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Nomenclature 
Cp = specific heat at constant pressure 

c = velocity of light 

hchem = chemical potential 

h0 = total specific enthalpy 

I = probe laser intensity 

K = integrated absorption coefficient 

k = absorption coefficient 

kB = Boltzmann constant 

Mav = average molecular weight 

m = molecular weight 

R = gas constant 

r = radial position 

T = translational temperature 

T* = throat temperature 
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Tref = reference temperature 

Troom = room temperature 

T0 = total temperature 

u = flow velocity 

x = position in the laser path 

y = distance between the flow axis and the laser path 

 = specific heat ratio 

D = Doppler width 

 = incident-laser-beam angle to the axis 

 = probe laser frequency 

 = center absorption frequency 

c = constant for Gaussian fit 

shift = Doppler shift 

I. Introduction 
he main atmospheric component in the low earth orbit (LEO) is atomic oxygen produced in dissociation of 

molecular oxygen by solar UV radiation [1]. Orbiting satellites in the LEO have a velocity of 7.8 km/s; therefore, 

the atomic oxygen in the LEO collides with the satellites at a corresponding translational energy of 4.5 eV, resulting 

in severe degradation of their surface materials [2, 3]. Then, a ground test facility where high-speed atomic oxygen 

flows can be simulated is necessary for investigating this degradation. Atomic oxygen flows are also necessary for 

the development of super-LEO satellites [4, 5]. However, despite the fact that the super-LEO satellites provide a 

new frontier of earth observation missions, they experience severe aerodynamic drag, owing to which a huge 

amount of propellant is required to retain them in orbit. This problem severely limits the mission term. Therefore, 

recently, air-breathing hall thrusters or ion engines have been proposed to extend the mission term [6–8].  

A currently available unique approach for simulating high-speed atomic oxygen environments in the LEO is 

laser detonation [9, 10]. However, the operation time of this type of simulator is restricted to several hundred 

microseconds owing to the use of a pulse laser. This is a crucial problem, particularly for the development of air-

breathing thrusters. Then, various types of continuous flow generators have been studied. However, an ion-source-

type generator combined with a neutralizer is faced with a problem of a broad energy distribution around 4.5 eV, 

T 



which is comparable to the plasma potential [11]. Achieving orbit velocity using an aerodynamic-acceleration-type 

with radio frequency or microwaves is difficult owing to relatively low total temperature and pressure though their 

electrodeless heating allows operation using pure oxygen [12, 13]. Further, an aerodynamic-type using an arc-heater 

is faced with the problem of electrode erosion and resulting flow contamination, as well as the necessity for an inert 

gas to maintain a stable discharge [14, 15]. 

 To overcome the abovementioned problems, we previously developed a laser-driven wind tunnel that would act 

as a high-density atomic oxygen generator, by producing laser-sustained plasma (LSP) [16, 17]. In LSP, the plasma 

is sustained by absorbing the power of a focused laser beam through an inverse bremsstrahlung radiation process 

between electrons and ions. LSP then offers advantages derived from electrodeless heating, such as clean flows and 

availability of pure oxygen. Additionally, LSP can be operated at levels higher than the atmosphere. 

In this study, a laser-driven plasma wind tunnel was developed as a simulator of continuous atomic oxygen flows 

in the LEO. This was done as follows. A 2-kW continuous-wave CO2 laser was used to generate atmospheric pure 

oxygen and oxygen/helium LSP, and LSP was expanded to a vacuum chamber through a convergent-divergent 

nozzle to produce stationary high-speed atomic oxygen flows. The flows were characterized by laser absorption 

spectroscopy (LAS). 

II. Laser-driven Plasma Wind Tunnel 

Figure 1 shows a schematic of the laser-driven plasma wind tunnel. A continuous-wave CO2 laser (YB-

L200B7T4, Matsushita Electric Industrial Co., Ltd.) was used as the beam source, having a wave length of 10.6 μm. 

The maximum output power was 2 kW, and the transverse electromagnetic wave (TEM) mode of the laser beam was 

TEM10. The beam divergence was less than 2 mrad at the laser exit. The beam diameter of 20 mm was magnified by 

factor of 2.2 using a ZnSe beam expander to decrease the F number because the LSP is produced more stably with 

the decrease in the F number. The expanded beam was then condensed into an LSP generator through a plano 

convex lens with a focal length of 95 mm and F number of 2.2. This lens can move back to forth in the direction of 

the laser beam through a traverse stage. 

The LSP generator was composed of a laser induction window, plasma-sustaining channel, and convergent-

divergent nozzle. The nozzle throat was made of copper and its diameter was varied as described below, whereas the 

nozzle diameter was fixed to 5 mm. A working gas was blown onto the induction window surface to cool it. An 



ignition rod made of stainless steal (SUS304) was used as a source of initial electron emission. After the ignition, the 

LSP was moved toward the nozzle throat by changing the position of the focal lens. 

 The generator was connected to a water-cooled vacuum chamber having two quartz windows for access to an 

expanded plume by optical diagnostics. With parallel operation of two mechanical booster pumps (MBP; ULVAC, 

Inc., PRC012A; 1000 m3/h) and two rotary pumps (RP; ULVAC, Inc., VS1501, 150 m3/h), the ambient pressure 

and mass flow rate of oxygen could be maintained less than 50 Pa and less than 5 slm, respectively. 

 

Fig. 1 Schematic of laser-driven plasma wind tunnel. 

 

III. Measurement Methods 

A. Principle of LAS 

The flow velocity and translational temperature were measured by a diode-laser-based LAS system developed at 

the University of Tokyo [18, 19]. 

The relationship between the laser intensity and the absorption coefficient is expressed by the Beer Lambert law 

as 
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Under our experimental conditions, Doppler broadening was on the order of several gigahertz, which is two 

orders of magnitude greater than all other broadenings, such as natural, pressure, and Stark broadenings. The 

absorption profile was approximated as a Gaussian profile as follows: 
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The shift of the center absorption frequency by the Doppler effect is related to the flow velocity as 
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The Doppler width is the full width at half maximum of the profile and is related to the translational temperature as 
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The target line was the absorption from the meta-stable state of atomic oxygen at 777.19 nm. 

B. LAS measurement system 

Figure 2 shows a schematic of the LAS measurement system. A distributed-feedback (DFB) diode laser (DFB-

076083, nanoplus GmbH) with a line width of less than 1 MHz was used as the laser oscillator. The laser frequency 

was scanned over the absorption shape. The modulation frequency and width were 3 kHz and 30 GHz, respectively. 

An etalon with a free spectral range of 0.75 GHz was used to calibrate the relative frequency. A microwave 

discharge oxygen plasma was used as a stationary plasma source to calibrate the center absorption frequency. 

The probe beam, with a diameter of 1 mm at the chamber center, was guided to the chamber window through an 

optical fiber. The fiber output with a collimate lens was mounted on a one-dimensional traverse stage to scan the 

flow in the radial direction. To reduce plasma emission, the transmitted laser intensity was measured by a 

photodetector (PD; DET110/M, Thorlabs, Inc.) at a distance of 2 m from the chamber window.  The PD was 

equipped with a 2-mm pinhole and a band-pass filter (BPF) having a full width at half maximum of 10 nm (FB770-

10, Thorlabs, Inc.). The plasma emission was monitored by a PD and used as a trigger for data acquisition. All 

signals were recorded using a digital oscilloscope with 16-bit resolution at a sampling rate of 10 MHz (DL708; 

YOKOGAWA Co.). The measurement plane was 15 mm downstream from the nozzle exit, and the incident laser 

beam angle was 5.0°. 



 

 Fig. 2 Schematic of LAS measurement system. 

IV. Results and Discussion 

A. Generation conditions 

Figure 3 shows the minimum laser power required for the generation of oxygen LSP as a function of plenum 

pressure. For comparison, the minimum laser power of argon is also plotted. Here, the pressure values are those for 

cold gases. The minimum laser power required for oxygen is higher than that for argon, because the dissociation 

energy is necessary for oxygen in addition to the ionization energy to generate enough electron density to maintain 

the LSP. For both gases, the LSP could be generated with higher laser power at lower pressure. The flow velocity is 

expected to be higher at higher specific enthalpy. However, in addition to the laser power, the operation pressure 

required for LSP generation is a limiting factor for the minimum mass flow rate. Then, in this study, the nozzle 

throat diameter was reduced to maintain a suitable operation pressure for a lower mass flow rate and higher specific 

enthalpy. 

After the operation in these conditions, the plenum pressure for cold gases almost kept as much as before. This 

result shows that the throat area was little increased due to the erosion, which means the contamination in the flow 

was very low even if the pure-oxygen operation.  In fact, as a result of emission spectroscopy for the plume, the 

emission intensity of Cu I 521.82 nm could not be detected whereas the strong OI 777.19 nm intensity was detected.  

The low erosion would be caused by following LSP characteristics. Since the LSP is produced by a focused laser 
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beam on the axis, it has the steep temperature distribution in the radial direction, resulting in the relatively low 

temperature near the throat wall [20].  

 

Fig. 3 Minimum laser power for oxygen and argon LSP generation versus plenum pressure.  

B. Pure oxygen flows 

1. Influence of plasma oscillation on flow properties 

Figure 4 shows a photograph of a pure oxygen flow and measurement position. The LSP was moved as close as 

possible to the nozzle throat to maximize the emission region of the plume at an axial resolution of 0.2 mm. In our 

previous study [21], the emission intensity was found to fluctuate owing to a 2% variation of the laser power. Then, 

in this study, the influence of the LSP oscillation on the time variation of the flow characteristics was first evaluated.  

Figure 5 shows typical transmitted laser intensity in the plume and the reference microwave plasma and etalon 

signals. The time variations of the flow velocity and translational temperature was estimated from the measured 

Doppler shift and width. Figure 6 shows the time variation of the flow velocity and emission intensity. Here, the 

error bar shows the standard deviation of ten measurements. As seen in this figure, the flow velocity does not 

entirely coincide with the emission intensity and has a variation of just several percent, whereas the variation of the 

emission intensity is 47 %. The variation of the translational temperature is also about 10%. Since the time variation 

of the absorption profiles off the axis was too small to be detected completely, we focused on the time-averaged 

flow properties on the axis without Abel inversion. 

 

2. Time averaged flow properties 
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Figure 7 shows the plot of the time-averaged flow velocity versus the variation of the nozzle throat diameter. The 

mass flow rate was minimized in order to maximize the specific enthalpy. The laser power was fixed to 1300 W. As 

seen in this figure, the velocity increased with an increase in the specific enthalpy. The maximum flow velocity of 

6.1 ± 0.96 km/s was achieved at the plenum pressure of 227 kPa and ambient pressure of 28.3 Pa. Under this 

condition, the translational temperature was 1216 ± 139 K. This value corresponds to an atomic thermal energy of 

0.1 eV in LEO. At smaller throat diameters, the alignment between the laser beam and the throat axis degrades. This 

causes a larger alignment error, resulting in an increase in the error bar for smaller throat diameters.  

 

3. Flux density of atomic oxygen  

Under the assuming of an isentropic expansion and chemically frozen flow through the nozzle expansion, the 

total specific enthalpy is expressed as 
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. (5) 

Since the plenum pressure is high enough to assume thermochemical equilibrium, the throat temperature and 

chemical composition can be calculated by the measured velocity and the temperature in the plume. Then, the throat 

temperature was estimated as being 11460 K and the mole fraction of atomic oxygen was found to be 0.98 in the 

plume. The total number density in the plume can be estimated from the temperature and ambient pressure using an 

equation of state. Then, the flux density of the atomic oxygen was estimated as 1.0 × 1025 atom/m2s, which is more 

than four orders of magnitude larger than that in the LEO. Therefore, the developed wind tunnel can simulate atomic 

oxygen dosage over 1 day in the LEO in just 12 s. However, to match the flux density to the LEO environment, a 

vacuum pump with a higher exhaust velocity is required. Another different condition is that the rest mole fraction of 

0.02 is atomic oxygen ion. Then, if it disturbs material tests, a magnetic filter would be necessary to remove it. 

 

 



 

Fig. 4 Photograph of pure oxygen flow. 

 

Fig.5 Typical signals. 

 

Fig. 6 Time variations of flow velocity and emission intensity.  
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Fig. 7 Flow velocity as a function of throat diameter. 

C. Oxygen/helium mixed flows 

Even if the flow is properly expanded to room temperature, the increase in the velocity estimated by the equation

 
room

2
room p( )

T

T
u T u T C dT    is just 0.1 km/s for u = 6.1 km/s and T = 1216 K. Theoretically, to achieve the 

orbital velocity of 7.8 km/s, the throat temperature should be increased to 17000 K. However, this condition is 

difficult to achieve because the radiation loss increases with the cube of the temperature, in addition to obviously 

including severe thermal conditions. 

Then, to resolve this problem, helium was mixed with oxygen to increase the flow velocity through a reduction 

in the average molecular weight, because velocity is related to average molecular weight as 
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av
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u

M
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Figure 8 shows the flow velocity as a function of the average molecular weight at a laser power of 1300 W and a 

fixed total mass flow rate of 1.3 slm. LSP could not be generated at a higher helium mole fraction of 0.23, because 

the ionization energy of helium is much higher than that of oxygen. As seen in this figure, velocity increased with 

increasing helium mole fraction. The maximum velocity was 6.6 ± 0.52 km/s corresponding to a helium mole 

fraction of 0.23. The velocity increase is well fitted to Eq. (6). Then, this velocity would be sufficient for achieving 

an orbital velocity of 7.8 km/s corresponding to the helium mole fraction of 0.58, though a higher laser power is 

necessary to generate LSP under this condition. 
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Fig. 8 Flow velocity as a function of helium mole fraction. 

V. Conclusion 

A laser-driven plasma wind tunnel was developed in this study as a simulator of high-speed continuous atomic 

oxygen flows in the low earth orbit environment. Laser diagnostics of the plume revealed the time-averaged flow 

velocity and translational temperature of the flows to be 6.1 ± 0.96 km/s and 1216 ± 139 K, respectively. The flux 

density for pure oxygen flows was estimated as 1.3 × 1025 atom/m2s. The flow velocity could be increased to 6.6 ± 

0.52 km/s by mixing oxygen with helium at a mole fraction of 0.23. An orbital velocity of 7.8 km/s could be 

achieved by increasing the helium mole fraction to 0.58. 
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