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Abstract

Streamers are non-thermal filamentary plasmas developing in insulating mediums under the
influence of strong external electric field. The subcritical streamer discharge is formed by a
field with the intensity smaller than the minimum intensity leading to the air breakdown,
and breakdown conditions are created by special initiators. Air breakdown in sub- and
supersonic flows induced by the subcritical streamer discharge and the effect of the initiator
shape on breakdown conditions are studied. The intensity of electric field of subcritical
streamer induced breakdown has been shown to be smaller compared to that initiated by
microwave discharge without initiator. The dependencies of critical intensity of the electric
field on the pressure and location of initiator are reported. The air breakdown conditions
are found at various dimensions of the metallic screen near which the initiator is installed.
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1 Introduction

Difficulties of mixing, ignition and combustion of hydrocarbon fuels in the high-speed flows
are associated with relative large characteristic ignition and combustion times. A significant
number of experimental, theoretical and computational studies investigating the application
of plasma discharges as actuators for high-speed flow control have been performed for last
years. The development of microwave electronics has led to the possibility of initiating an
electrodeless microwave discharge in free space in a wide range of external conditions [1–4].

Various types of plasma discharges have shown promising characteristics in different
applications including flow control in aerodynamics [5–7], ignition and combustion in propul-
sion engineering [8–13], stabilization of flames [14–17]. Characteristic propane ignition and
combustion times in the supersonic flow with Mach number 2 could be decreased up to fac-
tor 2–5 by plasma-assisted combustion [8, 9]. Influence of the energy input of a microwave
discharge on shock-wave structures and the flow around a body in a supersonic flow and
the optimal discharge parameters to achieve the aerodynamic effect are studied in [6, 7]. A
model of an initiated microwave discharge in a linearly polarized wave beam is considered
in [18]. It includes a complete set of kinetic reactions and takes into account heating and
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gas-dynamic rarefaction of the microwave channel. A detailed study of the plasma-chemical
and gas-dynamic processes in the zone of the microwave discharge is performed in [19]. The
fundamental phenomena of self-organization and filamentation of freely localized microwave
discharges are investigated numerically in [20]. The study [21] is devoted to the breakdown
of pulsed microwave discharges. Numerical calculation are carried out in [22] to investigate
the space-time dynamics of the formation of a focused pulsed microwave discharge in air.

When a high-power electromagnetic pulse is focused at a point and interacts with a
gas, the gas is heated to temperatures of thousands of degrees within several microseconds,
breaking down and becoming highly ionized. This process, air breakdown, is accompanied
by a light flash and generation of sound (acoustic shock wave).

There are various types of microwave discharges which have been realized depending on
the pressure and electric intensity for different wavelengths [23–27]. Recent investigations
have demonstrated a great potential of microwave discharges to ignite air/fuel mixtures at
low-pressure [12, 13]. In these applications, the discharges take the form of thin plasma
filaments driven by highly non-linear ionizing waves (streamers). The limitations of source
power supplies and pressure levels in plasma-assisted technologies technology make it neces-
sary to use a subcritical streamer discharge. The main positive point of these studies is the
high temperature in the discharge, which ranges from 1000 to 2000 ◦C. Due to the use of
the resonant method of amplifying the electric field, streamer discharges are ignited at the
initial field strength which is much lower than the breakdown energy. Streamer discharges
occur as a consequence of the high electric field induced by the fast variations of the net
charge density ahead of an electron avalanche with large amplification.

Ignition of freely localized electrodeless microwave discharge at high gas pressure requires
high levels of microwave energy in the electromagnetic beam. For example, at air pressure p =
760 torr the breakdown takes place at 106 W/cm. A local initiation of a discharge is provided
by special facilities. Then, the streamer microwave discharge spreads in a considerable
volume of the microwave beam. In this case the level of energy is less than the critical level
of breakdown (subcritical microwave discharge).

Previous experiments have shown that the microwave discharge is of the streamer form
at the high pressure in the subcritical (E0/Ec < 1) and deep subcritical (E0/Ec ≪ 1) fields.
The temperature of plasma streamer channels that form the discharge has the scale no less
than 2000 K. In principle, the realization of such temperature is enough for the fuel ignition.

Numerical simulation of gas heating effects in a nanosecond-pulse streamer discharge
interacting with a Mach 3 supersonic flat plate boundary layer flow is discussed in [28].
The plasma solver calculates all plasma dynamics, reactive chemistry and species transport
effects. The gas pressure, temperature and velocity fields are calculated by the Navier–Stokes
solver. Plasma and flow solvers are coupled at each time step resulting in a fully time-accurate
simulation procedure. Rapid gas heating occurs in the electrode near-field region with gas
temperature increase on the order of 100–200 K. The rapid heating of gas results in micro
blast waves which propagate into the freestream and eventually decay. Plasma-assisted flame
ignition in supersonic flow over a flat plate are discussed in [29].

Computations of air glow surface plasma in the presence of supersonic flow are presented
in [30]. The glow discharge model is based on a self-consistent, multi-species, continuum de-
scription of the plasma with finite-rate chemistry effects. This model is coupled with a
compressible Navier–Stokes solver. The effect of the plasma discharge on Mach 3 supersonic
flow at freestream pressure of 18 torr and the corresponding effects of the flow on the dis-
charge structure is studied by examining the species concentrations and the gas temperature.
For the case studied, the primary effect of the plasma on the supersonic flow is volumetric
heating. Different ion species are found to be dominant in the absence and presence of super-
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sonic flow, highlighting the importance of including finite-rate chemistry effects in discharge
models for understanding plasma actuator physical phenomena.

Multi-scale streamer discharge simulation is performed in [31]. The numerical strategy
is applied to simulation of propagation of streamer discharges and nanosecond repetitively
pulsed discharges. A deep sub-critical streamer discharge is used in [32] (wavelength is 12.4
cm) to ignite air/propane mixture in the supersonic flow at high altitudes.

Creation of longitudinal plasma formation in cold supersonic air flow is difficult due to
fast plasma cooling by air stream and discharge plasma instabilities. Experimental data on
the ignition of a pulsed triggered microwave streamer discharge in a supersonic air jet are
presented in [23]. A microwave streamer discharge at wavelength of 8.5 cm is produced in
air with pressure of 60 torr, and a triggered variant of discharge with a developed structure
is produced with electric field strength of 1.5 kV/cm and duration of pulse larger than 10
µs. The resonant portions of the streamers which appear in the discharge front radiate
intensely in the visible spectral range for a time of several microseconds. These experiments
on the ignition of microwave streamer discharges in supersonic gas jets with velocities of up
to 500 m/s have shown that discharges under these conditions are still streamer discharges.
Some semi-empirical correlations describing various forms of streamer discharge are proposed
in [24], and experimental results are presented in [25–27].

Processes that control air breakdown remain unresolved and introduce significant un-
certainties into modelling and simulation. The most important parameter for practical ap-
plications is the threshold intensity of microwave radiation required for air breakdown. The
study focuses on investigation of possibilities of the use of microwave radiation to initiate
breakdown in air. The results of experimental studies related to air breakdown induced by
microwave radiation are presented. To initiate the air breakdown, the subcritical streamer
discharge is used. The discharge is formed by a field with the intensity smaller than the
minimum pulse intensity leading to the air breakdown.

Previous studies have been focused on air breakdown by the initiators located near the
dielectric screen. The submitted paper deals with the air breakdown induced by streamer
discharge with the use of initiator located near the metallic screen. To our best knowledge,
this research is not part of the papers published in the open literature. Another important
issue from both theoretical and practical points of view is the minimal area of the screen
which is sufficient to induce air breakdown. This study is also a part of the presented paper.
Experimental data included in the paper is obtained at different lengths and widths of the
screen, and breakdown conditions are determined.

2 Experimental setup

The experiments are carried out using the test rig designed at the Moscow Radio-Technical
Institute of Russian Academy of Science (MRTI RAS). The test rig is similar to that used
and described in [32]. The test rig includes the vacuum part, aerodynamic part forming low-
or high-speed flow, microwave part forming electromagnetic beam, elements of discharge
initiation and measuring equipment.

The test rig presented in the Figure 1 shows the flow channel with a high-speed air valve
at the inlet, microwave generator waveguide, pressure and temperature measurement system
and exhaust system placed in a vacuum chamber [32]. A manifold for propane injection to
the flow channel is placed before air valve. The mass flow rate is controlled by fuel valve
(it is not used in the current study) and pressure in the tank. The experimental setup is
equipped with Phantom v.251 high-speed camera (a speed is 510000 frames/s), a number
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of fast-response pressure transducers, photo-sensors and current voltage sensors. The mea-
suring equipment includes manovacuummeters to measure static pressure in the working
chamber with accuracy ±1.5 torr, high-speed electronic sensors to measure pressure varia-
tion in the working chamber, Pitot tube with corresponding electronic scheme to measure
stagnation pressure and thermocouples to measure flow temperature. The thermocouple and
the pressure sensor signals are recorded with Instek GDS-830 oscilloscope (a typical speed
up is 105 torr/s and accuracy is ±1.5 torr).

Work section

To the receiver(air)

Microwave

generator

Radiating

horn

Socket
Discharge

ScreenNozzleValve

 (air)

Inletting

device Buffer volume

Working section

Initiating vibrator

MW radiation

E0

  Valve

(air/fuel)

Propane

Air

Figure 1. Test rig

The experimental tests are performed in a pulsed regime. Electromechanical valve is
located at nozzle inlet. The triggering signal starts the oscilloscope measurement, and air
valve opens after 0.2 s. The microwave discharge is initiated after 0.1 s and burns 0.4 s.

Vacuum part of the test rig consists of the working chamber and large hermetic tank-
receiver. The working chamber is a horizontally located metal cylinder with flat edges and
window on its side surface. The diameter of the working chamber is 0.7 m, and its length is
1 m. The working chamber has a volume of 0.4 m3. The receiver has a rectangular shape
with dimensions of 1.25×1.25×2.5 m3 (its volume is 4 m3). There is a spherical transitional
section between the working chamber and the receiver with a volume of 0.15 m3. The entire
volume of the vacuum part is 4.2 m3. Pressure varies from 10 to 760 torr.

The high-speed flow is formed by the axisymmetric Laval nozzle. The nozzle throat is
23 mm. The inlet diameter of the nozzle is 96 mm, and the length of its converging part is
100 mm. The outlet diameter of the nozzle is 30 mm, and the length of its diverging part is
80 mm.

The air speed at the nozzle outlet varies from 10 to 500 m/s. The flow is imposed by
the pressure difference between inlet section of the nozzle and vacuum chamber. The total
pressure at the inlet section of the nozzle is fixed at 750 torr. The total temperature is
300 K. The static pressure in the working chamber varies from 30 to 150 torr. Supersonic
jet is formed if a static pressure in the working chamber is less than 380 torr. For typical
experimental conditions, the Mach number is 2 and flow speed is 500 m/s, static pressure in
the working chamber is 97 torr, air temperature is 160 K, the concentration of molecules is
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6× 1018 cm3. The supersonic flow has a core with typical of 1.8 cm at a distance of 12 cm
from the nozzle exit. The pressure in the working chamber is maintained constant during 1
s, and then it starts to grow.

The working chamber and the receiver are connected by conic-cylindrical section. This
section moves along the centerline of the chamber. It is mounted at different distances from
the nozzle exit varying from 0.05 to 0.5 m. The internal diameter of the cylindrical section
is 0.07 m, and its length is 0.7 m. The conical section is 0.22 m long with a maximum
inlet diameter 0.14 m. The conic-cylindrical section is installed and configured in a way to
prevent the backward air flow from the receiver to the working chamber. The parameters of
the jet are kept constant for a time of about 2 s.

Electromagnetic beam is generated with a magnetron. Its output power is 1.5 kW,
and wavelength is λ = 12.3 cm (this wavelength is one of the most common for microwave
generating devices [27]). A typical outlet area of magnetron is 9× 9 cm2. Linearly polarized
electromagnetic beam formed in the working chamber is normal to flow direction. The
vector of electrical component of electromagnetic field E0 is parallel to flow velocity and has
a magnitude of E0 < 7.2 kV/cm at the focus. The transverse distribution of the intensity
of electromagnetic radiation of the beam is close to Gaussian with a characteristic size of 5
cm. It is uniform along the beam centerline over a length of a few centimeters. The pulse
duration is 40 µs.

The discharge ignition occurs in the working section of the channel. Vibrator is a copper
pipe with the length 2L and flat faces. The outer diameter of the vibrator is 2a which equals
to 4, 6, 10, 12 and 18 mm in the experiments. The vibrator is placed horizontally (its
axis is aligned with the direction of air flow) and symmetrically with respect to microwave
beam. The vibrator is mounted on a pylon that is 2 mm thick and 10 mm wide. The total
obstruction of the pass is 14.7%. The pylon is located on a flat conducting screen. The
distance from the vibrator axis to the screen is H.

3 Discharge initiation

Characteristic feature of the streamer discharge is the formation of a spatially spreading
structure [17]. Streamer discharge has a complicated composition of thin plasma filaments
in the integrated photographs with exposure times which is larger than duration of microwave
pulse (Figure 2). Plasma filaments that make up the discharge are continually lengthening
and branching. Plasma filaments propagate toward the microwave source at the speed of
several kilometers per second, and the distance between each filaments is about one-fifth of
the wavelength of the incident microwave radiation.

a) b) c) d)

Figure 2. A streamer discharge in a free space (a), on a laminate surface (b), on a glass
surface (c) and on a capron net (d)

With external similarity to the diffuse discharge, the attached deep subcritical streamer
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discharge is effectively heated by microwave radiation, while the diffuse discharge does not
absorb microwave radiation and remains cold. Under resonance conditions, a large induced
current arises in the conductor, and gas ionization occurs in the vicinity of the initiator,
and plasma channels are formed, which strongly heat the surrounding gas. If the overheated
channel cannot escape beyond the diffuse cloud, then the discharge remains attached. With
a sufficiently high intensity of the electric field, a spatial tree-like structure develops from
the overheated channel.

Streamer discharges induced by quasi-optical microwave beams in air are classified in [1]
by analyzing a series of time-integrated frames (the exposition time exceeds the time of
pulse) operating at different initial field strengths and air pressures. Diffuse, streamer,
overcritical, subcritical and deep subcritical streamer discharges are distinguished. The
domains of existence of each form of discharge are defined as functions of air pressure and
electrical field strength ratio E0/Ec (wavelength is fixed), where E0 is the electric field of the
microwave beam in the discharge region and Ec is the critical breakdown of the electric field.
It is possible to ignite a self-sustained discharge without any initiated settings if E0 > Ec,
while at E0 < Ec a discharge has to be initiated with some additional settings such as a
special designed metal vibrator or a preliminary discharge introduced by laser. The difference
between the subcritical and deep subcritical discharges is that the streamers remain attached
to the initiator for deep subcritical discharge. The diffuse discharge plasma in the subcritical
region also remains attached to the initiator.

The experimental procedure is as follows. A relatively high gas pressure pc is established
in the working chamber, at which microwave breakdown is not observed. Then, pressure
decreases with a step of 30 torr until the breakdown is recorded. After that pressure increases
by 30 torr, a time delay of five minutes is made and the pressure decreases to the breakdown
value pc = pb with a step of 3 torr. To ignite the discharge, an aluminium cylindrical vibrator
located at the distance H = 120 mm from the screen is used (Figure 3). The length and
diameter of the vibrator are 2L and 2a. The length of vibrator does not exceed 5 cm (it is
smaller than the diameter of electromagnetic beam). Cylindrical vibrator with spherically
rounded edges (Figure 3b) and cylindrical vibrator with one spherically rounded edge and
with another cone edge (Figure 3c) are also applied to initiate air breakdown.

The minimum amplitude of the initial field at which vibrator still initiates air break-
down, E0 = Eb, is determined. The control measurements show that the amplitude of electric
field is E0 = 50 V/cm at the distance H0 = 77 mm from the source of electromagnetic radi-
ation. The metallic screen increases this value up to E0 = 100 V/cm. Time of pulse is 0.2 s
in both cases.

4 Structure of streamer discharge

Air flow is created in the test section of the experimental setup, and sub-critical streamer dis-
charge is ignited by the initiator. Streamer speeds from experimental observations (symbols)
and calculations based on semi-empirical correlations from [24] (solid lines) are presented in
the Figure 4 (in the region of initiator).

The structure of triggered subcritical microwave streamer discharges observed in the
experiments and the influence of supersonic air flow on a shape of subcritical microwave
discharge is shown in the Figure 5. The radiation propagates from right to left and vector of
electrical field lies in the plane of the figure. The length of the initiator is a scale length for the
image. Air pressure is 100 torr and electric field strength is 1.7 kV/m. The trigger is clearly
visible in these pictures. Vaporization takes place at the point where surface of initiator
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Figure 4. Dependance of the propagation speed of streamer discharge on electric field
strength in a quiescent air (a) and in a quartz tube (b) at atmospheric pressure

comes into contact with the high temperature plasma channels (Figure 5a). The streamer
discharge in the supersonic flow does not change its shape, but its plasma channels are blurred
(Figure 5b). In the supersonic flow, the discharge stretches out significantly along the flow
and occupies a larger volume. The lower end of the dipole is subjected to vaporization, and
the flow has not reduced the temperature of the plasma channels significantly.

Discharge has a complicated filamentary structure. The discharge is shaped as a net
of very thin luminous filaments with bright fragments, which length approximately equals
half wave length of radiation. The discharge consists of thin filaments self-organized into
electrodynamic resonant vibrators and loops, rising one from another and propagating away
from initiating point. The observations show that filament fragments of discharge net do
not exist simultaneously but arise one from another. Each filament fragment at end stage of
its evolution generates the cylindrical shock wave with initial Mach number equaling 1.5–2.
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a) b)

Figure 5. Subcritical streamer discharges attached to initiator in a quiescent air (a) and
supersonic flow at the velocity 500 m/s (b)

It means that gas temperature in filaments is high. The material of surface at poles of the
vibrator evaporates, and temperature of the streamer channels exceeds 2000 K. The 5–10
cm wavelength radiation and 0.3–1 atm air pressure are good conditions for observation
of the discharge. It is discovered experimentally that after creation the raised discharge is
supported by radiation with electric field amplitude much less than critical value.

Figure 5a shows there is the streamer channel that creates the loop connecting the
vibrator ends. The discharge presented in the Figure 5b is qualitatively different. Deep
subcritical discharge in the flow has a form of the system of luminescent channels stretched
along the flow. The character of changing of the structure of this discharge has the qualitative
explanation. The streamer channels in the air flow are lubricated along it, whereas at zero
air velocity they have clear outlines.

A streamer discharge with a developed spatial structure both in free space and on the
surface of the screen (Figure 6) is not blown away by the flow at a Mach number of up to 2,
but only slightly diffuses (E = 3.7 kV/cm).

The light near ends of the initiator has a color that differs from the light of the streamers.
It is light of the evaporated metal. It means that temperature of discharge at that place is
more than temperature of the metal evaporating at appropriate pressure. In the conditions
of the experiment the vaporization of the surface on the initiator’s poles begins at p > 250
Torr. It starts from this pressure when the gas temperature inside the streamer plasma
channels has the value more than the evaporation temperature (about 2500 K) and energy
coming to the vibrator’s surface is enough for its vaporization.

In free space, the vibrator breaks down air at a pressure of about 370–380 torr. When
the vibrator is placed above the metal screen in the antinode of the field at a distance of
h = λ/4 from the screen, the breakdown occurs at atmospheric pressure. With the approach
of the vibrator to the metal screen at a distance less than h ≪ λ/4, the amplification
coefficient of the electric field increases in comparison with the vibrator in free space. In this
case, the resonant length of the vibrator increases.

When the vibrator is placed directly on the surface of a dielectric plexiglass screen with
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a) b)

Figure 6. Subcritical streamer discharges on a surface of dielectric screen in a quiescent
air (a) and supersonic flow at the velocity 500 m/s (b)

a thickness of 4.25 mm, the field in the gap between the end of the resonator and the screen
is more than two times higher than at the ends of the vibrator placed near or far from the
screen. The gradual removal of the vibrator from the screen leads to a decrease in the field in
the gap between it and the screen. A decrease in the distance between the dielectric screen
and the vibrator leads to a decrease in the resonance length, and not to its increase, as is
the case with a metal screen. So, the resonant length in free space is about 54.2 mm, while
on a plexiglass screen it is only 45.2 mm, and on a ceramic screen is 34.5 mm.

The photographs of discharges over an aluminum screen at different flow rates are pre-
sented in Figure 7. The discharge area is covered from above with a transparent plexiglass
sheet. The order of the discharge length is about 1 cm at a speed of 1 m/s and about 3 cm at
500 m/s. The discharge temperature is over 3000 K. The power absorbed by the discharge
increases with increasing speed and, accordingly, the size of the discharges, in the range from
about 15 to 60 W.

a)

b)

Figure 7. Subcritical streamer discharges in air flow at the
velocity 1 m/s (a) and 500 m/s (b). The initiator is placed

on a distance h = λ/4 from the aluminium screen
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5 Results and discussion

Experimental dependencies of the critical field strength on vibrator length are presented
in the Figure 8 for aluminium cylindrical vibrator with spherically rounded ends. The
measurements are carried out at a constant air pressure in the chamber of 1 atm. The
minimum critical field strength increases with decreasing vibrator diameter, and position of
the minimum approaches to λ/2. For example, the resonant length of the vibrator 2Lr with
2a = 2.5 mm is approximately 36 mm, which corresponds to the ratio 2Lr/(λ/2) = 0.8. In
this case, a vibrator initiates breakdown of atmospheric air at E0 = 250 V/cm (Ec/E0 = 130).
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Figure 8. Dependence of the critical
field strength on the vibrator length

The experimental results showing pressure effect on air breakdown are presented for
cylindrical vibrator with spherically rounded edges in a free space (Figure 9), cylindrical
vibrator with spherically rounded edges mounted at the distance h = λ/4 from the screen
(Figure 10), cylindrical vibrator with one spherically rounded edge and with another cone
edge mounted at the distance h = λ/4 from the screen (Figure 11). Symbols correspond to
experimental data, and solid lines correspond to the best fitting of the experimental mea-
surements. In these experiments, data points for breakdown pressure significantly deviate
from the fitting line. This is because it is difficult to maintain the position of the vibra-
tor and geometrical parameters of the vibrator-exciting beam throughout many successive
experiments.

The results presented in Figure 10 show that the vibrator breaks down air at pressure
p = 3.6× 104 Pa (line 3). In this case it is possible to estimate its corresponding field at the
pole of the vibrator as E = 42p [V/cm]. Therefore, E = 2× 104 V/cm and E/E0 = 148 for
the measured value of E0. The results corresponding to the line 1 show that in the range
2L = 47.5–48.5 mm, the vibrator, initiates air breakdown under atmospheric pressure. The
resonance length of the vibrator is 48 mm in this case. This length is shorter than the length
of the vibrator placed in a travelling microwave.

At a relatively large sharpening angle of 2α = 80◦ of cone vibrator of a resonant length,
air breakdown takes place at air pressure of 360 torr, which is 3 times larger than that for
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a vibrator with spherically rounded edges. The ability of cone vibrators with smaller angles
to initiate air breakdown increases inversely proportional to the cone angle.

It is possible to initiate air breakdown at the level of the initial field strength in the
electromagnetic beam E0, which is significantly lower than the critical level, Ec (in a deep
subcritical field) by bringing the vibrator closer to the screen at distance h < λ/4. The
experimental results are shown in the Figure 12. Diameter of the vibrator is 2a = 3 mm.
Vibrator and screen are made from aluminium. The electric field strength is E0 = 50 V/cm.
The length of the vibrator varies at each distance from the axis of the vibrator to the screen,
h. For h > 10 mm, the breakdown region is localized at the edges of the vibrator almost
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symmetrically about its axis, and for h > 10 mm, they are localized already between the
polar surfaces of the vibrator and the screen surface. There is an optimal size at which the
ratio Ep/E0 is maximum. The measurements gives optimal value for h = 6 mm.
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Experiments with varying the electric field strength and air pressure show that the
ability of electromagnetic vibrators to initiate air breakdown has a resonant character. The
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critical field amplitude at presence of an initiator is proportional to gas pressure at relatively
high pressure of air.

Placing a small electromagnetic vibrator in a microwave beam allows to initiate air
breakdown with a field strength in the microwave beam, Eb, which is significantly smaller
than the critical breakdown strength, Ec. The electric field strength at the spherically
rounded ends of the vibrator, Ep, is ten times larger than the initial field strength, E0,
if the length of the vibrator 2L is four times its diameter 2a. Increasing the length of the
vibrator in comparison to the wavelength of electromagnetic radiation, λ/2, leads to resonant
raising the ratio χ = Ep/E0, and air breakdown is induced with a significantly larger χ.
The amplification of the field by a vibrator placed on a dielectric screen is approximately
equivalent to a vibrator fixed above a metal screen at a distance h = λ/4.

The minimal dimensions or area of the screen b × c ensuring streamer induced air
breakdown is of a great practical importance. The initiator of the resonance length l = 56
mm is located near the screen at h = 5 mm from it. Diameter of the metallic vibrator is
d = 2.25 mm. Experiments are carried out at various lengths b and widths c of the screen.
Decreasing b or c of the screen is made at the fixed another dimension which equals 100 mm.
The distance from the screen to the source of the microwave radiation is H = 125 mm.

The dependence of the field amplification coefficient at the vibrator edge on the screen
dimensions is presented in Figure 13 at different lengths and widths of the screen. The
results obtained show that the breakdown pressure starts to decrease at b < 62 mm at the
fixed c = 100 mm. The symbols � show how the field amplification factor changes at various
c and the fixed b = 62 mm.
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0

K

K(b), c=100 mm

K(c), b=100 mm

K(c), b=62 mm

Figure 13. Dependence of the field amplification
coefficient at the vibrator edge on the screen di-

mensions

To find the breakdown pressure, experiments are performed at b = 62 mm and H = 110
mm. The breakdown pressure decreases from 615 torr at c = 100 mm to 480 torr at c = 10
mm. Two additional measured points correspond to c = 40 mm and c = 20 mm when the
breakdown pressure remains about the same and equals 600 torr.
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6 Conclusion

The discharge is ignited in the presence of an initiator by a quasi-optical beam of microwave
radiation with a wavelength of 12.5 cm. A resonant method of initiating a discharge is used,
which is more economical than the known plasma ignition and combustion stabilization
methods. Streamer discharge absorbs almost all the electromagnetic energy incident on
it. Streamers grow into a region of the electromagnetic beam where the amplitude of the
electric component of the initial field is lower than the critical breakdown amplitude. For
sub-critical streamer discharge, breakdown conditions are created by special initiators within
its local region, and the discharge propagates toward the source of electromagnetic beam.
Experimental dependencies of the critical field strength on vibrator length are presented.

A resonance electromagnetic vibrator placed on a surface that faces a microwave beam
initiates air breakdown in a field the sub-criticality of which is more than when the vibrator
is placed in a travelling electromagnetic wave. A deep subcritical discharge attached to an
initiator located on a dielectric screen is not blown away by a high-speed flow and confidently
ignites the mixture. A discharge ignited on a resonator near a dielectric or metal screen is
not blown away by a flow with a velocity ranging from 50 m/s to 500 m/s.

The results obtained could be potentially useful in aerospace applications to ignite
air/fuel flow in gas turbine engines and flammable mixtures in hypersonic flying vehicles,
combustion chambers of micro-turbines, internal combustion engines.
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