching. Our work suggests that electron injection can modulate the electron precipitation by controlling the repetition period of chorus
waves, thereby potentially influencing the period of internal modulation of pulsating auroras.

VC 2025 Author(s). All article content, except where otherwise noted, is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivs 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-ND) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/). https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0241061

I. INTRODUCTION

Pulsating auroras are periodic flickering phenomena that occur
in the Earth’s upper atmosphere, with durations ranging from a few
seconds to several tens of seconds.1–3 Pulsating auroras have a horizon-
tal spatial scale of approximately 100 km and typically appear at an
altitude of �100 km.2,4 Pulsating auroras tend to occur on the night-
side and equatorward boundaries of the auroral oval, but their cover-
age expands during the geoactive period, sometimes even up to the
dayside.5,6 The brightness variations of pulsating auroras manifest as a
series of rapid quasiperiodic on–off flickers.7 For example, during the
recovery phase of magnetic storms, modulation at a frequency of
�3Hz, called internal modulation, is often observed, which is super-
imposed on slower on–off flickering.7–9

Pulsating auroras are caused by intermittent precipitation of elec-
trons with energies ranging from several keV to tens of keV.1,10–12

Currently, several mechanisms have been proposed to explain the
precipitation of those electrons, among which the most promising
mechanism is pitch-angle scattering by chorus waves via cyclotron res-
onance.12–18 The typical amplitude of chorus waves in the magneto-
sphere is approximately tens of pT, and previous studies have shown
that those chorus waves are able to precipitate 0.1–30 keV electrons
into the upper atmosphere.19–22 Moreover, joint observations from sat-
ellites and ground stations have provided compelling evidence for the
close correlation between chorus elements and the internal modulation
of pulsating auroras; that is, discrete elements of rising-tone chorus
waves observed near the equator correspond well to individual bursts
of pulsating auroras in the atmosphere.23–26

Recently, both simulations and satellite observations27,28 have
shown that repetitive chorus waves can be excited by electron injection
from a plasma sheet and that the repetition period is modulated by the
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speed of electron injection. Therefore, it is reasonable to speculate that
the internal modulation of pulsating auroras may essentially be regu-
lated by electron injection. In this study, with the one-dimensional
general curvilinear plasma simulation code (1D GCPIC), we simulate
the entire process, including both wave excitation and electron precipi-
tation, and successfully reproduce the periodic electron precipitation
(i.e., pulsating aurora) by injecting energetic electrons into this model.
Moreover, we analyzed the interaction pattern between chorus waves
and electrons, which is responsible for prompt precipitation. Our study
provides new insights into the internal modulation of pulsating
auroras.

II. SIMULATION MODEL

Numerical experiments are performed by using a 1D GCPIC
with a dipole magnetic field [Fig. 1(a)]. The plasma in this model con-
sists of background cold electrons, anisotropic hot electrons and sta-
tionary protons. The simulation domain follows a magnetic field line,
covering the magnetic latitude (k) range of �27:5�–27:5� [Fig. 1(a)].
To optimize the computational efficiency, we configured the topology
of the background magnetic field to emulate conditions at L¼ 0.5.
Unlike previous PIC models,29,30 this model allows continuous hot
electrons to be injected into the system with a constant drift velocity
that can be expressed by s�1

D , and its details have been described in Lu
et al.28 A smaller sD represents a greater velocity of electron injection.
The absorbing boundary condition is applied for the electromagnetic
field. For a particle encountering the simulation boundary, it will be
removed if its pitch angle is smaller than the local loss cone angle; oth-
erwise, it will be reflected. Here, a loss cone angle of 6:65� is estimated
at the simulation boundary if the upper atmosphere is assumed to be
at 1 Earth radius (the radius of Earth in the simulation has also been
reduced by a factor of 10), where the particle precipitates [Fig. 1(a)].

Initially, hot electrons satisfy a bi-Maxwellian distribution, and
their number density and temperature anisotropy at the equator are
set to nh;eq=nc0 ¼ 0:006 and T?;eq=Tk;eq ¼ 5:5 (nc0 is the number den-
sity of cold electrons, and Tjj;eq ¼ 0:5meV2

thjj is the parallel tempera-

ture, where Vthjj ¼ 0:2c is the parallel thermal velocity of hot electrons
and c is the speed of light). The distribution of hot electrons along the
magnetic field line satisfies the pressure equilibrium.29,31,32 The cold
electrons are isotropic at a temperature of 10 eV and are distributed
uniformly in the simulation domain. The ratio of the plasma frequency
to the electron gyrofrequency at the equator is set to xpe=Xe0 ¼ 5:0

(where xpe ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
n0e2=mee0

p
, Xe0 ¼ eB0=me, B0 is the background

magnetic field at the equator, and me is the electron mass). These
plasma parameters are typical values at approximately L¼ 6 in the
Earth’s magnetosphere. There are 4000 grid cells and approximately
4000 particles per cell in the model. The time step is 0:03X�1

e0 , and the
grid spacing is 0:34de (where de ¼ c=xpe). In this study, we conducted
three runs with sDXe0 ¼ 21000 (Run 1), 12 000 (Run 2), and 6000
(Run 3) to generate chorus waves with different repetition periods.

III. RESULTS

Figures 1(b)–1(d) show the dynamic spectrograms of the fluctu-
ating magnetic fields at k¼ 15� for runs 1–3. The rising-tone chorus
waves are excited near the equator and then propagate toward higher
latitudes and saturate at approximately k¼ 15�. Because the evolution
process is quite similar to that of previous simulation results,29,33 it is
not described in detail. Since there is a continuous supply of free
energy for exciting chorus waves, the rising-tone chorus elements
appear sequentially, with periods of approximately 0.83, 0.45, and 0.24
s for runs 1–3. These repetitive chorus waves are widely observed in
the Earth’s magnetosphere21,27,34,35 and have also been successfully

FIG. 1. (a) Diagram of electron precipitation into the Earth’s atmosphere and chorus wave propagation. (b)–(d) Spectrograms of the power spectral density (PSD) of magnetic
fields at latitude k¼ 15� in runs 1–3.
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reproduced in self-consistent models.28,36,37 As the injection speed of
hot electrons (or the decrease in sD) increases, the period of repetitive
chorus waves clearly tends to decrease, suggesting that the repetition
period of chorus waves is controlled by the injection speed of hot
electrons.27

Here, we focus on the electron precipitation caused by repetitive
chorus waves. The removed electrons at the simulation boundaries
represent electron precipitation into the polar upper atmosphere, and
they are recorded for further analysis. Figures 2(a)–2(c) present the
time evolution of the precipitating electron count for three runs.
Overall, the electron precipitation in all runs occurs in the energy range
of hundreds of eV to tens of keV, which can contribute to the forma-
tion of Earth’s diffuse aurora.1,4,12,23 Interestingly, the intensity of elec-
tron precipitation clearly shows a pulsating pattern with periods of
�0.81, �0.42, and �0.22 s for runs 1–3. This period is quite similar to
the period of pulsating auroras observed by ground-based stations.7,9,25

To show the correlation between chorus waves and electron precipita-
tion, we present the time profile of the wave amplitude (blue line)
and the number of precipitating electrons (red lines) for runs 1–3 in
Figs. 2(d)–2(f). The amplitudes of chorus waves are obtained by inte-
grating the magnetic power spectral density from 0:1fce to 0:8fce at
k¼ 15� (northern hemisphere). Since the corresponding electron pre-
cipitation occurs in the southern hemisphere, we accumulate the num-
ber of precipitating electrons for all energies at k¼�27:5�. In each
run, the number of precipitating electrons exhibits a clear correlation

with the wave amplitude, with the exception of a slight time delay
[Figs. 2(d)–2(f)]. The time delay in runs 1–3 is estimated as 739X�1

e0 ,
758.4X�1

e0 , and 652.8X�1
e0 , respectively, when the correlation coeffi-

cient between the time-shifted amplitude and the number of precipi-
tating electrons reaches its peak value. The time delay is attributed to
the flight time, which refers to the duration it takes for the electrons,
after resonating with the chorus waves, to travel along the magnetic
field lines until they precipitate at the simulation boundary. For
instance, the flight time of electrons with energies ranging from 30 to
60keV with the pitch angle of 45� falls within the range of 632–
814X�1

e0 , consistent with the estimated time delay. By considering the
time delays, the correlation coefficients for runs 1–3 are 0.8927, 0.9144,
and 0.8975, respectively. The high correlation (>0.89) supports that
intensity-modulated chorus waves are responsible for driving the peri-
odic electron precipitation.

To understand how chorus waves cause prompt electron precipi-
tation, we have conducted a detailed analysis of wave–electron interac-
tions. We select a representative of the precipitating electrons in run 1
and trace the electron trajectory during its lifetime. Figures 3(a)–3(c)
show the time history of the magnetic latitude, equatorial pitch angle,
and kinetic energy of the electron during the interval just before it pre-
cipitates. Before �7300X�1

e0 , this electron bounces back and forth in
the dipole field, and its equatorial pitch angle and kinetic energy
remain nearly unchanged. During the interval shaded in Figs. 3(b) and
3(c) around tXe0 ¼ 7350, the equatorial pitch angle of the electron

FIG. 2. (a)–(c) Temporal evolution of the counts of precipitating electrons with different energies observed at the boundary in the southern hemisphere for runs 1–3. (d)–(f)
Temporal variation in the counts of all precipitating electrons observed at the boundary in the southern hemisphere for runs 1–3 (shown as red dashed lines) and fluctuating
amplitudes (shown as blue solid lines). The fluctuating amplitudes are obtained by integrating the magnetic power spectral density at magnetic latitude k¼ 15� from frequen-
cies 0:1fce to 0:8fce.
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rapidly decreases to �3� (smaller than the loss cone angle) and its
kinetic energy decreases, causing this electron to precipitate into the
north pole. Figure 3(d) presents the electron parallel velocity vjj (blue
line) and the cyclotron resonance velocity VR (red line) during this
interval. The resonance velocity VR is calculated by

VR ¼ x� Xeð Þ=k; (1)

where x is the wave frequency, Xe is the local electron gyrofrequency,
and k is the wavenumber. The wave frequency x is given by
x ¼ 2p=T and the wave half periods T=2 inside each wave packet are
calculated as the intervals between two consecutive zero crossings of
the wave field. The wavenumber k is given by

k2 ¼ 1
c2

x2 þ xx2
pe

Xe � x

 !
; (2)

based on the linear dispersion relation of whistler-mode waves. The
cyclotron resonance condition is exactly satisfied at approximately
tXe0 � 7340.

To identify whether the wave–electron interaction is linear or
nonlinear, we further present the inhomogeneity factor S and the tra-
jectory of the electron in phase space in Figs. 3(e) and 3(f), respectively.
The inhomogeneity factor S has been widely used to quantitively deter-
mine whether an electron undergoes a strong nonlinear interaction
with a chorus wave.30 The inhomogeneity factor S is given by

FIG. 3. Information on a selected precipi-
tating electron. The temporal variations in
(a) the electron’s latitude, (b) the elec-
tron’s equatorial pitch angle, and (c) the
electron’s energy. The red shaded area
represents the period with the fastest
changes in electron pitch angle and
energy, as shown in Fig. 3(c). (d) Absolute
value of the electron parallel velocity,
(e) inhomogeneity factor S, and (f) trajec-
tory of the electron in phase space during
the selected period shown in Fig. 3(c).
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S ¼ � 1
x2

t v2

 
c

 
1� VR

Vg

!2
@x
@t

þ
 
kcv2?
2Xe

�
 
1þ v2

2
Xe � cx
Xe � x

!
VR

!
@Xe

@h

!
; (3)

where Vg is the group velocity, xt ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
kv?Xw

p
, Xw ¼ eBw=me, Bw is

the wave amplitude, v ¼ ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1� x2=ðc2k2Þp

, v? is the perpendicular
velocity of the electron, c is the Lorentz factor, and h is the distance
from the equator along the field line. When Sj j is less than 1, a strong
nonlinear interaction occurs between the resonant electron and the
chorus wave.30 As shown in Fig. 3(e), Sj j remains below 1 at approxi-
mately tXe0 � 7340 (when the cyclotron resonance condition is
exactly satisfied), suggesting that the strong scattering of electrons is
caused by nonlinear wave–electron interactions. On the basis of the
nonlinear theoretical model, electrons undergoing nonlinear interac-
tions may have two types of trajectories in phase space. The first type
is the closed elliptical trajectory of phase-trapping electrons (type I),
and the second type is the trajectory of phase bunching electrons mov-
ing outside the separatrix (type II).30,38,39 In Fig. 3(f), the blue solid line
represents the electron’s trajectory in phase space, and the black solid
lines depict the theoretical trajectories of resonant electrons that are
described by the following equation:

h2 þ 2x2
tr cos f� Sfð Þ ¼ C; (4)

where C is a constant, h ¼ kðvjj � VRÞ, xtr ¼ xtvc�1=2, and f is the
angle between the perpendicular component of the wave field and
the perpendicular component of the electron velocity. Here, the
inhomogeneity factor S (S¼ -0.67), wavenumbers k and xtr are the
average values over the interval tXe0 ¼ 7335–7345 when cyclotron
resonance occurs. The electron trajectory matches type II, i.e., just
outside the closed separatrix (black bold line), suggesting phase
bunching. Therefore, this electron undergoes nonlinear interac-
tions with chorus waves, and the phase bunching effect leads to its
loss/precipitation.

We have also statistically analyzed the inhomogeneity factor S of
the precipitating electrons in the southern hemisphere within the time
range tXe0 ¼ 7800–8000 in run 1, as shown in Fig. 4. Notably, S is
recorded for each electron when the cyclotron resonance condition is
exactly satisfied. The majority of electrons experience strong nonlinear
interactions with chorus waves before their precipitation, i.e., Sj j < 1,
and their pitch angles rapidly decrease due to the phase bunching
effect. However, approximately one-third of the electrons with an
inhomogeneity factor Sj j greater than 1 are precipitated, which may
be partially attributed to the uncertainty of the selected plasma param-
eters. Then, we randomly select some precipitating electrons with
Sj j > 1 and find that both their equatorial pitch angles and energies
rapidly decrease and that their trajectories in phase space support
phase bunching (not shown). Therefore, we infer that almost all the
precipitating electrons undergo a nonlinear process before their precip-
itation, as supported by the rapid decrease in electron pitch angle and
energy and the motion trajectory in phase space.

IV. CONCLUSION

Observations have shown that repetitive chorus waves are
capable of inducing periodic electron precipitation, which gives
rise to the intermittent flickering characteristic of pulsating auro-
ras. In addition, recent studies revealed that such repetitive chorus
waves can be generated by electron injection. Therefore, it is rea-
sonable to speculate that the internal modulation of the pulsating
aurora may essentially be regulated by electron injection. In this
study, we employed the 1D GCPIC to investigate the electron pre-
cipitation caused by self-consistently excited repetitive chorus
waves. The simulation results clearly demonstrate that repetitive
rising-tone chorus waves are generated by injected energetic elec-
trons and then scatter electrons into the loss cone during propaga-
tion, causing repetitive electron precipitation, i.e., internal
modulation of the pulsating aurora. There is a good one-to-one
temporal correspondence between the chorus element and prompt
electron precipitation, which is consistent with previous observa-
tions.24–26 The prompt electron precipitation is due to a rapid
decrease in the electron pitch angle, which is caused mainly by
nonlinear wave–electron interactions, i.e., the phase bunching
effect. On the basis of the simulation results, we propose that the
injection velocity of energetic electrons controls the period of pul-
sating auroras by modulating the repetition period of chorus
waves.

Previous simulations and observations have indicated that the
drift velocity of hot electrons directly influences the repetition period
of chorus waves.27,28 In particular, Gao et al.27 revealed that the day–
night asymmetry of the Earth’s magnetic field leads to different repeti-
tion periods of chorus waves on the day and night sides. Drawing from
our simulation findings, we suggest that day–night asymmetry may
also exist in the periodicity of pulsating auroras.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This research was funded by NSFC Grant Nos. 42322406 and
42230201, Fundamental Research Funds for the Central Universities
(KY2080000063 and KY2080000138), and the “USTC Tang Scholar”
program. We also acknowledge the use of data resources from the
National Space Science Data Center, National Science & Technology
Infrastructure of China (http://www.nssdc.ac.cn).

FIG. 4. Statistical value of the inhomogeneity factor S of precipitating electrons in
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