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THE plasma precipitating into the Earth’s dayside auroral atmos-
phere has characteristics which show that it originates from the
shocked solar-wind plasma of the magnetosheath'?. The particles
of the magnetosheath plasma precipitate down a funnel-shaped
region (cusp) of open field lines resulting from reconnection of

FIG 1 Schematic of the dayside magnetosphere for southward inter-
planetary magnetic field (IMF). The super-Alfvénic solar wind (SW) forms a

_ bow shack (BS), behind which lies the shocked plasma of the magnetosheath
(M3, Reconnection takes place at X, converting closed field lines, ¢ info
open field lines, o, which form a rotational field discontinuity where they
cross the magnetopause (dashed linel. This results in the open field lines
convecting pelewards under the magnetic ‘tension’ force, and in doing so
they accelerate the magnetosheath icns that flow along them and cross
the magnetopause®??. As they straighten, open field lines continue 1o
convect polewards because they are embedded in the solar wind flow, but
the ion acceleration decreases (and turns to a deceleration poleward of the
magnetic cusp). If the IMF has a significant dawn/duskward B, compaonent
{out of the plane of the diagram), magnetic tension also causes east/west
mation on the most recently reconnected field lines®™%. The injected
magnetosheath plasma precipitates down the convecting open fleld lines,
into the ionosphere in the cusps (C). The ‘pulsating cusp’ mode!®™*¥ yses
the fact that the spectra of particles arriving at the lonosphere on a given
field line depend upon the time elapsed since that field line was reconnected.
lons with the lowest energy (E} observed on any one field line have the
longest time-of-flight, t, and were therefore the first injected: they crossed
the magnetopause at X, a distance d from the satellite (t=d (2E/m )%,
where m, is the lon mass). That minimurn energy falls with time elapsed
since reconnection. Hence two pulses of reconnection, with an interval &t
between them, cause a step in the minimum energy from £, to £5 where
Br=it,=t,)=d (mJ2/ 3 E;Y2 = £712), :
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the geomagnetic field with the interplanetary magnetic field”.
Although the cusp has long been considered a well defined spatial
structure maintained by continuous reconnection, it has recently
been suggested™™ that reconnection instead may take place in a
series of discontinuous events; this is the ‘pulsating cusp model’.
Here we present coordinated radar and satellite observations of a
series of discrete, poleward-moving plasma structures that are
consistent with the pulsating-cusp model.

Figure 1 shows schematically a noon-midnight cross-section
of the Earth’s magnetosphere, showing the cusps {C). The
dashed line is the magnetopause, the current-carrying boundary
between the magnetosphere and the shocked solar wind plasma
in the magnetosheath (MS). The interplanetary magnetic field
{IMF) is shown pointing southward, allowing it to reconnect
with the northward-pointing ‘closed” geomagnetic field lines(c)
at a neutral line (X} in the subsolar magnetopause. This gener-
ates ‘open’ field lines (o) which thread the boundary and connect
the magnetosphere with interplanetary space. The open field
lines convect polewards under the joint action of magnetic
‘tension’ and the solar wind flow. If the rate at which field lines
are reconnected exceeds the rate at which they convect pole-
wards, the open/closed boundary migrates toward the Equator,
Magnetosheath plasma can enter the magnetosphere along the
open field lines, The large time-of-flight of the ions disperses
them according to their energy’: highest-energy ions arrive first
in the atmosphere and are seen at the lowest latitudes. This is
because more recently reconnected field lines are always closer
to the open/closed field line boundary which lies at the equator-
ward edge of the cusp®,

If the reconnection were to take place at a steady rate, the
ion energy would show a continuous latitudinal dispersion.
However, the pulsating cusp model prediets that the dispersion

FIG. 2 Map {gecgraphic coordinates) of the EISCAT UHF and VHF radar beams
for the SP-UK-CONV experiment, used to study the ionized upper atmaosphere
in the F-region ionasphere on 28 March 1992 the points show centres of
the radar range gates. The altitude of the UHF radar beam varies from
197 km for gate 1 1o 595 km for gate 25. Also shown is the path of the
DMSP-F10 satellite between 1009 and 10:12uT, The satellite passed at
800 km altitude over the EISCAT field-of wiew, ohserving the same figld line
as the UHF radar at 10:11 ur. In magnetic coordinates, both were then at
12:55 magretic local time (MLT) and an invariant (magnetich latitude of
A=T74% Invariant latitude is a way of defining a magnetic field line by the
maotion of energetic charged parlicles along it and is the magnetic latitude
of the point where the field line intersects the Earth. MLT is defined in terms
of the point where the field line would cut the ecliptic plane and the angle
that point subiends with the Sun at the Earth's centre, That angle is zero
at MLT=12 hr and cusp precipitation is generally found at MLT between
10:30 and 13:30 (ref. 12), Magnetic coordinates of both the radar range
gates and the satellite position were determined using the IGRF (International
Geomagnetic Reference Field) model of the Earth's magnetic field.
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FIG. 3 Spectrograms showing the differential number flux
lin cm™? s sr eV 1) of precipitating electrons (top)

and ions {bottom) as a functien of energy and time, as 104

observed by DMSP-F10 during the pass described in Fig. 2.
The decrease of ion energies with latitude at all times
{and the cbserved convection away from the Sun) indi-
cates that the IMF points southward; inverse-slope, V-
shaped or dispersionless signatures are expected for
northward IMF?%1%, The arrows mark the boundaries of
the 'cusp’ (between larger arrows), ‘cleft’ and ‘mantle’
precipitations (equatorward and poleward of the cusp,
respectively), The cusp-cleft boundary is defined to be
where the mean ion energy falls below 3keV (refs 1, 12),
and the cusp-mantle boundary where the ion energy flux
falls below 10*° evem ™ s~ sr
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which this region would be classed as 'probably cusp'.

However, this category shows the same statistical ocourrence as ‘cusp’
{with electron energy flux exceeding 6 10 evem 2571 st %) (ref. 12).
In the, ‘cleft’, ions qf energy up to @ maximum of 5.5keV {ie. velocity of
1,000km &) are observed, revealing acceleration to above magnetosheath
energies. This is the same as the peak field-aligned velocity of the D-shaped

distributions of the accelerated magnetosheath ions at the magnetopause,
as both predicted theoretically** and, recently, abserved? 2% This similarity
indicates that the 'cleft’ is, for this case at least, on the most-recently
opened field lines: this is the only place where these highest-energy ions
will be chserved because of their low time-of-flight.

a Experiment : SP-UK-CONVY  UHF Azimuth 344"

Time interval :

09:10:00 28 March 1992 — 10:40:00 28 March 1892

-]
w

Invariant latitude (degrees)
=]

71 ! ’
09:40 0955

Universal time

09:25

FIG. 4 The electron temperatures observed by the EISCAT UHF radar as a
function of invariant latitude (A) and time for (2) extended and (b) short
periods around the satellite pass. The A of the F10 satellite is given by the
black line; dots are time markers 1 min apart; the outer small arrows are
the edges of the observed magnetosheath-like plasma and the inner, large
arrows mark the |location of the two major step features in the ion dispersion
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signature (Fig. 3). At the time that magnetosheath-like (‘mantle’) precipitation
is first observed, the satellite is at a MLT 1.6 hr further into the afterncon
sector than the UHF radar beam at the same A (AMLT=-+96 min), but at
the edges of the ‘cusp’ (the larger arrows) AMLT is just +9 min and —6 min
and at the eguatorward edge of the “cleft’, it is —9 min. Hence for the cusp
and cleft regions the satellite-radar conjunction is very close. In b we also
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signature will show discontinuities if the reconnection is pulsed,
rather than steady®’. The ions appearing at the foot of the
most recently reconnected field lines would be more energetic
-than the corresponding ions on field lines that were opened
by a previous pulse of reconnection. Between these two
regions, a step in the ion energy will be observed, corres-
ponding to the period of little or no reconnection between the
pulses. The steps will drift polewards with the convecting field
lines.

Such ‘staircase’ signatures are common in cusp ion precipita-
tion®” and have been used to calculate the reconnection rate as
a function of time'®, Hence the pulsating cusp model provides
a powerful tool for studying how reconnection proceeds at the
dayside magnetopause. However, there has been debate as to
the validity of the model"' ™" with some scientists favouring the
original explanation in terms of steady-state spatial structure™',
dividing the precipitating plasma into ‘cleft’, ‘cusp’ and ‘mantle’
regions "%,

Ambiguity between spatial and temporal variations is a com-
mon problem in interpreting any sequence of data from an
orbiting satellite. Ground-based observations, onthe other hand,
offer an opportunity for remote sensing of the plasma in a given
region over a prolonged period. Such measurements distinguish
temporal events from spatial structure, but suffer from lower
resolution. In the case of the cusp, we can detect transient
features from the ground, but cannot unambiguously define
them as being due to the cusp precipitation'™'¢, Here we report
combined observations by the EISCAT radars and the DMSP-

F10 satellite which tell us about the spatial and temporal
behaviour of the cusp. A map of the observations, made on 28
March 1992, is given in Fig. 2.

Figure 3 shows the energy-time spectrograms of the ions and
electrons observed by the F10 satellite; magnetosheath-like
plasma was observed between 10:09:15 and 10:11;30 uT. The
most striking feature of these data is the lon-energy dispersion
which showed discrete steps in the ion spectrum at 10:10:28,
10:10:54 and 10:11:15 uT. The electron fluxes were irregular,
with peaks in the precipitating energy flux at the second and
third of the steps which bound the ‘cusp’ precipitation: the
regions polewards and equatorwards would usually be termed
‘mantle’ and ‘cleft’, respectively's'*.

Figure 4 shows the electron temperature observed by the
EISCAT ultra-high-frequency (UHF) radar as a function of
invariant latitude, A (see Fig. 2), and time. The black line shows
the A of the satellite for 10:09-10:12 UT, the arrows correspond-
ing to those in Fig. 3. The large arrows mark the locations of
two steps bounding the cusp, which were observed very near
the UHF beam. The radar reveals a number of poleward-moving
regions in which the electron temperature is elevated by a factor
of ~1.5. The size, amplitude and repeat period of these events
vary and those during the satellite pass are weaker than those
seen just a few minutes earlier. These features are reminiscent
of those observed in 630-nm dayside auroral emissions at winter
solstice’®. We expect heating of the ambient ionospheric electron
gas in response to the precipitation of solar wind plasma'’, and
the plasma density data (not shown) reveal that weak density
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show 10-s flow vectors, derived by combining the line-of-sight velocities
from the UHF and WHF radars (where both are available). The satellite
measured the component of the drift perpendicular to its orbit path and at
all times for which a comparison could be made, this was the same (to
within 10%] as that derived from the radar data. The UHF beam elevation
is 20°, but we know altitude variations are nol a major factor because (1)

the same features were seen at the same time and A at greater altitudes
by the WHF radar which employed an elevation of 30% (2] low electron
temperatures (T, - 2,200 K) were observed polewards of the events; and

- (3} the features drifted polewards with the observed poleward component

of the plasma convection. Hence the events are poleward-moving |atitudinal
structures and not rising, extensive, thin layers.
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increases emerge within the events late in their lifetime, at the
highest latitudes. This indicates that the events are caused by
the low-energy particle precipitation and suggests that they may
be invelved in the production of polar cap density ‘patches’™.
The radar data alone cannot tell us that these features are indeed
the cusp. However, Fig. 4b shows the data during the satellite
overpass at higher time resolution and it can be seen that the
southernmost event was coincident with the cusp (between the
large arrows). A poleward-moving event is also seen in the
mantle region. No temperature event is seen under the cleft
precipitation in Fig. 4b, but 4a shows that this emerges as a
third poleward-moving event after 10:14 UT. Using the theory
outlined in Fig. 1 (ref. 10), the time interval & (—5.3 min)
between the events seen by EISCAT and the step in the lower
cut-off of the ion energy seen by F10 (from E,=~12keV to
E,=200eV) yield a distance from the satellite to the neutral
line (X in Fig. 1) of d =10° km (16 Earth radii Ry). This places
the reconnection close to the subsolar magnetopause, consistent
with previous studies of both *steady’ reconnection' ™ and *flux
transfer events' (FTEs)®'.

By combining the data from the two radars, convection vectors
of 10-s resolution can be derived, with the assumption that the
flow does not vary between the two beams. The results are also
shown in Fig. 4b. At all times the poleward convection speed
was ~ 500 m s~ ', the same as the speed of poleward drift of each
of the heated regions as predicted by the pulsating cusp model.
The flow rotates from uniformly northwestwards to northwards
close to the poleward edge of the cusp. Hence the cusp was on
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field lines which were convecting with similar velocity to the
closed field lines equatorward of the cusp. This feature is predic-
ted by the pulsating cusp model: a pulse of reconnection is
envisaged as initially producing an equatorward motion of the
open/closed boundary, rather than causing a burst of poleward
flow (with the boundary static). This can excite continuous, even
steady, poleward flow as the boundary subsequently relaxes
poleward®®’. If the y-component of the interplanctary magnetic
field | B,| were large, the tension force would yield a strong zonal
flow burst on the most recently opened flux®"': the moderate
northwestward flow observed here in the cusp/cleft region
implies that B, is weakly positive; we cannot confirm this infer-
ence because no simultaneous measurements were made of the
interplanetary magnetic field.

These results show that the magnetosheath-like plasma pre-
cipitation was, in fact, made up of three poleward-moving events
from an extended sequence of such features. The satellite inter-
sections with these three events would have been termed
‘mantle’, ‘cusp’ and ‘cleft’ in a spatial interpretation, but the
radar shows them to be similar events seen at different phases
of their evolution. This finding is supported by the steps in the
dispersion signature of the ions. Hence the cusp was not, at this
time at least, a steadv-state spatial feature, but was one of a
sequence of poleward-moving events. This is direct evidence for
the pulsating cusp model and that reconnection was taking place
in a series of bursts (FTEs) at the subsolar magnetopause. The
period between the events which can be resolved in Fig. 4a
varies between about 2 and 15 min. This is consistent with the
range for the magnetopause signatures which are also widely
believed 1o result from FTEs™. O
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