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Рассмотрены вопросы обеспечения стойкости высоковольтных солнечных батарей (БС) косми-

ческих аппаратов (КА) к воздействию вторичных дуговых разрядов. Исследования в этой области 

продолжаются уже более 50 лет, но ответа на все возникающие вопросы пока не найдено. Преж-

де всего, это связано со сложностью электрофизических процессов, протекающих на поверхности 

БС КА в космосе и в лабораторных условиях. Вторая причина – случайный характер вторичных 

дуговых разрядов, который требует применения специальных методов испытаний, позволяющих 

подтвердить эффективность и надежность выбранных конструкторско-технологических реше-

ний. Испытания в условиях, приближенных к натурным, не позволяют решить эту задачу. В ста-

тье приведен ретроспективный обзор публикаций по физическим особенностям вторичных дуговых 

разрядов, возникающих на БС КА, механизмам их инициирования, экспериментальным методам 

исследований и испытаний. Значительное внимание уделено вопросам возникновения вторичных 

дуговых разрядов на БС КА в условиях ионосферной плазмы и плазмы, генерируемой электроракет-

ными двигателями. Показано, что, несмотря на большой объем накопленных данных и знаний, пе-

реход от низковольтных БС к высоковольтным остается сложной научно-технической проблемой, 

для решения которой необходимо проведение дополнительных исследований. Кроме того, уже сей-

час надо начинать готовить кадры, владеющие широким спектром знаний и способные работать 

по данной тематике. Для этого представляется целесообразной организация отраслевой НИР,  

а также выделение целевых средств на подготовку высококвалифицированных специалистов и 

проведение ими самостоятельных исследований. Такой подход позволит в кратчайшие сроки ре-

шить проблему создания высоковольтных БС и подготовить кадры для дальнейшего развития 

этой технологии.  

 

Ключевые слова: высоковольтная солнечная батарея, космический аппарат, магнитосферная 

плазма, ионосферная плазма, плазма электроракетных двигателей, электризация, электростати-

ческий разряд, первичная дуга, вторичный дуговой разряд, токи утечки, подготовка высококвали-

фицированных кадров.  
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We have considered the issues of ensuring the resistance of high-voltage solar battery (SB) of space-

craft to the effects of secondary arc discharges. Research in this area has been going on for more than 50 

years, but the answer to all the questions has not yet been found. First of all, this is due to the complexity of 

the electrophysical processes occurring on the surface of the spacecraft in space and in laboratory condi-

tions. The second reason is the random nature of secondary vacuum arc discharges, which requires the use 

of special test methods to confirm the effectiveness and reliability of selected design and technological so-

lutions. Tests in conditions close to full-scale conditions do not allow us to solve this problem. We have 

given a retrospective review of publications on the physical features of secondary arcs arising on SB of 

spacecraft, the mechanisms of their initiation, experimental research and testing methods. We paid consid-

erable attention to the issues of the occurrence of secondary arc discharges SB of the spacecraft in the 

conditions of ionospheric plasma and plasma generated by electric propulsion thrusters. We have shown 

that despite the large amount of accumulated data and knowledge, the transition from low-voltage SB to 

high-voltage SB remains a difficult scientific and technical problem, which requires additional research to 

solve. In addition, it is already necessary to start training personnel who possess a wide range of knowl-

edge and are able to work on this topic. To do this, it seems advisable to organize sectoral research, as 

well as the allocation of targeted funds for the training of highly qualified specialists and their independent 

research. This approach will make it possible to solve the problem of creating high-voltage SB in the short-

est possible time and prepare personnel for the development of this technology.  

 

Ключевые слова на английском языке: high voltage solar battery, spacecraft, magnetospheric plasma, 

ionospheric plasma, plasma of electric propulsion thruster, charging, electrostatic discharge, primary arc, 

secondary arc, leakage currents, training of highly qualified personnel.  

 

 

Introduction 

One of the trends in the development of solar power in space is to increase the operating voltage of 

solar battery (SB) to 100 volts or more. This allows to significantly reduce the mass of the cable net-

work and voltage converters and, accordingly, increase the mass of the payload of the spacecraft (SC) 

[1; 2]. A striking illustration of this trend is the three-year NASA program (2001–2003) to develop the 

Hall-effect thruster system with the so-called “direct drive” - D2HET [3; 4]. This program was aimed 

at significantly reducing the complexity, weight and cost of the power system compared to conven-

tional low-voltage systems through the use of solar panels operating at a voltage of 300 V. The results 

of this program served as the basis for creating the next-generation power systems, the research of 

which is currently carried out [5–7]. 

It should be noted that such significant achievements were the result of many years of work by re-

searchers, designers and technologists over more than the last 50 years. The first publications on high-

voltage solar batteries appeared in the early 70s. [8; 9]. In the following years, up to several hundred 

publications were published per year, which in total amounted to more than 5 thousand works. In this 

regard, a legitimate question arises: what were such large-scale research aimed at and what prevented 

us from simply increasing the battery voltage from the previously used 27 to 100 V or more? 
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The answer is simple. The fact is that at voltages above 40–70 V, powerful arc discharges (AD) can 

occur in the SB circuits of the spacecraft, which can lead to the destruction of the SB elements and a 

significant reduction in their output power. To ensure reliable operation of the SB, it is necessary to 

create effective means of protection against arc discharges, which is a very complex scientific, techni-

cal and technological challenge.   

The danger of arc discharges to SB of the spacecraft is evident from Fig. 1, showing a SB fragment 

of the low-orbit spacecraft EURECA after a powerful arc discharge [10]. The damaged spacecraft was 

returned to Earth using the U.S. Space Shuttle. 

 

 
 

Рис.1. Возвращенный образец солнечной батареи КА EURECA  

после воздействия мощного дугового разряда [10] 
 

Fig. 1. Sample of Flight Array from ESA EURECA Mission  

after Sustained Arcing [10] 

 

 
A section of the solar cell array of the spacecraft's SB was “short-circuited” to the spacecraft's body 

as a result of occurrence of a secondary stable arc [10]. 

Figure 2 shows a photo obtained during ground tests of a SB with a voltage of 127 V by the 

TERRA remote sensing satellite flagship [10]. 

 

  
а б 

 

Рис. 2. Кадр из видеозаписи (а) и участок, поврежденный дуговым разрядом (б),  

на образце БС КА TERRA [10] 
 

Fig. 2. Video Frame from EOS-AM1 Sustained Arc Test (а) and Arc Site of Sustained Arc on EOS-AM1  

Sample Array. Cells are 2x4 cm (б). EOS-AM1 – Earth Observing System – Morningside 1 (now Terra) [10] 
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At the place where a stable arc occurred, the solar battery circuit was completely short-circuited. 

This test led to the redesign of all solar array circuits on the TERRA satellite to prevent arcing in orbit. 

The satellite with the modified SB was launched on December 18, 1999 into a sun-synchronous polar 

orbit at an altitude of 705 km and successfully completed its assigned service life. However, these 

modifications cost several million dollars [3]. 

In geostationary orbit, the first anomalies in the operation of the SB associated with electric dis-

charge phenomena were recorded in 1997. 32 failures were recorded due to arc discharges in the pe-

riod from 1997 to 2002  [11; 12]. Damage to solar panels on commercial telecommunications satellites 

due to arcing during this period cost more than $100 million in damages and redesign costs. NASA 

programs were also affected [3]. 

In Russia, vacuum arc discharges between sections of the SB were first observed long before these 

events back in 1987 at the Institute of Nuclear Physics of Moscow State University together with the 

NPO “Kvant” when testing a fragment of the SB of a telecommunication spacecraft in a vacuum 

chamber under conditions simulating the flight of geostationary communication satellites [13– 15]. A 

vacuum arc discharge was recorded between two fragments of the SB at a voltage of 40 V. The dis-

tance between the fragments was 3 mm. In places where the vacuum arc formed, contact sputtering 

and melting of the protective glass were observed. However, due to the collapse of the USSR in 1991, 

research in this direction stopped. Some work was carried out at the Tomsk Polytechnic University 

and TsNIIMash [16; 17]. Research resumed after 1995–2000 [17–20]. 

Already in the early 2000s it became clear that laboratory tests do not always provide a guaranteed 

result. The conditions for the occurrence of arc discharges in space are so complex and diverse that 

simulating them on Earth is an extremely difficult task, requiring expensive experimental equipment 

and a deep understanding of the physics of the processes occurring on the surface of the SB in space 

and during laboratory experiments. 

This became the reason for a new round of research, which was aimed at building complex physi-

cal and mathematical models of electrophysical processes on high-voltage spacecraft’s SB, as well as 

testing selected methods of protection against arc discharges on special technological satellites. 

One of these satellites was ETS-VIII, which was launched on December 18, 2006 and successfully 

operated until January 10, 2017. No anomalies in the operation of the SB were observed, which con-

firmed the effectiveness of the protection measures chosen at the stage of ground-based experimental 

testing [21]. 

Another example is the 30 cm cube nanosatellite HORYU-II, launched on May 18, 2012. It was 

developed at the Kyushu Institute of Technology in Japan. HORYU-II is a demonstration satellite for 

high-voltage technologies, the main advantages of which are low cost and short development time. 

The satellite was supposed to demonstrate the ability to generate 300 V in orbit using spherical solar 

cells connected in series. However, during data collection, many problems were discovered, which are 

discussed in [22]. 

Preliminary data obtained on the HORYU-IV satellite were published in [23]. A video camera was 

installed on the satellite, which made it possible to obtain a photograph of the discharge from space 

(Fig. 3). 

Thus, the world experience in the development of high-voltage spacecraft’s SB shows that for a 

technological leap from low-voltage SB to high-voltage it is necessary to solve a wide range of prob-

lematic issues related to the development of physical and mathematical models of electric discharge 

processes occurring on the surface of the SB, the creation of experimental equipment and testing 

methods, as well as the development of effective methods for protecting high-voltage spacecraft’s SB 

from arc discharges. 
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Рис. 3. Фотография разряда на БС технологического спутника HORYU-IV [23] 
 

Fig. 3. Photo of the discharge on the solar battery of the HORYU-IV technological satellite [23] 

 

Arc discharges between solar cell sections 

The most destructive for the spacecraft’s SB are the so-called permanent sustained arcs that arise 

between SB sections. These arcs can last for a few or tens of seconds, destroying conductors and adja-

cent dielectrics. Examples of such categories were given above. But if the duration of the arc is short, 

then even with a large discharge current, the released energy will not be enough to destroy the struc-

tural elements of the SB. Such arcs are classified as non-sustained arcs and, according to [24], are con-

sidered not dangerous for the SB. 

However, such a criterion is very conditional. Experimental studies [25] and many other authors 

show that the burning duration of a vacuum arc d  is a random variable subject to a distribution of the 

form 
 

          0
0

,dN N exp
 

  
 

 (1) 

 

where 0N  – total number of discharges; N  – number of discharges with a burning time longer than 

d ; 0  – average vacuum arc burning time.  

In this case, the average burning time of a vacuum arc 0  increases exponentially with increasing 

discharge current [25]: 
 

            0 ,th d thexp I I       (2) 
 

where dI  – vacuum arc current;  thI  – vacuum arc threshold current (cutoff current [25]); th  – aver-

age duration of vacuum arc burning while d thI I ;   – a constant numerically equal to the tangent of 

the slope of the dependence  0 i . 

A convincing theoretical justification for dependencies (1) and (2) based on the ectonic model of a 

vacuum arc discharge [26–28] is given in [29]. The physical reason for the instability of a vacuum arc 

is the finite lifetime of an ecton and the associated cyclicity of processes in the cathode spot of a vac-

uum arc. According to the ectonic model, the cathode spot of a vacuum arc consists of many individ-

ual cells, the lifetime of which is measured in nanoseconds. Each cell carries a current that does not 

exceed twice the threshold vacuum arc current  thI . The process of self-sustaining vacuum arc dis-

charge is ensured by the go-ahead mode of functioning of ectons. If for some reason the go-ahead 

mode is not passed on, spontaneous extinction of the vacuum arc is observed. As the discharge current 

decreases, the number of cells and, consequently, the probability of successful transmission of the “re-

lay” decreases. 
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Detailed studies regarding the definition of thI  and dependencies  0 dI  of various materials were 

carried out by many authors [25; 30–32]. Typical dependencies  0 dI  for a number of materials are 

shown in Fig. 4 [30], and the cutoff current values  thI  depending on the parameter bT  , where bT  

is the melting temperature of the material;  is the thermal conductivity coefficient (Fig. 5) [25].  

The data presented show that the short vacuum arcs observed in the experiment do not guarantee 

the absence of destruction, since there is always some probability (even a very small) of the occur-

rence of a long vacuum arc, the energy of which will be sufficient to melt the electrodes and pyrolyze 

the dielectrics adjacent to them.  

At the same time, dependence (2) suggests that if the discharge current is limited, the vacuum arc 

does not ignite. Moreover, the threshold value of the discharge current, depending on the material of 

the electrodes, is in the range of 0.2–2 A, which is comparable to the characteristic current of a line of 

solar elements. 

It should be noted that relations (1), (2) and the corresponding experimental data were obtained for 

ideal electrodes that do not contain contamination and adjacent dielectrics. In a real SB, the situation is 

different, so we cannot exclude the participation of films of contaminants and dielectrics in contact 

with heated electrodes in the discharge of gas release products. 

 

  
 

Рис. 4. Средняя продолжительность горения  

вакуумной дуги для различных металлов:  

1 – цинк; 2 – серебро; 3 – медь; 4 – вольфрам [30] 
 

Fig. 4. The average duration of the vacuum arc  

for various metals:  

1 – zinc; 2 – silver; 3 – copper; 4 – tungsten [30] 

 

Рис. 5. Пороговые токи вакуумных ДР  

для различных материалов катода [25] 
 

Fig. 5. Threshold currents of vacuum arc discharges  

for various cathode materials [25] 

 

The random nature of d value significantly complicates the procedure for testing the spacecraft’s 

SB samples for resistance to the effects of arc discharges. To assess the probability of occurrence of a 

destructive arc discharges, it is necessary to determine the parameters 0N and 0 . This is a challenging 

task that requires collecting a large volume of statistical data. Therefore, when testing timeframes are 

tight, solving it in full scope is not always possible. 

A detailed description of the measure procedures of 0  is given in [33–35]. The results of these 

works are included in the standard [24] and are used when testing the high-voltage spacecraft’s SB for 

resistance to the effects of arc discharges. 

0N  parameter can be considered as the number of arc discharges occurring in all discharge gaps of 

the SB during the entire period of active existence of the spacecraft. In ground tests, this is the total 

number of arc discharges that occurred on the SB sample during the tests. 
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It is obvious that if a discharge with a duration exceeding the critical value occurs in at least one 

gap, the structure will be destroyed. On a real SB there are tens of thousands of such gaps, on a proto-

type SB there are several dozen. Therefore, in terms of statistics, the duration of testing a sample (un-

der conditions simulating full-scale operating conditions) should exceed the active life of the space-

craft by thousands of times. Obviously, this condition is impossible and the tests must be carried out at 

an accelerated rate, which is achieved by increasing the frequency of events that initiate the arc dis-

charge.   

In space, arc discharges can be initiated by electrostatic discharges arising as a result of differential 

charging of spacecraft structural elements [36], primary (trigger) arcs [11; 21; 37], formed under con-

ditions of an inverse potential gradient [38; 39], as well as impacts from meteorite particles [40]. In 

laboratory conditions, as a rule, this are electrostatic discharges, arising when a SB sample is irradiated 

with a flow of high-energy electrons [17; 36]. But not every such event causes arc discharges. Depend-

ing on its intensity and localization, the probability of arc discharges initiation can vary within very 

wide limits. Therefore, in laboratory studies, special devices are sometimes used that generate plasma, 

which initiates secondary arc discharges [18; 20; 41; 42].  

It should be noted that a very large number of national [17; 36; 43] and foreign [42; 44; 45] works 

are devoted to electrostatic discharges research. This is due not only to the ability of electrostatic dis-

charges to initiate secondary arc discharges, but also to the ability to cause degradation of the proper-

ties of functional surfaces and materials of the spacecraft. For example, in [46], protrusions were dis-

covered on the surface of protective glass samples of solar cells (Fig. 6), which are directly involved in 

electrostatic discharges and can lead to degradation of the optical properties of the glass.   
 

 
 

Рис. 6. Выступы на поверхности защитного стекла в местах возникновения ЭСР [46] 
 

Fig. 6. Protrusions on the surface of the protective glass in places  

of occurrence of electrostatic discharges [46] 

 

 

In works [47; 48], a hypothesis was put forward and investigated that the anomalous (non-

radiation) power losses of the GPS satellite system were caused by contamination resulting from the 

deposition of silver electrode evaporation products on the protective glass of the SB during electro-

static discharges. There is also data on the pyrolysis of dielectric materials in the region where electro-

static discharges occur [21].  

Although it should be noted that on domestic satellites operating in medium-high circular orbits, 

degradation of SB of a non-radiation nature was observed [49]. Moreover, the levels of additional 

power losses of the various spacecraft’s SB are approximately the same, amounting to about 1.5% per 

year. It is unlikely that SB of various designs will be affected by electrostatic discharges or arc dis-

charges will be the same, so the hypothesis mentioned above requires additional confirmation. 

The frequency of occurrence of electrostatic discharges in space depends mainly on the parameters 

of the plasma surrounding the spacecraft, the illumination of the spacecraft and the temperature of its 

surface. All other things being equal, the frequency of electrostatic discharges is proportional to the 

electron current density [36], although sometimes this dependence is violated [17].   
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The electron current density in orbit can vary by several orders of magnitude depending on the ac-

tivity of the Sun and the position of the spacecraft in orbit (Fig. 7). In addition to the electron current 

density, the energy spectrum of the surrounding plasma also changes.  

 

 
 

Рис. 7. Вероятность превышения заданной плотности тока магнитосферных электронов  

с энергией 30 эВ – 45 кэВ на геостационарной орбите при местном времени:  

LT (Local Time) – местное время; Eclipse – период солнечного затмения [50] 
 

Fig. 7. The probability of exceeding the specified current density of magnetospheric electrons  

with an energy of 30 eV – 45 keV in a geostationary orbit at local time:  

LT (Local Time) – local time; Eclipse – the period of a solar eclipse [50] 

 

Such significant variations in operating conditions lead to the fact that it is only possible to estimate 

the parameter 0N  during the active existence of the spacecraft in orbit very approximately. Of course, 

similar assessments have been carried out [51], but the question arises whether they have practical sig-

nificance. Indeed, with significant variability in the operating conditions of the spacecraft and uncer-

tainty in the initial data, the error in determining 0N  may be too large. Accordingly, the accuracy of 

forecasting the risk of occurrence of destructive arc discharges under spacecraft flight operation condi-

tions will not be high enough.  

In this regard, a more rational approach seems to be when the absence of the possibility of the oc-

currence of destructive arc discharges is confirmed by laboratory tests.  

However, even in these cases, the probabilistic nature of arc occurrence plays a decisive role. If tests 

are carried out under conditions corresponding to flight operation conditions, the number of observed 

arc discharges during the experiment may be insufficient to identify destructive arcs. Simply increas-

ing the intensity of testing does not solve the problem. Therefore, the only way is to theoretically 

prove that there are no destructive arcs. But how to do this with limited testing time is not yet entirely 

clear.  

 

Influence of ionospheric plasma and plasma of electric rocket engines 

The SB electrodes and the spacecraft body in the ionospheric plasma or in the plasma formed dur-

ing the operation of electric rocket engines acquire a certain equilibrium potential, at which a balance 

of electronic and ion currents is achieved (Fig. 8). The issues of determining the potential of SB elec-

trodes for spacecraft operating in low and high orbits are widely covered in the literature [52–54]. 

Sometimes, for these cases, the classical double probe theory is applied [55]. Some estimates of the 

potential values of the SB electrodes and leakage currents are given in [56]. Let us immediately note 

that the magnitude of leakage currents and the resulting power losses of the SB, as a rule, turn out to 

be small [57]. But this does not mean that this factor can be neglected. In some cases, for example, 

when gas engines are turned on, current leakage can increase significantly.  
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Рис. 8. Схема распределения токов на поверхностях БС и корпусе КА в плазме 
 

Fig. 8. Current distribution scheme on the surfaces of the solar battery  

and the spacecraft body in plasma 

 

Depending on the ratio of areas and parameters of the plasma, the SB electrodes of the spacecraft 

can be biased both in the positive and negative directions [54; 56]. In terms of the occurrence of of arc 

discharge, these are two fundamentally different situations.  

Positively biased electrodes collect electrons intensively, which always leads to current leakage 

[57]. In some cases, a glow discharge and glow occur [58]. As an illustration of this effect, Figure 9 

shows photographs of the glow on a positively biased electrode, obtained by the authors [58] and in 

the MAI laboratory.  
 

  
а b 

 

Рис. 9. Свечение на положительно смещенном электроде, полученное в [58] (а)  

и в лаборатории МАИ (б) 
 

Fig. 9. Glow on a positively biased electrode obtained in [58] (а) and in our laboratory (b) 

 

At sufficiently high values of the potential of the electrodes and the leakage current flowing 

through them, heating of the electrodes to high temperatures is possible [56], which can lead to intense 

gas evolution of dielectric materials adjacent to the electrodes and even to melting electrodes. 

It is evident that all these effects are highly undesirable and should be eliminated at the design 

stage. Otherwise, emergency measures will be required to mitigate the impact or withdraw the space-

craft from operation. 

For example, the potential bias of International Space Station (ISS) SB relative to the ionospheric 

plasma caused, as is known, serious problems that required research [59–61] and the installation of a 

special plasma contactor at the station [62], which eliminates negative electric discharge phenomena. 

On negatively biased electrodes, triggered arc microdischarges can occur, initiating secondary arcs 

[21]. The physical mechanism for the formation of trigger arcs is associated with an avalanche-like 

increase in the current of electron emission from microscopic protrusions on the surface of a nega-

tively biased electrode surrounded by a fairly dense low-temperature plasma (ecton generation occurs 

at this point). Visually, this looks like the formation of small short-lived luminous points on the sur-
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face of the electrode (cathode). The probability of occurrence of trigger arcs depends on the magnitude 

of the displacement and the concentration of the surrounding plasma [21]. 

Thus, both considered cases are dangerous for the SB and should be carefully examined at the de-

sign stage. Plasma concentration values and electrode potentials realized under flight operating condi-

tions can only be determined by calculation methods, which requires appropriate mathematical models 

and software. An example of such calculations can be the assessment of the parameters of the plasma 

formed by a Hall thruster of the PPS-1350G type in the vicinity of the SMART-1 SB [63]. 
 

Arc discharges in the power cable network 

Arc discharges in the power cable network of spacecraft’s SB have a number of specific features 

that should be considered separately. First of all, such discharges usually occur in places of mechani-

cal damage to cables. These damages may be of a technological nature, or may occur during operation 

as a result of prolonged thermal cycling, vibrations, or the impact of meteoric particles. If such an arc 

occurs, it can cause very serious damage, since the current in power circuits is tens and hundreds of 

amperes, which significantly exceeds the threshold values. The burning of the arc is supported not 

only by the evaporation products of the cathode, but also by the gases released when the insulating 

materials are heated, so the arc burning time can be very long, and the consequences can be destruc-

tive. As an example, photographs of the cable are given (with artificially introduced defect) before and 

after the arc discharge (Fig. 10) [64]. 
 

 
 

Рис. 10. Следы дугового разряда на силовом кабеле с нарушенной изоляцией [64] 
 

Fig. 10. Traces of arc discharge on a power cable with broken insulation [64] 

 

 
 

Рис. 11. Образец для испытания на образование дуги при ударе твердой частицы.  

Расстояние между кабелями 1,8 мм [65] 
 

Fig. 11. Secondary arcing test sample. The stripped cables are separated by 1.8 mm [65] 

The research results on secondary arcs initiated by meteoric particle impact and laser beam (Figure 

11), obtained in [65], are highly interesting. 

Secondary arcs began to arise at a voltage of 100 V and a current of 1 A. The work measured the 

parameters of the plasma generated during a high-speed impact of solid particles, which can be used in 

assessing the conditions for the occurrence of secondary arcs in orbit. 

 

Protection of high-voltage spacecraft’s SB from secondary arc discharges 

The most reliable way to protect spacecraft’s high-voltage SB from secondary arc discharges is a 

complete multilayer insulation of all electrodes. However, this approach is not suitable for space, since 
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it is associated with a sharp increase in the mass of the SB and a decrease in its specific characteristics, 

which cancels out all the benefits from increasing the voltage. Therefore, the difficulty of the task is to 

provide reliable protection against arc discharges with a minimal increase in the mass of the SB. To 

solve this problem, it is necessary to understand the physics of arc formation processes, degradation of 

material properties in space, as well as to know existing technological and design limitations.  

Among the possible protection methods being considered are insulation of switching buses, optimi-

zation of the arrangement of elements on SB panels, increasing the gap between elements, the use of 

filling gaps between solar cells, the use of isolating diodes, selection of materials and design of the 

substrate, grounding method, the use of large protective glasses for several elements, the use of flexi-

ble solar cells and concentrators [3; 11; 66]. There may be other methods as well. 

 

Testing facilities and personnel 

Considering the complexity of creating highly effective protection of spacecraft’s high-voltage SB 

from secondary arc discharges, the role of the testing base and highly qualified personnel with the nec-

essary knowledge and ability to work on unique test equipment becomes decisive. There is no other 

way to confirm the reliability of the selected protection method other than a laboratory experiment. 

Currently, in Russia there are several scientific groups with equipment and personnel capable of 

solving these problems. Among them is the Institute of High Current Electronics SB RAS [18; 19], 

Tomsk Polytechnic University [17; 36; 38], JSC “TsNIIMash” [43; 16], JSC “Composite” [46; 67], as 

well as MAI (Department 208 “Electric rocket engines, power and energy-physical installations”). 

The MAI experimental base is represented by the “PP-2” stand [68], which is included in the regis-

ter of unique stands and installations of the Russian Federation. The stand includes three vacuum 

chambers PP-2 (2 m3), ELU-8 (2 m3) and U3V (12 m3) (Fig. 12). 

All chambers are fitted with oil-free pumping facilities, equipment and measuring instruments nec-

essary for testing. There are electron guns (electron energy from 5 to 100 keV), plasma sources (Hall 

thrusters SPD-50, SPD-70, VP-30), electric field strength sensors developed by NSU [36], electrical 

probes of various types, video cameras, a solar simulator radiation, thermally stabilized plates and 

cryogenic shields. 

It should be noted that the experimental base of Moscow Aviation Institute (MAI) was created 

starting in 1984, in close cooperation with NPO PM, now JSC RESHETNEV. Work was carried out 

on a wide range of problems, including the electrification of spacecraft, the effect of its own external 

atmosphere on the spacecraft, the effect of plasma jets of electric propulsion on the elements and sys-

tems of the spacecraft. One of the most important areas of research was the effect of electric propul-

sion plasma on the operation of high-voltage spacecraft equipment. The results of these studies played 

a major role in the creation of the SESAT spacecraft. The methodology developed on their basis [69] 

is successfully used in spacecraft design and included in a number of regulatory documents. 

 

   
а б в 

 

Рис. 12. Экспериментальная база МАИ для испытаний БС:  

вакуумные камеры ПП-2 (а), ЭЛУ-8 (б), У3В (в) 
 

Fig. 12. MAI experimental base for testing a solar battery:  

vacuum chambers PP-2 (а), ELU-8 (b), U3V (c) 
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Currently, as part of the “Priority 2030” program, the stand is being upgraded with a large vacuum 

chamber U3V to test large-scale space technology facilities, including SB panels, for the combined 

effects of electrification and electric propulsion’s plasma. The vacuum chamber has a diameter of 2 

meters and a length of 5 meters. It is equipped with a cryogenic shield providing sample temperatures 

down to -110°C and allows testing of samples with diagonals up to 1.5 meters. 

Between 2019 and 2023 four high-voltage SB of the spacecraft were tested at the stand to assess 

their resistance to magnetospheric plasma and SPT (stationary plasma thrusters) plasma, as well as 

their resilience to secondary arc discharges. As an illustration, arc discharges resulting from irradiating 

the high-energy electron sample of the SB are presented in Figure 13 (a), and in the SPT plasma under 

positive (13, b) and negative (13, c) electrode displacements. 

 

   
а b c 

 

Рис. 13. Фотографии вторичных дуговых разрядов, инициированных воздействием электронного облучения 

(а); в плазме, генерируемой ЭРД, при положительном (б) и отрицательном (в) смещении электродов 
 

Fig. 13. Photographs of secondary arc discharges initiated by exposure to electron irradiation (а); in plasma generated 

by an electric propulsion thruster, with positive (b) and negative (c) electrode displacement 

 
The test results confirmed the seriousness of the problem and made it possible to formulate a list of 

tasks that need to be solved first. 

First of all, this is the organization of industry research work, which will be aimed at creating a 

methodology for testing spacecraft’s high-voltage SB for resistance to secondary arc discharges. This 

work should include the development of physical and mathematical models and software, the creation 

of special experimental equipment, development of test methods and methods for protecting space-

craft’s SB from secondary arc discharges. The experience of our work has shown that solving these 

problems within the framework of planned development work can take many years. 

Equally important is the task to train personnel. If we start from scratch by involving students in 

their 3rd or 4th year in research, they will not become professionals in this field until at least 5 to 10 

years later. Additionally, to train such personnel, specialists who already possess the necessary knowl-

edge are needed. However, they are few in number, and typically they are so overloaded that they do 

not have the opportunity to immerse themselves sufficiently in the problem. 

In this situation, it seems most rational to allocate targeted funds for training specialists and con-

ducting independent research within the framework of a postgraduate course and doctoral studies, 

which will allow applicants and their supervisors to focus as much as possible on the subject of re-

search. These studies should be aimed at solving specific problems within the specified problem. 

Some part of the funds should be allocated for research conducted by young specialists after defending 
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their dissertations. Coordination of efforts at the industry level should be carried out by the scientific 

community and representatives of industry. 

 

Conclusion 

1. The world experience shows that mastering the technology of spacecraft’s high-voltage SB re-

quires solving a wide range of scientific, technical, and technological tasks related to the development 

of mathematical models, the creation of experimental equipment and testing methodologies, as well as 

the development of effective methods for protecting spacecraft’s high-voltage SB from secondary arc 

discharges. In addition, it is necessary to train personnel who will be able to develop this technology in 

the future.  

2. As a result of long-term of cooperation between JSC RESHETNEV and MAI, a valuable frame-

work has been provided in experimental and theoretical research into the problem of ensuring the re-

sistance of spacecraft’s high-voltage SB to the secondary arc discharges, as well as a unique experi-

mental base has been created. It is shown that to ensure the normal functioning of high-voltage SB in 

space, it is necessary to organize industry-wide research aimed at creating a test methodology and de-

veloping methods for protecting high-voltage SB of spacecraft from arc discharges. 

3. To train highly qualified personnel in this area, it seems appropriate to allocate targeted funds for 

research by senior students, postgraduate students, doctoral students and young specialists. The selec-

tion of the research area and its coordination should be based on scientific community and industry. 
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