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Electric propulsion can reach higher exhaust velocities compared to chemical systems and
thus result in lower propellant mass requirements. Among the different electric propulsion
systems, Hall effect thrusters are used for spatial propulsion since the 1970s. However inside
a Hall thruster, complex physical phenomena such as erosion or electron anomalous trans-
port which may lower thruster efficiency and lifetime, are not yet fully understood. Thanks
to high performance computing, numerical simulations are now considered for understanding
the plasma behavior. With the renewed interest for such electric propulsion to supply small
satellites, numerical solvers able to predict accurately the real thruster efficiency have become
crucial for industry.
This paper presents the approach used and first validation tests of such a solver. The AVIP
code solves plasma equations in complex industrial geometries using an unstructured parallel-
efficient 3D fluid methodology. AVIP also includes a Particle-In-Cell (PIC) solver used as a
reference for validation. While full 3D PIC simulations of a Hall thruster still require unaffor-
dable computational time, fluid models provide in a reasonable time 3D results on the plasma
behavior inside the discharge channel. In this category, standard drift-diffusion models [1–3]
are fast and robust but at the cost of strong hypotheses and simplifications. In particular such
models do not describe explicitly the sheath formation in the vicinity of walls and often use ana-
lytical models instead. They are limited to simple configurations and only provide a first insight
into plasma complex phenomena. The present approach includes a more detailed two-fluid
plasma model without drift-diffusion approximation. After the description of the formulation
and main features of the solver, the paper focuses on wall boundary conditions which are
crucial for the formation of sheaths. It is demonstrated in particular that a vacuum boundary
condition is not adapted to fit PIC results. A boundary condition based on wall thermal fluxes
is more realistic. The mesh resolution is also found to be critical. The simulation methodology
is finally applied to a 2D simulation of a typical Hall effect thruster in order to observe the
plasma properties inside the discharge chamber.
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I. Nomenclature

α = species considered in the plasma
®B = magnetic field
Bmax = magnetic field maximum
δt = time step
e = elementary charge
®E = electric field
E∗δ = energy level for the inelastic collision δ
ε0 = vacuum permittivity
εα = total energy of the species α
ηp = pressure ratio for the vacuum condition
®Fα = external forces on the species α

Fγ
th,α

= thermal fluxes applied on the boundary condition for the species α
fα = distribution function of the species α
kB = Boltzmann constant
Kδ = rate coefficient of the collision δ
L0 = characteristic length of the domain
λD = Debye length
mα = mass of the species α
Ûmα = mass rate of the species α

nα = density of the species α
pα = pressure of the species α
φ = potential
φ̂
γ
α = Boltzmann moment of order γ of the species α

qα = electric charge of the species α
®Qα = heat flux of the species α
ρα = mass density of the species α
s = sheath thickness
Sγδ,α = fluid source term of the species α representing the collision δ
t = time variable
Tα = temperature of the species α
®uα = mean velocity of the species α
®v = velocity vector
vth,α = thermal velocity of the species α
®x = space vector

II. Introduction

Hall effect thrusters have been massively studied since the 1970s for satellite propulsion. They are still widely
used to cover a range of applications from satellite station keeping to orbital transfer and positioning. However,

the magnetised plasma physics inside these thrusters is particularly complex. Simple analytical models are used for
the design of operating parameters suited to the requested mission. Once constructed, the device undergoes several
experimental qualifications to demonstrate the thruster efficiency and life time of the device during more than 10,000
hours in a vacuum test facility. These costly and long tests are required because of the lack of insight in Hall thrusters
plasma behavior. With the rise of high performance computing, numerical simulation has become attainable and critical
for the design of new thrusters in the industrial context.

Accuracy and reliability are of course essential and different numerical plasma models with various orders of
accuracy have emerged. On one side, Particle-In-Cell (PIC) models follow the trajectories of a representative number of
physical particles called macro-particles in the presence of electromagnetic fields [4, 5]. They are often coupled to a
Monte Carlo module to deal with statistical collisions and a Maxwell or Poisson solver to solve electromagnetic fields.
On the other side, fluid models describe the statistical behavior of each population of particles. The fluid equations
are derived for the statistical moments from the Boltzmann equation supposing a Maxwellian distribution of particles.
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Assumptions can be made such as quasineutrality and equality of ion and electron density, or stationary state neglecting
temporal and convective terms, in the so-called drift-diffusion models.

In this paper, a two-fluid detailed model for electrons and ions is presented, without quasineutrality nor drift-diffusion
hypotheses. Similarly to [6–10], each species is ruled by a system of Euler equations with source terms representing
electromagnetic forces, ionization and other collision processes. The computation of collision source terms follows
the idea of Benilov [11, 12]. A Poisson equation is solved for the electric potential. The set of equations has been
implemented in the AVIP-Fluid solver, an unstructured parallel-efficient 3D code for the numerical resolution of PDEs.
AVIP-Fluid has been validated against several benchmark cases reproducing the main characteristics of a cold magnetised
plasma such as plasma oscillation or collision processes. A particular attention is paid on wall boundary conditions
as the creation of stable sheaths with correct properties is a difficult challenge for non-quasineutral fluid models. The
validated model is then applied to a simplified 2D r-z configuration of Hall thruster. The objective is to analyse the
discharge inside a Hall thruster and to demonstrate the capacity of the code for this specific application.
Section III describes the system of fluid equations solved in AVIP. Then, the numerical methods of AVIP are briefly
presented in Section IV with particular focus on the Poisson solver which is a key parameter for good computational
performances. In Section V the sheath formation in a bounded plasma is studied and a numerical strategy to capture
them with AVIP-Fluid is detailed. A comparison with AVIP-PIC results is performed to examine the influence of the
boundary condition on the sheath formation. Finally, the Section VI shows results about the representative case for Hall
effect thrusters.

III. Physical modeling
In this section, the fluid model used in AVIP-Fluid is presented. It includes conservative equations for electrons,

ions, and neutrals.
Starting from the Boltzmann equation, the evolution of the distribution function fα(®v, ®x, t) of a plasma species α

writes :

dfα
dt
+ ®v · ®∇®x fα +

®Fα
mα

®∇®v fα =
dfα
dt

����
collisions

(1)

where ®Fα are the external forces exerted on the species α of mass mα. A distinction is done between gradient
operators ®∇®x in physical space and ®∇®v in phase space, the phases being the velocity components. The left hand side of
Eq. 1 represents the collisionless behavior of the species distribution function with convective and time derivative terms
and effect of external forces. The right hand side describes the collisional processes.

In a plasma under electromagnetic fields, ®Fα is the Lorentz force :

®Fα = qα( ®E + ®v × ®B) (2)

with qα the species electric charge and ®E and ®B the electric and magnetic fields respectively.
In Hall effect thrusters the magnetic field ®B induced by the system is considered negligible compared to the magnetic

field imposed by the coils so that ®B is taken constant : ®B = ®B(x). The time evolution of the electric field ®E is no longer
governed by the full Maxwell equations but reduces to :

®∇. ®E =
1
ε0

∑
α

qαnα (3)

with ε0 the vacuum permittivity and nα the number density of the species α. In general the resolution of this equation
is done through the electric potential φ in the domain :

®E = −®∇φ (4)

which leads to the Poisson equation :

∆φ =
1
ε0

∑
α

qαnα (5)

Macroscopic properties of each species α correspond to the statistical velocity moments φ̂γα :
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ρα = mαnα = mα

∫
fαd®v = mα φ̂

0
α (6)

mαnα ®uα = mα

∫
®v fαd®v = mα φ̂

1
α (7)

εα =
3
2

kBnαTα +
1
2

mαnα ®uα
2
=

mα

2

∫
®v2 fαd®v = mα φ̂

2
α (8)

Here ρα is the mass density proportional to the number density nα coming from the 0th order moment φ̂0
α = nα. The

velocity ®uα is related to the 1st order moment φ̂1
α and the total energy εα is the second order moment φ̂2

α which includes
both kinetic energy and internal species energy, expressed with the mean temperature Tα. kB is the Boltzmann constant.

Integrating the Boltzmann equation in the phase space for each species α and omitting collision terms, the
collisionless transport equations are obtained :

∂t ρα + ∇.(ρα ®uα) = 0 (9)

∂t (ρα ®uα) + ®∇.(ρα ®uα ®uα + pα I) = qαnα( ®E + ®uα × ®B) (10)

∂t (εα) + ®∇.

((
1
2
ρα ®u2

α +
γ

γ − 1
pα

)
®uα + ®Qα

)
= qαnα ®E .®uα (11)

These equations are valid for each type of particles, being electrons, ions or neutrals. The fluid pressure pα, and the heat
flux ®Qα come from higher order moments appearing in the Boltzmann equation and need to be expressed in order to
close the system.

The heat flux ®Qα is the third order moment of velocity. An exact closure can be found by integrating even higher
order moments of the equations as in [13, 14]. However this only moves the closure problem to higher order moments.
Some authors solve a more sophisticated time-dependent equation for the heat flux depending on the magnetic field
anisotropy [15]. This approach is not considered in the present fluid model because it introduces three additional
equations in 3D to be solved and consequently additional computing time. Instead the system is closed with a simple
Fourier law for the heat flux. Previous works [16] have revealed the importance of the electron heat flux in the vicinity
of sheaths while the ion heat flux can be considered negligible. The Fourier law for electrons writes :

®Qe =
γk2

BneTe

mennKen

®∇Te (12)

with γ the heat capacity ratio of the fluid and Ken the electron-neutral elastic collision rate. Ions and electrons are
considered as monoatomic particles for which γ = 5/3 in three dimensions.

For the pressure pα, a perfect gas assumption for each species is made :

pα = nαkBTα (13)

Finally the 10-moment (or 2-fluid) collisionless system for electrons and ions reads :

∂t ρe + ∇.(ρe ®ue) = 0 (14)

∂t (ρe ®ue) + ∇.(ρe ®ue ®ue + kBTene I) = −ene( ®E + ®ue × ®B) (15)

∂t (εe) + ∇.

(
(
1
2
ρe ®u2

e +
γ

γ − 1
kBTene).®ue

)
= −ene ®E .®ue (16)

∂t ρi + ∇.(ρi ®ui) = 0 (17)

∂t (ρi ®ui) + ∇.(ρi ®ui ®ui + kBTini I) = eni( ®E + ®ui × ®B) (18)

∂t (εi) + ∇.

(
(
1
2
ρi ®u2

i +
γ

γ − 1
kBTini).®ui

)
= eni ®E .®ui (19)
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Equations 14 and 17 represent the conservation of ion and electron mass density. Equations 15-16 and 18-19 deal
with the conservation of momentum and energy for electrons and ions respectively.

Equation systems (14-16) and (17-19) without external forces are known as Euler fluid equations. In a plasma,
the two sets of Euler equations are coupled through the resolution of the electric field via the Poisson equation and
collisions must be added. Collisions between two particles of the same population are considered negligible compared
to collisions between different particles. Ionization plays a major role in a Hall effect thruster discharge and needs to be
modelled accurately. In the present framework, only elastic collisions of charged particles (ions and electrons) with
neutrals are taken into account and Coulomb collisions between charged particles are neglected. Excitation processes
are also taken into account to prevent electron energy losses. However we choose not to represent the influence of these
processes on neutrals.

With these hypothesis, the system of equations (14-19) becomes :

∂t ρe + ∇.(ρe ®ue) = S0
ioniz,e (20)

∂t (ρe ®ue) + ∇.(ρe ®ue ®ue + kBTene I) = −ene( ®E + ®ue × ®B) + S1
en,e (21)

∂t (εe) + ∇.

(
(
1
2
ρe ®u2

e +
γ

γ − 1
kBTene).®ue

)
= −ene ®E .®ue + S2

en,e + S2
ioniz,e − S2

exc,e (22)

∂t ρi + ∇.(ρi ®ui) = S0
ioniz,i (23)

∂t (ρi ®ui) + ∇.(ρi ®ui ®ui + kBTini I) = eni( ®E + ®ui × ®B) + S1
in,i (24)

∂t (εi) + ∇.

(
(
1
2
ρi ®u2

i +
γ

γ − 1
kBTini).®ui

)
= eni ®E .®ui + S2

in,i + S2
ioniz,i (25)

where Sγδ,α is the source term representing, for each species α, the collision process δ (ioniz for ionization, en and
in for electron-neutral, ion-neutral elastic collision, exc for excitation). Collision frequencies are generally assumed
constant or derived from an analytical solution [17]. In the present paper, collision source terms are computed following
the work of Benilov [11, 12], which integrates cross sections of each considered collision depending on the species
temperature and mean velocity.

Finally, like in several Hall effect thrusters models [18, 19], neutrals are supposed to be only governed by a mass
conservation equation :

∂t ρn + ®u0,n∇.(ρn) = S0
ioniz,n (26)

where u0,n = [200 − 300] m.s−1 is a constant axial velocity .
The electron-impact ionization is represented by the source term S0

ioniz,α in mass continuity equations 20, 23 and 26.
The corresponding source terms read :

S0
ioniz,e = S0

ioniz,i = −S0
ioniz,n = Kioniznnne (27)

with Kioniz the ionization rate coefficient depending on the cross section and the electron energy distribution
function. S2

ioniz,e and S2
ioniz,i represent the energy transfer between particles associated to the ionization :

S2
ioniz,i =

3
2

KioniznnnekBTn , S2
ioniz,e = −nnneKionizE∗ioniz (28)

with E∗ioniz the energy of the ionization reaction. It assumes that only electrons give their energy for the reaction and
neutral energy is transferred to ions. The particle velocity deviation due to ionization is considered negligible in front of
elastic collisions.

S2
exc,e in Eq. 22 is the electron energy used to excite neutrals. Several excitation processes are considered :

S2
exc,e = −

N∑
j

nnKexc, jE∗exc, j (29)

with E∗exc, j the energy required to excite a neutral at the excited state j and Kexc, j the corresponding reaction rate.
Elastic collisions impact the momentum of particles without creation or exchange of particles, so that S0

elastic,α
= 0 .

S1
en,e and S1

in,i represent the deviation of particle velocity due to elastic collisions with neutrals :
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S1
en,e = −nnneKen(ue − un) , S1

in,i = −nnniKin(ui − un) (30)

S2
en,e and S2

in,i express the exchange of energy between particles during an elastic collision :

S2
en,e = −

3
2

Kennnne

(
kB(Te − Tn) +

1
2
(meu2

e − mnu2
n)

)
, S2

in,i = −
3
2

KinnnnikB(Ti − Tn) (31)

IV. Implementation and numerical strategy
Inspired by efficient CFD codes [20, 21], AVIP is a massively parallel code based on a double domain decomposition.

First the domain is split in several subdomains using the external library PARMETIS [22]. This decomposition allows a
parallel use on a multitude of processors using the Message Passing Interface (MPI). Then each subdomain is divided
into cell groups for an easy optimization of the use of processor memory. The AVIP solver handles unstructured 2D
triangles and 3D tetrahedral meshes. This ability allows to deal with complex geometries and facilitates mesh adaptation
and grid generation.
The numerical resolution of the fluid equations is based on an operator splitting methodology for unstructured meshes.
Convection and source terms are integrated separately in time and ensure a first order accuracy resolution. A Strang
splitting [23] is also available to get a second-order accurate splitting method. Convective terms are integrated spatially
with a finite volume method using a cell-vertex method, with dual cells adapted to unstructured basis. Fluxes at volume
interfaces are computed using various Riemann solvers. The HLLC Riemann solver [24] appears to be robust and
accurate for the present application and is used in the following. Time integration is performed with a third-order Runge
Kutta explicit time scheme in order to avoid large numerical time advancement errors. All source terms (Lorentz forces
and collision operators) are solved at once with an implicit time resolution using an external open-source solver from
the library ODEPACK [25]. The use of an implicit scheme allows larger time steps especially for the ionization source
time integration. Fluid boundary conditions will be detailed in Section V.
The Poisson equation has elliptic properties and is the most time-consuming step in AVIP. A parallel-efficient solver, the
Maphys software [26, 27], developed by the HIEPACS team at INRIA Bordeaux, is used. Maphys is based on a hybrid
approach using the same numerical partitioning as the fluid computation. It combines the accuracy of direct methods on
each processor and the efficiency of iterative methods to treat the interface system between cores.

V. Adapted boundary conditions for plasma sheaths
The length of sheaths is typically a few Debye lengths in a Hall effect discharge chamber. The very thin layer

(generally few hundreds of µm) is crucial for the global behavior of the plasma inside the whole Hall effect thruster.
In particular, plasma instabilities triggered at this location, may lead to wall erosion [28, 29] and have a significant
impact on the Hall thruster life time. Therefore the evaluation of the electric field and plasma densities inside the sheath
is essential to understand and predict the efficiency of a Hall thruster. The physical mechanism of sheaths is fully
understood and explained in the literature [30–32]. The loss of electrons at the boundary produces a pressure gradient
which accelerates them with larger velocities than ions. The subsequent negative charge difference created at the wall,
generates an electric field that accelerates electrons in the direction opposite to their motion, i.e., away from the wall.
The balance between electric force and pressure gradient leads to a stationary sheath with a large electric field [33]. The
characteristic length of this phenomenon is the Debye length λD defined as :

λD =

√
ε0kBTe

nee2 (32)

where Te is the electron temperature, e the elementary charge and ne the electron density. The Debye length
corresponds to the characteristic length of the electric field induced by a charged particle. The influence on the potential
of a charged particle is exponentially dependent on the Debye length :

φ = φ0e−
x

λD (33)

As a consequence, the Debye length should be resolved to correctly represent the influence of each charged particle
on the overall field of electric potential.
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Another standard result of the sheath theory is the Bohm criterion [34] which states that the ion velocity ui inside
the sheath must be equal or larger than the ion sound speed to obtain a stable sheath :

ui ≥

√
kBTe

mi
(34)

The equality between the ion velocity and the ion sound speed defines the limit between the sheath and the presheath.
This description is valid as long as λD << L0 where L0 is the characteristic length of the domain. This condition
depends on the electron temperature which must be correctly predicted.

For a sheath with fixed potential, the Child-Langmuir model [35, 36] relates the voltage φ0 across the sheath with
the sheath thickness s, the electron temperature Te and the Debye length λD . For a collisionless sheath, s reads :

s =

(
4
√

2
9

) 1
2 (

eφ0

kBTe

) 3
4

λD (35)

This relation is based on fluid macroscopic properties of ions and electrons, i.e., assuming a Maxwellian distribution
function, and neglects the electron space charge.

Contrary to fluid solvers, the boundary condition for creating sheaths near walls in a PIC solver is quite simple. Each
particle (ion or electron) exiting the domain is lost at the wall boundary which naturally leads to a stationary sheath at
the wall or electrode.

Creating stable sheaths in fluid models is less straightforward. By construction, quasineutral solvers do not solve the
sheaths and replace the sheath by equivalent boundary conditions [19]. Analytical models [37–41] for the sheath and the
presheath, that impose potential drop and plasma densities are commonly used.

On the other hand, drift-diffusion solvers coupled to a Poisson equation are able in principle to represent sheaths
[42, 43]. The wall flux can be expressed considering that a charged particle hitting a wall is instantaneously neutralized
and assuming that no particles are coming from the wall. Particles may exit at the wall due to their thermal motion
and not only their mean velocity. This corresponds to the particles of the Maxwellian distribution function that have a
positive (or negative) velocity fluctuation.

The present model is a 10-moment fluid formulation with Poisson equation. Imposing boundary conditions on such
equation system is a crucial issue to reproduce correctly the sheath formation. Following the work of Cagas and Hakim
[16], it is possible to create sheaths near walls assuming a vacuum just outside the domain for ions and electrons. This
means that each charged particle at the wall is instantaneously neutralized and lost.

In [17, 44], wall boundary conditions are expressed using explicit fluxes crossing the boundary, including the flux
due to particle thermal motion, as drift-diffusion solvers. In this way, the half of the Maxwellian distribution representing
particles that exit the domain, is considered as an outgoing flux.

In the following, a PIC simulation is first performed with the AVIP-PIC solver in order to understand the formation
of the sheath and the behavior of macroscopic plasma properties. Note that the AVIP-PIC solver uses a Boris scheme for
the transport of particles without collisions and in the presence of an electric field. Secondly, PIC results are considered
as the reference and two different boundary conditions with AVIP-Fluid are compared with. Finally the influence of the
mesh resolution on AVIP-Fluid results is addressed.

A. Test case on a collisionless sheath : preliminary results with AVIP-PIC
In this section the formation of a 2D collisionless anode sheath in a Xenon gas is studied (mXe = 2.18 10−25kg) with

the AVIP-PIC solver. The AVIP-PIC code is used as a reference to highlight the balance between pressure gradient and
Lorentz force. The y direction is considered periodic. The anode potential φ0 at x = 0 is set to 200 V and the cathode
potential to φL = 0V at x = L. No secondary electron emission or other wall interaction are considered. Electron
particles are initialized with a Maxwellian velocity distribution function at an initial temperature of Te,0 = 10 eV .
Cold ions are initially at Ti,0 = 0.1 eV . Initially, 50 macro-particles per cell are set to ensure statistical convergence.
Macro-particles weights are initialized in order to get same electron and ion densities of ne = ni = 5.0 1016m−3. A
fixed timestep of ∆t = 5 10−12 s is used for the simulation. The Debye length computed with these initial conditions is
λD = 105.2µm and is the reference length for all simulation cases.
After 100 ns the sheath starts to form as evidenced by ions and electrons densities in Fig. 1a. The electron density
decreases faster than the ion density due to the high mobility of the much lighter electrons. The thickness of the sheath
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represents the area where the plasma is not quasineutral and is around 8 Debye lengths at t = 0.1µs. Also shown in
Fig. 1a, the electron temperature slightly increases due to the presence of a strong electric field in Fig. 1b.

(a) Densities and electron temperature (b) Potential and electric field

Figure 1 Characterization of the plasma inside the anode sheath at t = 0.1µs, AVIP-PIC simulation

The electric field magnitude increases in the sheath due to the source term proportional to (ni − ne) in the Poisson
equation, Eq. 5. The potential, fixed at the anode, is shifted in the sheath by 65 V at t = 0.1µs. This drop of potential is
higher than the expected value at steady state, as the low mobility of ions induces long transient states.

Figure 2 Balance between momentum equation forces inside the sheath at t = 0.1µs, AVIP-PIC simulation

Figure 2 represents the different contributions to the electron momentum conservation equation derived from the PIC
simulation. The convection term is negligible inside the whole domain and particularly in the sheath. As mentioned in
the literature, the sheath results from the balance between pressure gradient and electric forces. Electrons exit the domain
and create a negative pressure gradient. This pressure gradient tends to impose a negative electron velocity meaning that
the force expulses the electrons out of the domain. The negative electric field created by the charge difference induces a
positive Lorentz force and a negative electron velocity. At t = 0.1µs, the electric force is not strong enough to neutralize
the pressure gradient and to stabilize the sheath. In the presheath, the Lorentz force is even negative. The steady state is
not reached.

At equilibrium the plasma sheath stabilizes with characteristic potential drop and thickness. In the present case this
is obtained at t = 0.3µs as shown in Fig. 3. The sum of momentum forces near the wall is slightly negative meaning
that electrons still leave the domain. The net force at the wall is around 5 N . In the presheath, the electric force is now
positive and compensates the pressure gradient. For an anode sheath, this part of electrons exiting the domain through
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Figure 3 Balance between momentum equation forces inside the sheath at t = 0.3µs, AVIP-PIC simulation

the electrode supplies the electric circuit and creates a current. Away from the sheath the balance between these forces
still play a role but the electric field is much reduced as the charge difference is smaller.

(a) Densities and electron temperature (b) Potential and electric field

Figure 4 Characteristics of the plasma inside the anode sheath at t = 0.3µs, AVIP-PIC simulation

At equilibrium, Fig. 4a shows that the sheath thickness is strongly reduced down to 4 Debye lengths. In the present
configuration, it leads to a sheath thickness of around 0.4mm. Note that he collisionless Child-Langmuir model (Eq. 35)
based on fluid approximations, with an electron temperature of Te = 10 eV and a potential of φ0 = 200V , predicts a
sheath thickness of sth = 7.5λD .

The electron temperature decreases in the vicinity of the wall due to particles that leave the domain. In Fig. 4b, the
maximum of electric field is located at the wall and is around −12, 500 V/m. The value is lower than in the transient
state and no longer compensates for the loss of electron temperature at the wall. A potential drop of 3 eV is also observed
at the sheath edge.

In Fig. 5, the Bohm criterion (Eq. 34) is verified : the mean ion velocity is well equal to the ion sound speed at the
beginning of the sheath and assures a stabilized sheath. At the boundary, the ion velocity is twice larger than the ion
sound speed. As expected ions are supersonic and should be treated with caution in the fluid formalism.

B. Wall boundary conditions for 10-moment fluid solvers
Reproducing sheaths in fluid solvers is a known difficulty. The configuration previously studied with AVIP-PIC

is now computed with AVIP-Fluid. A refined mesh with 100 cells per Debye length in the sheath area is used which
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Figure 5 Bohm criterion : ion velocity compared to ion sound speed, AVIP-PIC simulation

corresponds to a cell size of approximately 1µm near the wall. The HLLC Riemann solver is applied with a CFL number
of 0.1. In these conditions, we suppose that numerical errors are negligible and that the results depend only on the
boundary methodology and the physical model.

Two different types of boundary conditions are used and tested at the anode.
First, the vacuum condition is implemented as in the paper of Cagas [16]. Numerically, the Riemann solver at the

boundary condition computes a self-consistent flux between two fluxes : a zero density and pressure flux corresponding
to a vacuum on one side (called the "ghost cell"), and the flux predicted by the scheme on the other side. The solution at
the boundary condition adjusts itself to compute the surface flux adapted to the predicted variables. To avoid numerical
instabilities, the p = 0 condition is not imposed in a hard way, but through a relaxation procedure :

pghostcell =
pin
100

(36)

where pin is the predicted pressure at the boundary before the boundary condition procedure. The factor ηp = 1/100 is
arbitrary in the model and will be discussed later.

(a) Densities and electron temperature (b) Potential and electric field

Figure 6 Characteristics of the plasma inside the anode sheath at t = 0.3µs, AVIP-Fluid simulation with
vacuum condition

Figure 6 shows results with the vacuum condition at t = 0.3 µs. The transient phase is not presented here as it is
similar to the PIC simulation. On Fig. 6b, the potential drop is overestimated and reaches 40 V at the exit of the sheath.
Consequently the electric field is higher inside the sheath and reaches −110, 000 V/m, which is 9 times the value of
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the PIC simulation. This huge electric field induces a larger sheath. On Fig. 6a, the steady sheath thickness is equal to
around 10 Debye lengths, i.e., largely overestimated when compared to AVIP-PIC results. The sheath is also larger than
predicted by the Child-Langmuir theory. In fact, the electron density induced by the vacuum condition is lower at the
wall and leads to a difference of charge densities.

The electron temperature decreases inside the sheath and is however correct according to PIC results of Fig. 4. A
sensitivity study showed no impact of the relaxation ratio ηp on these results.

The second boundary condition specifies the thermal flux at the boundary. The thermal velocity represents the mean
thermal motion of particles α :

vth,α =

√
2kBTα

mα
(37)

The thermal flux does not impact the mean particle velocity, i.e., the convective flux, but applies to the mass
conservation [44] :

F0
th,α = nα,in

vth,α

2
√
π

(38)

with nα,in the density predicted by the scheme inside the domain and vth,α the thermal velocity of the species α.
This flux represents the particles that leave the domain because of their velocity fluctuation and can be derived from the
Maxwellian distribution function, see [43]. Considering that the mass flux leaving the domain is at the temperature
computed inside the domain Tα,in, the corresponding flux for the energy conservation reads :

F2
th,α = F0

th,α ·
kBTα,in

mα
(39)

The components Fγ
th,α

are applied to the corresponding equation of (20)-(25). Moreover the flux predicted by the
scheme inside the domain is kept if the wall normal component of the velocity is positive. If the wall normal velocity
component is negative, meaning an incoming flux, the flux is set to zero. This can be synthesized as :

Fγ
bndy,α

· ®n⊥ = max
(
Fγin,α · ®n⊥, 0

)
+ Fγ

th,α
(40)

where ®n⊥ is the boundary normal vector .

(a) Densities and electron temperature (b) Potential and electric field

Figure 7 Characteristics of the plasma inside the anode sheath at t = 0.3 µs, AVIP-Fluid simulation with
thermal flux condition

Results obtained for the thermal flux condition at t = 0.3 µs, are shown in Fig. 7. The sheath thickness is around
6 Debye lengths which is in better agreement with AVIP-PIC results. The electron density at the wall boundary is
much higher compared to the vacuum condition and corresponds to PIC results. This leads to a lower difference of
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charge density. Consequently, the potential drop is equal to 10 eV and is slightly overestimated but closer to PIC results
compared to the vacuum condition. Note that this drop has not yet reached a steady value as the transient regime is a bit
longer for fluid simulations. Here, the electric field maximum is around −38, 000 V/m, much lower than for the vacuum
condition. Finally the temperature drops in the sheath thickness and is in agreement with both previous simulations.

As explained in Section A, the sheath reaches a steady state thanks to the balance between pressure gradient and
Lorentz force. The analysis of these forces for the two different fluid boundary conditions is made at t = 0.3µs on Fig. 8.

(a) Vacuum condition (b) Thermal flux condition

Figure 8 Balance between electron momentum equation forces inside the sheath at t = 0.3µs, AVIP-Fluid
simulation

For the vacuum condition, Fig. 8a, we observe a zero value of all momentum forces at the wall. Imposing a zero
pressure outside the domain leads to a zero pressure on the two first Debye lengths inside the domain by continuity. The
pressure gradient is close to zero such as the electric contribution to respect the force balance inside the sheath. This
also explains the low sensitivity of the results to the pressure ratio ηp, which only drives the convergence rate to the
steady state but does not change the final pressure inside the domain. For the thermal flux condition, Fig. 8b, the sum of
momentum forces at the wall is negative, around 2 N . Electrons leave the domain as already shown in PIC results. The
pressure gradient is not null but results from the predicted flux.

It is clear from these results that the vacuum condition properties are not conceptually similar to the PIC boundary
conditions. The low electron density imposed at the boundary because of the vacuum pressure creates a larger sheath
than the PIC simulation.The thermal flux condition, intuited from the microscopic particle behavior at the wall, is more
suited to match PIC results.

In the present problem, the Debye length (Eq. 32) appears to be a key quantity which controls main sheath properties.
On Fig. 9, the Debye length is plotted in the vicinity of the wall and compared to the AVIP-PIC results. The Debye
length slightly increases inside the sheath because of a lower electron density. The thermal flux condition shows a very
good evaluation of the Debye length in the sheath/presheath area, whereas the vacuum condition leads to large errors in
the sheath region and close to the wall. This is to be related to the too low imposed electron pressure and consequently
too low density at the wall.

Finally the Bohm criterion theory is evaluated in Fig. 10. Ion velocities for AVIP-Fluid with the two proposed
boundary conditions, also applied for ions, are normalized by ion sound velocities and compared to the AVIP-PIC
results. The ratio of ion velocity to ion sound speed of the AVIP-Fluid with the thermal flux condition is closer to the
AVIP-PIC profile than the AVIP-Fluid with vacuum condition. Inside the presheath, the ion velocity is however slightly
overestimated. The Bohm criterion is respected for the thermal flux condition : the sheath thickness (estimated at around
6 Debye lengths) corresponds to the value of ion velocity equality. However, the Bohm criterion is not valid for the
AVIP-Fluid with the vacuum condition. The sheath thickness was estimated around 10 Debye lengths in this case and
the ion velocity is not over the ion sound speed between 5 and 10 Debye lengths from the wall. The ion velocity in the
sheath is largely overestimated due to the strong pressure condition at the boundary.

Table 1 summarizes the results of each simulation with characteristic properties of the sheaths.
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Figure 9 Debye length inside the domain for the various simulation cases

Figure 10 Bohm criterion : Ratio of the ion velocity to the ion sound speed for all simulation cases

Table 1 Characteristics of the sheath for all simulation cases at t = 0.3µs

Simulation case sheath thickness s potential drop φD Bohm criterion respected?
AVIP-PIC 4 λD 2 V yes

AVIP-Fluid with vacuum condition 10 λD 40 V no
AVIP-Fluid with thermal flux condition 6 λD 10 V yes

Child-Langmuir law 7.5 λD / /

C. Influence of mesh resolution
Meshing near-wall regions with 100 cells per Debye length is not a viable solution for the simulation of complex

3D configurations since this would lead to too small computational time steps. The spatial resolution in the sheath is
therefore a key factor and is studied in this subsection. Two meshes with respectively 2 cells per Debye length and 8 cells
per Debye length inside the sheath are tested. Note that the characteristic Debye length chosen here is estimated away
from the sheath, and equal to 105.2 µm, see Fig. 9. The HLLC Riemann solver of order one is used with the thermal
flux boundary condition. Results with these two meshes are plotted on Fig. 11.

A too low resolution of the near-wall region generates a peak of electron temperature. With two cells per Debye
length, the electron temperature reaches 120 eV at t = 0.3 µs and continues to grow. The sheath is not stable and much
larger (more than 25 Debye lengths). The reason is that the Bohm criterion stability is not fulfilled because the high
peak of electron temperature induces a higher ion sound speed. With 8 cells per Debye length in the near-wall region,
the sheath is created with a slight heating of about 8 eV and the sheath thickness is overpredicted (around 11 Debye
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(a) 2 cells by Debye legnth (b) 8 cells by Debye length

Figure 11 Densities and electron temperature of the plasma inside the anode sheath at t = 0.3µs for two
different meshes, AVIP-Fluid simulations

lengths). From these results, the minimal resolution can be estimated at around 8 to 10 cells per Debye length. Note
that this value is clearly dependent on the numerical scheme used (order 1 here). It means that an effort on the mesh
resolution need to be done in order to correctly reproduce the sheath behavior near walls and electrodes.

VI. A 2D r − z test case
The physical model has been validated on simple test cases in order to assess of the plasma modeling, from standard

plasma oscillation to detailed collision processes (not shown here for the sake of brevity). This final section presents the
ability of the Fluid AVIP solver to simulate a Hall effect thruster configuration. For this purpose, the SPT 100 model
which has been widely studied in the literature [45–47] is considered. A 2D r-z configuration of this thruster is chosen in
order to get the global behavior of the plasma in the axial direction. Since the plume plays a role in the optimal operation
of a Hall thruster, it is included in the computational domain. The main geometrical and operating parameters of the
SPT 100 are referenced in the paper presented by Escobar [46] and are listed in Table 2.

Table 2 Main parameters of the SPT 100 for the 2D r-z simulation

Ûmn 4.85 mg/s u0,n 300 m/s
Bmax 237 G φa 300 V
LAC 33 mm Lchannel 25 mm

hchannel 15 mm n0,e 1017 m−3

T0,e 5 eV T0,i 0.1 eV

Ûmn is the Xenon mass flow rate at the anode and u0,n is the constant neutral velocity. The anode inside the Hall
thruster has a fixed potential of φa = 300V . The cathode, set to φc = 0V is positioned at a distance LAC at the right
boundary of the domain in order to get discharge between two plates inside the chamber. A source term at 1 mm from
the cathode injects electrons to compensate for the electronic current lost at the anode. The thermal flux boundary
condition described in the previous section is used for ions and electrons. The axial magnetic field profile fits the
SPT-100 magnetic configuration [46] and reaches a maximum Bmax = 237 G. Dimensions of the channel Lchannel and
hchannel are described in Table 1.

Figure 12 shows the axial profile of the initial neutral density corresponding to the background solution of the
cited paper [46]. Ion and electron densities are initially constant and set to ne,0 = ni,0 = 1017 m−3. With such initial
conditions, this leads to an initial Debye length of λD,0 = 52.6 µm.

The 2D mesh is made of 2, 2M of triangles trying to respect the cell size recommendation made in Section C. In the
vicinity of walls, the cell size is fixed to 6 µm in order to have around 9 cells per Debye length in the sheath. Inside the
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Figure 12 Initial Xenon neutral density corresponding to the background solution of Escobar paper [46]

Figure 13 Mesh and geometry of the r-z configuration

discharge chamber and away from the walls, cell sizes are around 50 µm to get 1 cell per Debye length.
Figure 14 shows preliminary results of the anode sheath for the r-z simulation after 0.1µs. The electron density

decreases near wall boundaries to form a sheath with a thickness around 500 µm which corresponds to 10 Debye lengths.
The solution is not yet stationary due to the low ion mobility. However it is possible to compute a theoretical thickness
using the drift-diffusion law. For a potential of 300 V and an electron temperature of 5 eV , the theoretical thickness
is around sth = 17λD . Here, the magnetic field and collision processes are not negligible inside the sheath and the
Child-Langmuir law is not correct. Moreover, previous results in Section V have shown a slight overestimation of the
analytical theory compared to PIC results. In Fig. 14, the electron temperature is overpredicted inside the sheath due to
numerical thermal heating. Using a slightly more refined mesh at the wall should reduce this thermal heating at wall
boundaries.

In Fig. 15, preliminary results of plasma properties inside the discharge chamber and the plume are shown at
t = 0.1µs. The formation of sheaths near chamber walls is visible on the electron density, see Fig. 15a. At the exit plane,
in Fig. 15b the axial electric field is maximal leading to a strong acceleration of Xenon ions. This phenomena is standard
in Hall effect thrusters and is responsible for the engine thrust.
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Figure 14 Densities and electron temperature inside the anode sheath at t = 0.1µs for the r-z configuration

(a) Electron density (b) Axial electric field and ion velocity

Figure 15 Plasma characteristics inside the Hall thruster chamber at t = 0.1µs

VII. Conclusion
AVIP is a 3D unstructured parallel-efficient solver developed to simulate bounded plasmas in Hall thruster

configurations. The AVIP-Fluid model takes into account separated fluid entities for ions, electrons and neutrals with
inertia and convection effects, elastic and inelastic collision processes. The equation system is closed using a Fourier law
for the heat flux and coupled to the Poisson equation for the electric field resolution. The numerical resolution of these
equations is done with a finite volume method coupled to a Riemann solver for convection terms adapted to unstructured
meshes. Source term integration is done with an open source implicit solver. The resolution of the Poisson equation is
adapted to highly parallel computation using the MAPHYS solver.

Inside Hall effect thrusters, the behavior of sheaths plays a crucial role in the thruster efficiency and lifetime. The
study of sheaths raises the issue of explicit fluid boundary conditions. The vacuum condition presented in the paper of
Cagas [16] fails to recover sheath properties compared to PIC results. The thermal flux condition is more in adequacy
with PIC results, as it takes into account a truncated distribution function at the boundary condition. The mesh resolution
is also a key point to obtain accurate sheath behavior without numerical thermal heating. The minimal mesh resolution
for a numerical scheme of order one, in the vicinity of walls, is estimated to 8 cells per Debye length.

Finally the sheath theory is verified on a more realistic configuration of a Hall thruster. A 2D r-z simulation of a
SPT 100 is performed on a mesh satisfying previous recommendations. Sheaths are formed near walls with a thickness
around 10 Debye lengths. Preliminary results show the global behavior of the plasma characteristics at the exit plane,
i.e., a strong electric field and a high ion velocity.
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