
15 November 1999

Ž .Physics Letters A 262 1999 457–463
www.elsevier.nlrlocaterphysleta

Generation of X-rays due to multiple runaway breakdown inside
thunderclouds

A.V. Gurevich a,), G.M. Milikh b

a P.N. LebedeÕ Institute of Physics, Moscow 117924, Russia
b Department of Astronomy, UniÕersity of Maryland, College Park, MD 20742, USA

Received 3 September 1999; accepted 15 September 1999
Communicated by V.M. Agranovich

Abstract

Generation of X-rays due to multiple runaway breakdown inside thunderclouds is discussed. The model is based on the
recently developed kinetic theory of the runaway breakdown, and detailed theory of the X-rays propagation in the
atmosphere from the source to detector, which is determined by the Compton scattering. The model is shown to be in
qualitative agreement with observations of the X-ray spectrum. A comparison with the observed electric field distribution
and X-ray emission is consistent with the existence of a preconditioning fast charge transfer. Both fast electrons having short
lifetime and slow moving ions having long lifetime make a significant input into the charge transfer. q 1999 Published by
Elsevier Science B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

w xRecent observations made by airplanes 14 bal-
w x w xloons 3,4 and satellite-based detector 5 revealed

the X-ray and gamma-ray flashes generated inside
thunderstorm clouds. The generation of X-ray and
g-ray fluxes by thunderstorms has been attributed to
bremsstrahlung of high energy electrons produced by

w xthe runaway breakdown 8,9,17 . The runaway
breakdown is triggered by secondary cosmic-ray
electrons, which are accelerated by the thunderstorm
electric field, producing an avalanche of high energy
electrons. The critical field for runaway breakdown
is an order of magnitude less than the threshold of
conventional air breakdown. Thus multiple runaway
breakdown, triggered by cosmic rays develops dur-
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ing the preconditioning stage of a thunderstorm which
precedes lightning flash. Besides, it develops on a
scale length of order of tens or hundreds meters at
normal atmospheric pressure.

The objective of this paper is to present a quanti-
tative model of the X-ray generation inside thunder-
clouds due to the multiple runaway breakdown caused
by the thunderstorm electric field. The model is
based on the results of kinetic theory of the runaway
breakdown. The X-rays propagation in the atmo-
sphere, which is determined by the Compton scatter-
ing is considered. Comparison with the balloon ob-

w xservation 4 of the X-ray spectrum and intensity is
provided, which shows a sufficient agreement be-
tween the theory and observations.

In the next section we present a model of multiple
electron runaway breakdown caused by the thunder-
storm electric field and compute the spectral density
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of the bremsstrahlung emission. In Section 3 we
describe the X-rays propagation in the atmosphere
affected by the Compton scattering, obtain the inten-
sity and spectrum of the X-rays at different distances
from the source and compare them with the observa-

w xtions made by Eack et al. 3 . It allows us to estimate
the distance between the source and detector. In
Section 4 we estimate the amount of electric charge
transferred due to the multiple runaway breakdown,
and compare the changes in the electric field caused
by the above process with those observed in the
thundercloud.

2. Model of multiple runaway breakdown

Presented here model of multiple runaway break-
down inside thundercloud triggered by cosmic ray
secondary electrons is based on a following set of
assumptions. Since a typical charge layer within the
stratiform cloud has a horizontal extension of tens
and more kilometers while its vertical thickness is a

w xfew hundred meters 15 , we consider a one-dimen-
sional model of the multiple electron runaway break-
down. Besides, the mean free path of both the high
energy electrons and bremsstrahlung photons is much
shorter than the atmospheric density scale, therefore
we consider the atmosphere as uniform. We also
assume that thunderstorm electric field causing the
runaway breakdown is directed upwards. The colli-
sion frequency of runaway electrons is higher than
electron gyrofrequency up to the height of 20 km
w x10 , thus the runaway electrons inside a thunder-
cloud can be treated as being unmagnetized.

Fig. 1. Flux of cosmic secondary electrons which could trigger the
runaway breakdown at corresponding electric field d , computed0

for the height of 4 km.

Fig. 2. The electron distribution function due to the runaway
breakdown versus electron energy computed for d s2.0, and for0

the height of 4 km.

The runaway breakdown develops when the elec-
w xtric field exceeds the critical field 8

kV
E ,2 P atm . 1Ž . Ž .c cm

It is triggered by cosmic ray secondary electrons
having the kinetic energy ´ greater than ´ , ands

injected at an angle u to the electric field lesser than
u . Here ´ and u are determined by separatrixs s s

which separates the angle-energy space into two
regions corresponding to the accelerating and decel-

w xerating electrons correspondingly 8,17 .
The total flux F of ambient cosmic ray sec-amb

ondary electrons involved in the runaway breakdown
can be found by integrating the unidirectional differ-
ential intensity of cosmic ray secondary electrons
J m ,e over the solid angle V and the energy rangeŽ .

`

F s dV J m ,e de . 2Ž . Ž .H Hamb
e m ,dŽ .s o

Here mscosu , u is the angle of the electron vector
velocity to the electric field, while d sErE . The0 c

latter factor plays a critical role in the theory of
runaway breakdown. Proceeding we assume based

w xon the observations by Eack et al. 3 , that the
runaway breakdown occurs at 4 km, and adopt the
values of the unidirectional differential intensity of
cosmic ray secondary electrons from Fulks and Meyer
w x w x6 and Daniel and Stephens 2 we obtain the flux
F as a function of the electric field, which isamb

shown in Fig. 1.
The runaway breakdown has been started by cos-

mic ray secondaries that produce an electron beam
propagating downward along the vertical axis z, for
a distance z which corresponds to the thickness of1

the charge layer. As a result the flux of ambient
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cosmic ray secondary electrons will be magnified by
� 4the factor exp zrll , where ll d is the charac-Ž .0ion ion

teristic ionization length for the exponential growth
of the number of runaway electrons. Therefore the
density of the runaway electrons is described by the
following equation:

1
z r ll ionN z sF e , ll sc b t . 3Ž . Ž .e amb iion

b c

where t d is the avalanche time, while b d sŽ . Ž .i 0 0

Õ rc is determined by the minimum velocity of thes

runaway electrons.
The bremsstrahlung intensity and spectra caused

by the runaway electrons is determined by their
electron distribution function f e . The latter wasŽ .R

first obtained by solving numerically the relativistic
w xkinetic equation 17 , and recently clarified by apply-

ing the proper ionization integral and boundary con-
w xditions 18 Using those results we present the elec-

tron distribution function obtained for d s2 and for0

the 4 km altitude by averaging over the different
angles u . Fig. 2 shows the electron distribution
function normalized in such a way that Hf e des1Ž .R

when integrating over the range of the runaway
energy. Using this electron distribution function we
compute next the spectral density I of then

bremsstrahlung emission

I sN N s e Õ e f e de , 4Ž . Ž . Ž . Ž .Hn e m n R

where s e is the cross-section for the productionŽ .n

of photons in the frequency range dn by the incident
electron of energy e . The latter is adopted from

w x ŽKotch and Motz 13 for low electron energy e- 2–
. 2 Ž .3 mc . Using Eq. 4 and taking into account the

electron distribution function illustrated by Fig. 2,

Fig. 3. Spectral density of the bremsstrahlung emission computed
for d s2.0, and for the height of 4 km.0

we obtain the spectral density of the bremsstrahlung
emission. It is shown in Fig. 3 for the neutral density
N s1.5=1019 cmy3 which corresponds to a heightm

of 4 km, and for a thickness of the charged layer
z s200 m.1

3. X-ray propagation in the atmosphere

The X-rays caused by bremsstrahlung of the run-
away electrons propagate in the atmosphere from the
source to detector. X-ray photons having the energy
up to hundreds and even thousands keV experience
Compton scattering by the atomic electrons. As a
result, the photon energy gradually decreases, while
its scattering cross-section increases. When the pho-
ton energy drops below 20–30 keV, they rapidly lost
due to photoionization. Moreover, we consider the
case when the photons propagate over a distance
much shorter than the atmospheric pressure gradient
scale, as well as and the horizontal extend of the
source. Therefore the photon propagation is similar
to 1D diffusion in the uniform atmosphere, which is
described by the following equation:

E n E 2 n nn E n
sD y qQ z ,n . 5Ž . Ž .2E t lrc EnE z

Ž . y3Here n n , z,t is the number of photons per cm
per frequency interval dn , and D is the coefficient
of photon diffusion in the atmosphere due to the

Ž .Compton scattering of cross-section s nc

c
D hn s 6Ž . Ž .

N s hnŽ .m c

while hDn is the energy loss by the photon in a
single collision, and l is the mean free path of the
photon

1
l hn s . 7Ž . Ž .

N s hnŽ .m c

The mean energy losses and the Compton scattering
cross-section have been described by Bethe and

w xAshkin 1 . Moreover we take into account that mean
free path of the X-ray photons is longer than the
characteristic ionization length for the exponential
growth of the number of runaway electrons



( )A.V. GureÕich, G.M. MilikhrPhysics Letters A 262 1999 457–463460

Fig. 4. Normalized photon spectral density nrn versus c nŽ .0

computed for different distances from the source. From top to the
bottom the value of z yz is equal to 0.05, 1, 2, 3, 4 respec-0

tively.

l) ll . Because of this most of the runawayŽ .ion

electrons were born just before escaping the area
filled with the intense electric field d )1 , in theŽ .0

layer of thickness ll . Thus the X-rays source inion
Ž .Eq. 5 can be presented as a point source described

by

Qs I ll d zyz . 8Ž . Ž .n 0ion

We consider then a stationary runaway discharge
w xsimilar to that observed by Eack 4 , and using

Ž .dimensionless variables we present Eq. 5 in the
following form:

E 2 n E n N s L2
m c

y q Qs0,2 Ec cEz

n
Xz dn

zs , cs . 9Ž .H 2L 0 Dn N s LŽ .m c

Furthermore we chose L such that Ls1rN Z f ,m 0

where f s6.65=10y25 cm2 is the classical Thom-0
w xson scattering cross-section 1 and Z is the mean

molecular charge which is equal to 14.4 for air. Thus
at 4 kilometer height Ls70 m. Solution of diffusion

Ž . Ž .Eq. 9 with the source described by 8 is

N s L ll dc
X

cm c ion
ns H X' 'cycc p 0

=

2
zyzŽ .0 Xexp y I c n . 10Ž . Ž .Ž .nX½ 54 cycŽ .

Ž .Eq. 10 was solved numerically by applying the
source spectral density of the bremsstrahlung emis-

sion shown in Fig. 3. Result of those computation is
illustrated by Fig. 4 which shows the normalized
photon spectral density nrn versus c n com-Ž .0

puted for different distances from the source. Here
we define the value n as the maximum value of the0

curve zyz s0.05 which is reached at cs8.0

Since the source spectrum I drops with n whilen

the photons mean free path increases with n , the
resulting photon spectral density peaks at a certain n .
Furthermore, at greater distances from the source this

Ž .peak shifts to higher energies or higher c n dueŽ .
to increasing absorption, as revealed by Fig. 4.

Finally, in order to check our model by compari-
w xson against the spectrum observed by Eack 4 we

compute the X-ray fluxes integrated over three en-
ergy channels 30–60 keV, 60–90 keV, and 90–120
keV. Each of those channels has different efficiency
Ž .j k s0.94, 0.88 and 0.69 for the channels ks1, 2

w xand 3 correspondingly 4 . The total amount of pho-
tons observed per unit time by each of the detector’s
channels is

dn
kN z sj k n c ,z dc 11Ž . Ž . Ž . Ž .Htot

k dcDc

where Dc k is the width of the k th energy channel
Ž .in the terms of c . From Eq. 11 we compute

relative amount of X-ray photons collected by each
of the above three channels of the X-rays spectrome-
ter. This is shown in Fig. 5 obtained for different

Fig. 5. Relative number of photons which could be received by
each of three channels of the detector such as used by Eack et al.
w x3 at a different distances from the X-ray source. Diamonds
correspond to computations at z s1 zs70m , asterisks corre-Ž .
spond to z s6 zs420m , while triangles show real measure-Ž .

w xments by Eack et al. 3 .
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distances from the runaway discharge to the detector,
w xalong with the spectral observations 3 . Fig. 5 re-

veals that close to the photon source the low energy
channel 1 dominates over the higher energy channels
2 and 3, while at larger distances from the source the
channel 1 collects less photons than the channels 2
and 3, due to increasing attenuation. Comparison
between the theory and observations allows us to
determine the distance between the detector and
runaway region which acts as the source of X-ray
photons. This distance is about 400 m.

Based on the almost 1000 times increase of the
w xbackground X-rays intensity observed by Eack 4

Ž .we can estimate from Eq. 3 the thickness of the
charged layer as z ,7 ll . Assuming d s2 we1 0ion

w xfind that t is167 ns 18 while bs0.68, thus Eq.
Ž .3 gives z ,240 m which is consistent with a1

thickness of the charge layer of a few hundred
meters as observed in thunderclouds by Marshall et

w xal. 16 .

4. Fast charge transfer

w xAccording to Gurevich et al. 8 fast electrons
produced by the multiple runaway breakdown cause
an intensive ionization of the air generating a large
number of secondary electrons having low energies
in the range of e;10 eV. They rapidly loose their
energy through inelastic collisions with air molecules,
and becoming thermal electrons. The latter gradually
disappear due to attachment to O molecules, and in2

part to H O molecules followed by the conversion2

into heavy cluster ions. The electric charge is then
transferred by both electrons and ions. Those pro-
cesses are discussed below.

4.1. Electron charge transfer

Characteristic lifetime of free electrons in air at
w xthe altitude 4 km is about 70 ns 11 . During their

lifetime the electrons are drifting under the action of
the thundercloud electric field, which leads to a
charge transfer. The drift is dominated by electron-
neutral collisions, thus regardless of the direction at
which electrons are emitted they drift along the
direction of the electric field. Besides, the electron
part of the fast charge transfer takes place till the

free electrons generated by the runaway discharge
exist. In our case the electric field is directed up-
wards, thus the electrons are moving downward pro-
viding the transfer of negative charge. Analysis of
the electric field data obtained during the balloon

w xflight through the thundercloud 3 allowed us to
estimate the total charge transferred per unit surface

w xof the clouds 11 .

Q ,2=10y4 Crm. 12Ž .1

From the other side, assuming that d s2, and0

taking the corresponding value of F d s2 , whichŽ .r 0

then is multiplied by the magnification factor 1000,
as discussed above, we obtain the flux of fast run-
away electrons

F ,2=106 elrm2 s. 13Ž .r

This is consistent with estimates by Gurevich et al.
w x11

Each of those runaway electrons creates about 50
low energy electrons along 1 cm of its trajectory, i.e.
the ionization rate is h,50 elrcm. Since the slow
electrons are produced along the distance z ;240 m,1

their total flux is

F sh z F ,2.4=1012 elrm2 s. 14Ž .sl 1 r

Let us emphasize that in addition to high energy
runaway electrons, related to the X-rays production,
a significant input into the generation of thermal
electrons is caused by less energetic electrons having
a wide energy spectrum from about e ;100 keVc

down to the maximum energy needed per ionization
of the air molecules e ;110 eV. Note that them

effect caused by the less energetic electrons was not
w xtaken into account by Gurevich et al. 11 . Recent

development in the kinetic theory of runaway break-
down shows that the electron distribution function
grows appreciably in the low-energy range eF100–
200 keV. This leads to a significant increase in the
ionization rate in comparison with ionization by
runaway electrons only, given by a factor ln2e rec m
w x12

Therefore the total flux of slow electrons becomes
equal to:

ectot 2F s ln F ;50F . 15Ž .sl sl sl
em
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Furthermore consider the mean distance l r tra-d
w xversed by the free electrons about 2.5 cm 11 , and

duration of the runaway breakdown process t ,90xr
w xs 3 we obtain that the charge transferred by elec-

trons per unit surface is

QseF tot t l f10y4 Crm. 16Ž .sl xr dr

This value is of the same order of magnitude as
Ž .given by Eq. 12 .

4.2. Ion charge transfer

Positive and negative ions produced by the run-
way electron breakdown have long lifetime. There-
fore they can transfer a significant amount of charge
even when moving with a relatively low velocity.
We estimate next the timescale of this process, and
discuss the role of charge transfer by ions.

The temporal and spatial evolution of the electric
charge carried by the ions eN is described by thei

following equations

E eNi
q=s Es0, = EseN r´ , 17Ž .i i 0E t

where s is the ion conductivity determined by thei

density of background quasi-neutral ion plasma Nq
i0

sNysN , and ´ is the permittivity of free space.i0 i0 0

Assuming that N 4N we find thati0 i

N sN eyt rt i , t s´ rs . 18Ž .i i0 i 0 i

The ion conductivity is related to the average ion
mobility m byi

s sem N . 19Ž .i i i0

The average ion mobility in air is about 1.5 cmrVs
w x7 Thus the characteristic relaxation time of the ion

Ž . Ž .concentration found from Eqs. 18 and 19 be-
comes

310
t s ,370 . 20Ž . Ž .i y3N cmŽ .i0

A typical ambient ion plasma density in the air N isi0
y3 w xabout 10 cm 7 . The ion plasma is created due to

continuous ionization of air by the ambient flux of
secondary cosmic-ray electrons.

In the runaway breakdown region the number
density of fast electrons is growing up about three

orders of magnitude. Consequently due to the effec-
tive ionization of air during runaway breakdown
process and further attachment of thermal electrons
to O and H O molecules the number density of2 2

ions in a quasi-neutral ion plasma N 0 is growing upi

strongly – more than an order of magnitude. It
Ž .became also height dependent N sN z , havingi0 i0

maximum value in the vicinity of lower boundary of
the runaway breakdown. The significant increase of
N leads to generation of ion currents which effec-i0

tively reduce the thundercloud local electric charge
Ž . Ž .according to Eqs. 18 – 20 . Electric field height

distribution in this region acquires then a specific
< <flat-type form with the value E -E been approxi-c

mately constant. Note that the regions with character-
Žistic flat-type maximum value of electric field with

< < . w xE -E have been observed in thunderclouds 15,4 .c
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