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Abstract

With the term "vibrational non equilibrium plasma" we refer in general to an ionized
molecular gas where the condition Te = Tv = T is realized. The vibrational non equilibrium
between the internal degrees of freedom of a molecule has been first studied by Landau
and Teller [1] at the beginning of the century, and has been the subject of considerable
attention since then. Much of the work has been devoted to the case Tv < T, which is
realized typically downstream of shockwaves attached to reentry vehicles in the upper
atmosphere, or in shock tube experiments [2].

From a chemical point of view the case Tv > T is more interesting, since it results in
catalytic promotion of chemical reactions with high energetic barriers; this phenomenon
has been studied between 1970 and the 1990, mostly by Russian researchers [3, 4]; in
recent years, there has been a renowned interest on the topic, in order to address
environmental and energetic issues.

It has been experimentally and numerically shown [5, 6] that microwave plasma sources
can provide efficient dissociation of molecular gases; microwave sources have been
studied, for instance, for CO2 splitting, H2 plasmas for diamond film deposition and
deuterium ion production; however, to our knowledge, numerical investigations,
accounting for the vibrational dynamic of the plasma, in the case Tv>T, have been
restricted till now to global kinetic models.

In this work we simulate an Ar-H2 gas subject to microwave heating in sub-atmospheric
conditions, with a reduced kinetic dataset of reactions reported in Figure 1; from a
mathematical point of view the problem can be solved coupling the Maxwell equations for
the propagation of the electric field, together with the continuity, momentum and energy
equations for the fluid in the Euler simplified form.

For this purpose we use COMSOL Multiphysics® with four interfaces coupled together: the
Microwave Plasma interface, the Laminar Flow interface, one PDE interface to solve the
total energy equation and one PDE interface to solve the vibrational energy equation. The
catalytic effect of the supra thermal vibrational population, results in an enhancement of
the rate of unimolecular dissociation (by a factor ®(T,Tv), which is addressed with the
Kuznetsov [7] model (see Figure 2); in this situation the chemistry of the discharge is
coupled to three temperatures solved by the model (i.e. Te, Tv, T).

Results of the simulation are compared to thermal equilibrium case (Tv =T) to evaluate to
which extent the inclusion of a vibrational dynamic affects the calculations. Preliminary
results of vibrational to gas temperature ratio, of Ar:H2 1:0.1 plasma at 1 Torr are shown in



Figure 3.
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Figure 1: Kinetic dataset.
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Figure 2: Non equilibrium factor versus Tv/T ration for H2 at T = 500K.
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Figure 3: Tv/T ratio of 1 Torr, T000W microwave plasma (Ar:H2 1:0.1).
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