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[1] Subauroral polarization streams (SAPS) are usually associated with geomagnetically
disturbed times and considered a manifestation of magnetosphere and ionosphere
coupling. Previous research results using radar and satellite measurements have revealed
many features of the SAPS events. In this paper we focus on the effects of subauroral
trough conductance on the attributes of SAPS and the evolution of the coupled
magnetosphere and ionosphere system through the comprehensive ring current model,
which includes the coupled electrodynamics of the inner magnetosphere and ionosphere
with a self-consistent description of the electric field. Our numerical analysis indicates that
low conductance at the subauroral latitudes (due to midlatitude trough) is critical to the
large amplitude of SAPS. The model results are generally in good agreement with
common characteristics of SAPS and are consistent with their existing generation
mechanism.
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1. Introduction

[2] Originally termed polarization jets by Galperin et al.
[1974], the subauroral ion drifts (SAID) [Spiro et al., 1979;
Anderson et al., 2001] refer to the latitudinally narrow (1–
2 degrees) regions of rapid westward ion drift (due to
poleward directing electric field) located equatorward of
the auroral oval. SAID occur predominantly in the premid-
night sector, though at times they can have a broad extent
(18 MLT – 3 MLT) in magnetic local time (MLT). Latitu-
dinally broader regions of sunward plasma drifts centering
at subauroral latitudes have been studied by Yeh et al.
[1991]. Recently, an inclusive name for these kinds of
subauroral sunward plasma convection, Sub-Auroral Polar-
ization Streams (SAPS), has been proposed by Foster and
Burke [2002] for describing various types of subauroral
electric fields. SAPS are the result of the complex interplay
between the high-latitude electric field originating from the
solar wind and the shielding currents arising from the
response of the magnetosphere (mainly the ring current).
The distribution of SAPS depends on the structure of the
subauroral conductivity structure and the movement of the
plasma sheet ion and electron boundaries.
[3] SAPS/subauroral electric fields play an important role

in ring current plasma energization and transport, plasma-
sphere configuration/structuring (e.g., erosion of plasma-
sphere) and ionospheric dynamics (e.g., storm enhanced

density). The characteristics, causes and effects of SAPS
have been reported before through particle and field meas-
urements [e.g., Spiro et al., 1979; Anderson et al., 2001;
Foster and Vo, 2002; Oksavik et al., 2006] and magneto-
spheric modeling [Harel et al., 1981; Toffoletto et al., 2003;
Garner et al., 2004].
[4] A number of SAPS generation mechanisms have been

proposed over the years. A detailed description of them can
be found in the work of Anderson et al. [2001]. The
generally accepted picture of SAPS formation is as follows.
Large pressure maxima develop in the nightside magneto-
sphere. Owing to the misalignment between gradients in
plasma pressure and magnetic flux tube volume, region 2
field-aligned currents (FACs) flow into the ionosphere in the
dusk sector and out of the ionosphere in the dawn sector. In
the subauroral ionosphere, where the conductivity is low,
region 2 FACs that flow into the region need to be closed
via Pederson currents (to maintain current continuity) that
direct poleward and therefore result in the poleward electric
field that is responsible for the westward flow seen with
SAPS. The electric field heating increases the reaction rate
of O+ + N2 = NO+ + N, and the subsequent rapid recom-
bination rate of NO+ leads to a greatly reduced ion concen-
tration and the formation of a trough in the region [Schunk
et al., 1976]. In return, this will increase the poleward
electric field and the frictional heating. The heating leads
to thermal expansion, substantial plasma outflow, and
further depletion in the F peak concentration, resulting in
a reduction of the Pedersen conductance [Anderson et al.,
1993] and in the enhancement of SAPS.
[5] The association of SAPS with the midlatitude trough

and low subauroral conductance across the region has been
recognized [e.g., Anderson et al., 1991]. However, there is
still a lack of quantitative analysis of the relationship
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between the trough and SAPS. In this paper, we concentrate
on the effects of low trough conductance on the dynamics of
SAPS and how it subsequently affects the coupled ring
current and ionosphere through a global model, namely, the
comprehensive ring current model (CRCM).

2. Model Description

[6] The CRCM [Fok et al., 2001] is a simulation code
that self-consistently solves the bounce-averaged Boltz-
mann convection-diffusion equation of ring current particles
and the closure of the currents between the inner magneto-
sphere and ionosphere. As a combination of the Fok et al.
ring current model [e.g., Fok and Moore, 1997] and Rice
Convection Model (RCM) [Toffoletto et al., 2003, and
references therein], the CRCM has been successful in
modeling the storm time ring current behavior, as well as
the dynamics of the coupled ionosphere [e.g., Ebihara and
Fok, 2004; Ebihara et al., 2005; Zheng et al., 2006]. Details
can be found in the work of Fok et al. [2001].
[7] The RCM algorithm is used to connect the ring

current particles in the magnetosphere to the field-aligned
currents in the ionosphere (Jjji) on the basis of two conser-
vation laws: conservation of number of particles and the
current.
[8] The ionospheric Fi (therefore the electric field) can be

obtained by solving the Poisson equation

r � �S � rFið Þ ¼ Jjji sin I ; ð1Þ

where S is the height-integrated conductance tensor and I is
the magnetic dip angle. The ionospheric electric potential Fi

calculated by equation (1) is mapped along magnetic field
lines using the assumption that the field line is equipoten-

tial. The newly updated electric field is then used to solve
the kinetic equation of ring current particles.
[9] Even though this paper concerns mostly our simula-

tion results, the solar wind, interplanetary magnetic field
(IMF) parameters, and geomagnetic indices for setting up a
proper boundary condition/model input that are required by
the CRCM (such as setting up the ring current source from
the plasma sheet at 10 RE, the potential distribution at high-
latitude boundary, the input parameters for the magnetic
field model, the Kp-dependent midlatitude trough location,
etc.) are based on the measurements of the 12 June 2005
event where substantive SAPS was observed both by
SuperDARN midlatitude radars at wallops and by DMSP
satellites during the period of 2300 UT – 2400 UT.
[10] We used the T96 magnetic field model [Tsyganenko,

1995] to define the external magnetic field parameterized by
the solar wind dynamic pressure, the Dst index, and the IMF
By and Bz. From the observations made at the beginning of
the simulation (1500 UT on 12 June 2005), the following
input parameters were used for the T96 model: a solar wind
dynamic pressure of 4.72 nPa, a Dst value of -7.5 nT, IMF
By of 10.0 nT, and IMF Bz value of 0.21 nT. The magnetic
field was kept constant over time. We believe that our
choice of the static magnetic field model does not signifi-
cantly affect the major results since our focus is on the
effects of varying subauroral conductance. The Weimer
2000 model [Weimer, 2001] was used to set up the potential
distribution at the high-latitude boundary (67� in magnetic
latitude). The distribution function of the injected particles
is assumed to be Maxwellian and solar wind dependent
[Borovsky et al., 1998]:

NPS tð Þ ¼ 0:025 � NSW t � 3hrð Þ þ 0:395: ð2Þ

NPS is the plasma sheet density in cm�3 and NSW is the solar
wind density in cm�3. The plasma sheet temperature was
kept as a constant (5 keV) for all the simulation runs. The
magnetosphere was assumed to be initially filled with
preexisting particles whose distribution function was
obtained from measurements of the AMPTE/CCE satellites
during quiet time [Sheldon and Hamilton, 1993]. The
distribution function of the preexisting particles does not
significantly affect the result because the preexisting
particles will be subject to loss soon after the enhancement
of the convection electric field as the newly injected
particles occupy the inner magnetosphere.

3. Trough Conductance

[11] The ionospheric conductance S includes contribu-
tions both from solar irradiance (background) and from the
auroral particle precipitation. The International Reference
Ionosphere (IRI-95) [Bilitza, 1997] and the Mass Spectrom-
eter Incoherent Scatter (MSIS-E90) model are used to calcu-
late the background conductance. TheHardymodel is used as
a default for calculating the auroral conductance, which isKp
dependent [Hardy et al., 1987].
[12] A distinctive feature of the nighttime midlatitude

(subauroral) ionosphere is the existence of a latitudinally
narrow region of reduced plasma density known as the

Figure 1. The modeled trough conductance, where the
trough minimum latitude is determined from the empirical
result of Spiro [1978].
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midlatitude trough [e.g., Muldrew, 1965]. SAPS are found
to be closely associated with the midlatitude trough and the
conductivity distribution in the subauroral ionosphere [e.g,
Anderson et al., 1991; Foster et al., 1994]. Since global
measurements of the trough and the corresponding height-
integrated conductance in the subauroral latitudes are not
available, we model it in a simplistic fashion in this paper,
providing a starting point for addressing the complex inter-
coupling processes involved with the SAPS phenomenon.
[13] To model trough conductance, we first used the

empirical relationship derived by Spiro [1978] to locate
the latitude of trough minimum in 1800–0200 MLT:

LT ¼ L0 þ
X3

n¼0

tn anKp þ bn
� �

; ð3Þ

where LT is the troughminimum latitude, t is solar local time,
Kp is the magnetic activity index, and L0 = 65.45�, a0 =
�1.73, a1 = 0.10, a2 = �0.0086, a3 = �0.0017, b0 = 0.00,
b1 = �0.80, b2 = 0.099 and b3 = �0.0017.

[14] Then we applied a Gaussian distribution in latitude
for each local time, with the trough conductance taking the
following form:

condTrough ¼ �5: * e� L�LTð Þ2=DL: ð4Þ

Notice that condTrough is negative since it will be added to
the total conductance to represent the low-conductance
region associated with the trough. As seen in equation (3),
LT is a function of Kp and MLT. DL is modeled here as a
function of MLT. If we define MLTd as the MLT in degrees
(with 12 MLT as 0�, 18 MLT as 90�, 24 MLT 180�, 6 MLT
as 270�), DL is chosen as follows:

DL ¼ 3:þ jMLTd � 90	j MLTd 
 135	ð Þ;
DL ¼ 3:þ j180	 �MLTd j MLTd 
 135	ð Þ: ð5Þ

This results in DL = 6� (with a full width of 4.08�) at
21 MLT and DL = 3� (full width of 2.88�) at 18 MLT and
24 MLT. It should be noted that the major conclusion of this
paper is not affected by the choice of DL . Since Kp did not

Figure 2. (a, b) The conductance maps and (c, d) the region 2 field-aligned currents (FACs), for the two
simulation runs. Figures 2a and 2c are for the run whose conductance includes auroral and solar EUV
contributions, while Figures 2b and 2d are for the run whose conductance includes auroral, solar EUV,
and the trough conductance that was composed in Figures 1. Noon is at the top, and dusk is to the left.
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change much over our simulation interval (15 – 24 UT on
12 June 2005), we kept it time independent (Kp = 6).
[15] Figure 1 shows our composed trough conductance.

Observations suggest that the conductance in the trough
region sometimes can be as low as 0.1 mho.

4. Simulation Results

[16] Two simulation runs (run A and run B) are shown in
Figure 2, with Figures 2a and 2b showing the conductance
map and Figures 2c and 2d showing the region 2 FACs
calculated from the model, along with the ionospheric
potential pattern. The noon is at the top, and dusk is to
the left. Figures 2a and 2c are for the run whose conduc-
tance includes auroral and solar EUV contributions (run A),
while Figures 2b and 2d are for the run (run B) whose
conductance includes auroral, solar EUV, and the trough
conductance that was composed in Figure 1. In our simu-
lation, if the combined total conductance is below zero, we
set it to be 1.0 mho.
[17] Figure 2 indicates that the addition of a localized

low-conductance region due to the trough results in a larger

electric field in the region. With a trough, the region 2 FACs
that flow into the ionosphere in the dusk sector have a
further extension toward midnight and their latitudinal
coverage becomes narrower, compared to the one without
the trough. But the effects of the trough are limited to the
localized regions surrounding it.
[18] Figure 3 shows the perpendicular pressure distribu-

tion of the ring current and the magnitude of ionospheric ion
drift for two runs, with run A in Figures 3a and 3c and run B
with a trough in Figures 3b and 3d. While the difference in
ring current perpendicular pressure is small, the ionospheric
ion drift has a dramatic difference in the dusk sector.
[19] To have a quantitative assessment of the result, we

compared the line plots of a few physical quantities at
21 MLT. Figure 4a shows the result of run A without the
trough, and Figure 4b is the result for run B with the trough.
Region 2 FACs (in mA/m2, downward: positive and upward
negative), Pedersen conductance (in mho), and the magni-
tude of the azimuthal ionospheric drift (in m/s, from E � B)
are shown from top to bottom. Two other runs (run C and
run D) with different trough conductance profiles were also

Figure 3. (a, b) The perpendicular pressure of the ring current and (c, d) the ionospheric ion drift, for
the two runs. Figures 3a and 3c are for the run without trough conductance, and Figures 3b and 3d are for
the run with trough conductance.
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performed for comparative analysis. The most striking
feature of Figure 4 is the large drift that results from the
low-conductance trough region, which maps to 3–4 RE at
the magnetic equator. The latitudinal profile is also similar
to the known features of SAPS. Both the minimum trough
conductance (over 49�–57� MLAT range) versus the drift

velocity maximum (Figure 5a) and the averaged trough
conductance versus the drift maximum show a nonlinear
relationship (Figure 5b), probably owing to the complex
magnetosphere-ionosphere (M-I) coupling. Both the aver-
aged value of trough conductance and its localized minima
affect the strength of SAPS. On the basis of our modeling

Figure 4. (a, c) The runs without the trough and (b, d) the runs with the trough. Region 2 FACs
(downward: positive and upward negative), Pedersen conductance, and the magnitude of the azimuthal
ionospheric drift are shown from top to bottom.
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result (with limitations as the trough conductance is taken
from an empirical relationship and does not evolve self-
consistently with ionospheric dynamics), the low conduc-
tance in the trough region acts to prevent the further
equatorward penetration of the high-latitude potential drop
that is imposed from the solar wind and magnetosphere
coupling. But recent studies have shown that the region 2
field-aligned currents sometimes have a very limited shield-
ing effect on the high-latitude electric field, which can
penetrate to the low-latitude ionosphere without effective
shielding for a few hours [Huang et al., 2005]. It would be
interesting to study the evolution of the trough during these
long-duration penetration events: the ionospheric conduc-
tance may be high overall.

5. Discussion and Summary

[20] In the widely accepted mechanism of SAPS, night-
side low conductance equatorward of the auroral oval is
responsible for the formation of large subauroral electric
fields. But quantitative measures of the relationship are
lacking. With consideration of inner magnetosphere and
ionosphere coupling, our simulation results show that a
latitudinally narrow region of low conductance can have
dramatic effects on subauroral electric fields. Therefore the
association of the ionospheric trough and SAPS is evident,

and resembles what has been observed. Even though our
representation of a trough conductance may be simplified,
the importance of subauroral conductance from the simula-
tion is demonstrated, which is the intent of this brief report.
Other comparative simulation runs with and without trough
conductance also lead to the same conclusion. A compre-
hensive analysis of a large data set (including ion drift
measurements from DMSP and SuperDARN Wallops HF
radar, IMAGE/HENA data of the ring current, etc.) of this
event will be pursued in a separate paper. Our future plan of
modeling the effects of the midlatitude trough on the
formation of SAPS includes three steps of ascending scope:
(1) adopting more realistic conductance value for the trough
region, such as the one deduced from the incoherent scatter
radar measurements; (2) incorporating some kind of feed-
back mechanism in a simplistic fashion first, such as
allowing the trough conductance to evolve with the electric
field; and (3) coupling the CRCM with a self-consistent
ionosphere model which includes the complexity of the M-I

Figure 5. Quantitative analysis of the simulation results,
with (a) the relationship between the conductance minimum
(over the latitudinal range of 49�–57� magnetic latitude,
MLAT) and the drift maximum and (b) the averaged
conductance versus the drift maximum. The nonlinear
relationship between the trough conductance and the ion
drift is evident.

Figure 6. Maps of Joule heating (a) without trough
conductance and (b) with trough conductance.
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coupling and ionospheric chemistry and dynamics that are
involved in the formation and evolution of the trough.
[21] The logarithmic value of Joule heating (SpE

2) from
the two runs (it is in the same arbitrary unit that is
equivalent to a watt) is shown in Figures 6a and 6b,
showing runs without and with the trough effect in the
conductance, respectively. The noon is at the top, and the
dusk is to the left. The results indicate that without consid-
ering the trough conductance effect, Joule heating in the
premidnight sector (18 MLT – 24 MLT) has a wider
latitudinal spread and weak intensity (Figure 6a) that con-
trasts dramatically with the run including a lower conduc-
tance in the trough region (Figure 6b). The energy deposited
through Joule heating in the trough region may in return
enhance the recombination rate and further reduce the
conductance.
[22] In summary, our numerical results show that sub-

auroral low conductance can be used as one of the possible
explanations of the rapid subauroral ion drifts during
disturbed times and its importance should be recognized.
A narrow region of reduced conductance at subauroral
latitudes can result in a very large increase in the amplitude
of SAPS. The locally reduced conductance in the dusk
sector causes the inflowing region 2 field-aligned currents to
extend further toward midnight but has limited effects on
the total plasma pressure of the ring current.
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