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Introduction 
Field-Aligned-Currents (FACs) play a very important role in several processes taking place 
in the circumterrestrial environment (magnetosphere, ionosphere,..)  

FACs were originally postulated by Birkeland (Birkeland,1908) and detected for the first 
time sixty years later by spacecraft observations of localized magnetic fluctuations 
(Zmuda et al., 1966; Cummings and Dessler, 1967). 

In the polar ionosphere, the pattern of FACs consists of two current belts (Region-1 and 
Region-2) that flow upward and downward along the magnetic field lines according to 
latitude and magnetic local time.

105° Congresso Nazionale SIF, 23-27 Settembre 2019, L’Aquila (Italy)

FACs play a crucial role in energy and 
momentum transfer among different 
circumterrestrial regions: the solar wind 
the magnetosphere the ionosphere and 
thermosphere.  
The knowledge of their structure is of 
uppermost importance to understand 
how energy deposition processes.

from R. McPherron, AGU FM 2005 from Iijima and Potemra,  1976
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Introduction 
Although significant progresses have been achieved, some scientific questions still need 
to be answered.  

An interesting point is the characterization of the FAC structure on small-spatial scales 
and their link with turbulence phenomena.  

Surveys (Neubert and Christiansen, 2003) have shown that small-scale FACs can be 
found throughout the auroral oval and the pre-noon cusp region.  

These currents (typical widths of a few hundred meters) are very intense reaching several 
hundreds μA/m2

 (Lühr et al., 1994; Stasiewicz and Potemra, 1998).
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Theoretical framework 
Small-scale FACs are randomly oriented due to their possible filamentary structure and 
their origin might be linked with the occurrence of turbulence. 

Turbulence, indeed, plays a crucial role in generating multiscale coherent structures in the 
form of flux tubes.
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Data description 
This study is based on in-situ observations of FACs via magnetic field measurements by 
ESA-Swarm satellites, Swarm A and C.   

We selected two days characterized by a different geomagnetic activity level: October 21, 
and October 25, 2016, during which the average AE-index value is 160 nT and 660 nT, 
respectively. 

FAC density data, used in this analysis, 
are the Swarm Level-2 (L2-FAC) single-
spacecraft product (Ritter et al., 2013), 
calculated from the spatial gradients of 
the magnetic field observed along the 
direction defined by the spacecraft orbit 
track ( f tp://swarm-diss.eo.esa. int; 
FACATMS\_2F file type).  

Temporal resolution is 1 s.
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ftp://swarm-diss.eo.esa.int
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Data description
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Analysis Method: Sign-Singularity Measure 
The properties of many physical processes can be described by multifractal probability 
measures. In contrast with positive measures, a signed measure can be useful to 
describe and to characterize random fields which oscillate in sign.  

Ott et al. (1992) introduced a scaling exponent κ (the cancellation exponent) to 
characterize the sign-singularity of a signed measure.  

Let ƒ(t) be a signal with zero mean, over a finite interval T. Consider a partition of size ε 
covering the interval T. On each subset Ti  it is possible to define a signed measure, με(Ti ), 

By introducing a partition function χ(ε)  

the cancellation exponent κ can be defined as
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Analysis Method: Sign-Singularity Measure 
For a positive measure κ = 0, being trivially χ(ε) = const ∀ ε. Conversely, for non-positive 
sign-singular measures κ > 0 at least on scales larger than a cuttoff below which the 
measure is regular and smooth with a well defined sign.  

For 1D signals the cancellation exponent κ is generally in the range [0,1], with κ=1/2 for 
Brownian motions and Markovian stochastic signals, and κ=1 for nondifferentiable signals 
(Bertozzi and Chhabra, 1994; Vainshtein et al., 1994).  

As clearly shown in some specific study of both fluid and MHD turbulence (Bertozzi and 
Chhabra, 1994; Vainshstein et al., 1994; Carbone and Bruno, 1996) the value of the  
cancellation exponent can be linked to other scaling features: the structure functions.  

For instance, for the Kolmogorov scaling (Frisch, 1995) the first order structure function of 
the fluid velocity at the scale ε is related to the partition function χ(ε)  by the expression,
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21 Oct 2016 Swarm A Swarm C

North 0.66 ± 0.03 0.67 ± 0.03

South 0.62 ± 0.05 0.62 ± 0.05

25 Oct 2016 Swarm A Swarm C

North 0.39 ± 0.03 0.38 ± 0.03

South 0.43 ± 0.05 0.43 ± 0.05

Cancellation Exponent 
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Conclusions 
The results of our analysis returns: 

• the FAC fluctuations show non-trivial sign-singularity; 

• the observed scaling features are non-trivial and depend on the geomagnetic 
disturbance level: the cancellation exponent κ decreases for increasing geomagnetic 
activity (AE-index); 

• the cancellation exponent values point toward an intermittent turbulent character of the 
observed current fluctuations. 

These preliminary results support the filamentary nature (strong inhomogeneity) of the 
FACs in the polar ionosphere. However, more work is necessary to put all the emerging 
scenario in a theoretical framework. 

105° Congresso Nazionale SIF, 23-27 Settembre 2019, L’Aquila (Italy)

hAE � indexi = 160 nT �! hi = [0.64± 0.04] (�(1) = 0.36)
<latexit sha1_base64="v/OkjEQHxQ5I7+y2ylCmvedQAA0="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="v/OkjEQHxQ5I7+y2ylCmvedQAA0="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="v/OkjEQHxQ5I7+y2ylCmvedQAA0="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="v/OkjEQHxQ5I7+y2ylCmvedQAA0="></latexit>

hAE � indexi = 660 nT �! hi = [0.41± 0.04] (�(1) = 0.59)
<latexit sha1_base64="sCZI5IjxN4Pa3sab6z6gXzbVdf8="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="sCZI5IjxN4Pa3sab6z6gXzbVdf8="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="sCZI5IjxN4Pa3sab6z6gXzbVdf8="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="sCZI5IjxN4Pa3sab6z6gXzbVdf8="></latexit>

intermittency
<latexit sha1_base64="dxN8bQGO19k5Ofj4JUhel8oK5EE=">AAAB/3icdVC7SgNBFJ31GeMramkzGASrsBuXJHYBG8sI5gHJEmYnN3HI7Ow6c1cIIYVfYauVndj6KRb+i7Mxgoqe6nDOvdxzT5hIYdB135yl5ZXVtfXcRn5za3tnt7C33zJxqjk0eSxj3QmZASkUNFGghE6igUWhhHY4Ps/89i1oI2J1hZMEgoiNlBgKztBKgVAIOhKIoPikXyi6pbNapexXqFty3apX9jJSrvqnPvWskqFIFmj0C++9QczTCBRyyYzpem6CwZRpFFzCLN9LDSSMj9kIupYqFoEJpvPQM3qcGoYxTUBTIelchO8bUxYZM4lCOxkxvDa/vUz8y+umOKwFU6GSNPsqO4RCwvyQ4VrYNoAOhAZEliUHKhTlTDNbghaUcW7F1NaTt318PU3/J61yyXNL3qVfrNcWzeTIITkiJ8QjVVInF6RBmoSTG3JPHsijc+c8Oc/Oy+fokrPYOSA/4Lx+ALLRl0g=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="dxN8bQGO19k5Ofj4JUhel8oK5EE=">AAAB/3icdVC7SgNBFJ31GeMramkzGASrsBuXJHYBG8sI5gHJEmYnN3HI7Ow6c1cIIYVfYauVndj6KRb+i7Mxgoqe6nDOvdxzT5hIYdB135yl5ZXVtfXcRn5za3tnt7C33zJxqjk0eSxj3QmZASkUNFGghE6igUWhhHY4Ps/89i1oI2J1hZMEgoiNlBgKztBKgVAIOhKIoPikXyi6pbNapexXqFty3apX9jJSrvqnPvWskqFIFmj0C++9QczTCBRyyYzpem6CwZRpFFzCLN9LDSSMj9kIupYqFoEJpvPQM3qcGoYxTUBTIelchO8bUxYZM4lCOxkxvDa/vUz8y+umOKwFU6GSNPsqO4RCwvyQ4VrYNoAOhAZEliUHKhTlTDNbghaUcW7F1NaTt318PU3/J61yyXNL3qVfrNcWzeTIITkiJ8QjVVInF6RBmoSTG3JPHsijc+c8Oc/Oy+fokrPYOSA/4Lx+ALLRl0g=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="dxN8bQGO19k5Ofj4JUhel8oK5EE=">AAAB/3icdVC7SgNBFJ31GeMramkzGASrsBuXJHYBG8sI5gHJEmYnN3HI7Ow6c1cIIYVfYauVndj6KRb+i7Mxgoqe6nDOvdxzT5hIYdB135yl5ZXVtfXcRn5za3tnt7C33zJxqjk0eSxj3QmZASkUNFGghE6igUWhhHY4Ps/89i1oI2J1hZMEgoiNlBgKztBKgVAIOhKIoPikXyi6pbNapexXqFty3apX9jJSrvqnPvWskqFIFmj0C++9QczTCBRyyYzpem6CwZRpFFzCLN9LDSSMj9kIupYqFoEJpvPQM3qcGoYxTUBTIelchO8bUxYZM4lCOxkxvDa/vUz8y+umOKwFU6GSNPsqO4RCwvyQ4VrYNoAOhAZEliUHKhTlTDNbghaUcW7F1NaTt318PU3/J61yyXNL3qVfrNcWzeTIITkiJ8QjVVInF6RBmoSTG3JPHsijc+c8Oc/Oy+fokrPYOSA/4Lx+ALLRl0g=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="dxN8bQGO19k5Ofj4JUhel8oK5EE=">AAAB/3icdVC7SgNBFJ31GeMramkzGASrsBuXJHYBG8sI5gHJEmYnN3HI7Ow6c1cIIYVfYauVndj6KRb+i7Mxgoqe6nDOvdxzT5hIYdB135yl5ZXVtfXcRn5za3tnt7C33zJxqjk0eSxj3QmZASkUNFGghE6igUWhhHY4Ps/89i1oI2J1hZMEgoiNlBgKztBKgVAIOhKIoPikXyi6pbNapexXqFty3apX9jJSrvqnPvWskqFIFmj0C++9QczTCBRyyYzpem6CwZRpFFzCLN9LDSSMj9kIupYqFoEJpvPQM3qcGoYxTUBTIelchO8bUxYZM4lCOxkxvDa/vUz8y+umOKwFU6GSNPsqO4RCwvyQ4VrYNoAOhAZEliUHKhTlTDNbghaUcW7F1NaTt318PU3/J61yyXNL3qVfrNcWzeTIITkiJ8QjVVInF6RBmoSTG3JPHsijc+c8Oc/Oy+fokrPYOSA/4Lx+ALLRl0g=</latexit>



characterisation of IoNospheric TurbulENce level by Swarm constellation
characterisation of IoNospheric TurbulENce level by Swarm constellation


Acknowledgements 
The results presented rely on data collected by the three satellites of the Swarm 
constellation. We thank the European Space Agency that supports the Swarm mission.  

INTENS Team:  

A. Anastasiadis, G. Balasis, A.Z. Boutsi, I. Coco, G. Consolini, I. A. Daglis, P. De 
Michelis, F. Giannattasio, O. Giannakis, M. F. Marcucci, C. Papadimitriou, S. Pau, M. 
Pezzopane, A. Pignalberi, R. Tozzi and G. Vasalos

ESA/Contract No.4000125663/18/I-NB 
EO Science for Society Permanently Open Call For  

Proposals EOEP-5 BLOCK4- (INTENS) 

105° Congresso Nazionale SIF, 23-27 Settembre 2019, L’Aquila (Italy)


