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ABSTRACT. Rocket photometric measurements of airglow intensity in the atomic oxygen green line

at 5577Å  are very important for understanding a great number of physico-chemical processes
going on in the upper layers of the Earth’s atmosphere. Basically, the onboard and terrestrial experiments
carried out solved the problem of airglow generation and its altitudinal distribution as well as deactivation
of corresponding excitation level of atomic oxygen. However, in the experiments of the second half of the

last century the height of the maximum airglow intensity layer 5577Å  was not defined with great
precision. Rather, it was defined within the permissible error limit. The imperfections of other experiments
has been partially removed within the present project. In particular, we carried out the experiment in the
midlatitudes (site of Kapustin-Yar, Volgograd, 1986) in calm geomagnetic conditions of late twilight.
Appropriate geomagnetic conditions and proper geometrical position of photometric measuring equipment
allowed us to define the maximum height of the airglow layer. In the experiment, the measurements were
made with a three-channel on-board spectrometer. Height dependence of airglow intensity in the range of
80÷140 km has been defined and the mechanism of generation of excited atomic oxygen has been provided
for ascending and descending segments of the rocket trajectory. There are Chapman one-step mechanism
and Barth‘s two-step process dominating in the excitation of atomic oxygen. © 2013 Bull. Georg. Natl.
Acad. Sci.
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While repeating some measurements obtained in
earlier experiments, the experimental results presented
here supplement them to a certain extent [1-3].

The experiment was carried out in a midlatitude
site in the region of the city of Volgograd in 1986.
Meteorological rocket MP-12 was launched in the
late twilight.

There was a set of measuring apparatus placed
on board of the rocket. Ionosphere airglow intensity
was measured by three-channel spectrophotometer
developed and produced in the Kutaisi Polytechnic
Institute (now Kutaisi Akaki Tsereteli State Univer-
sity) for measuring the atmospheric emissions and

atomic oxygen 5577Å , 6300Å  and neutral
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lithium 6708Å . Threshold sensitivity of the

channels measuring emissions 5577Å ,

6300Å , 6708Å  was equal to 20± 5 Rayleigh,
80 ± 15 Rayleigh and 25 ± 5 Rayleigh, respectively.
Angle of view, time constant and dynamic range were
almost similar ~2.3°, ~0.15sec and ~104 for each chan-
nel.

The spectrophotometer was placed on board in
perpendicular to the longitudinal axis of the rocket.
Over the blend of the instrument at an angle of ~ 45°
there were installed reflectors registering the airglows
from the horizontal direction.  The sampling rate of
the telemeter was 100 Hz per channel. The apparatus
was switched on from the Earth surface. However,

the channel registering the airglows 6300Å  mal-
functioned. The other two channels worked normally
throughout the flight.

The wings of the rocket opened at an altitude of
~70km. From that moment the apparatus began regis-

tering of the airglow intensity line 5577Å.  There
was observed no increase of telemeter level on the

channel registering airglows 6708Å. Apparently,,
the volume of airglow intensity of the atmospheric
neutral lithium was below the threshold sensitivity
of the channel.

In processing the information of the telemeter,
the report on airglow intensity was obtained every
~0.5 second.

The airglow intensity of atomic oxygen

5577Å  was minimum at an altitude of  ~85km
and equaled  ~50 Rayleigh. With increasing the alti-
tude 95÷103 km the intensity also increased and
reached its maximum (~180 Rayleigh). Then a rapid
decrease of intensity followed up to the altitude of
~110 km and a slow decrease of intensity up to the
~150 km was observed. At the apogee it was equal to
~40 R.

 In the descending segment of the rocket trajec-
tory from the apogee to ~120 km, the airglow inten-
sity was comparable to that of ascending segment.
After that, it sharply increased reaching its maximum

of ~200 Rayleigh at an altitude of 95÷100 km. Then
there was a sharp decrease, when it reduced to a
minimum of~70 Rayleigh at an altitude of ~83 km. In
the descending segment the intensity of the regis-
tered airglow at an altitude of 80÷120 km was greater
by 30 Rayleigh, on average, compared to that of the
ascending segment. The thickness of the atmospheric
layer of the maximum airglow was slightly greater
compared to the analogous values of the other ex-
periments [1, 3].

It is well known that the airglow of the atomic
oxygen green line is generated at the expense of tran-
sition 1S 1P2. In the midlatitude ionosphere the ex-
cited state of O(1S) is generated according to the
Chapman one-step mechanism [6]:

13 3 3 1
2O( P)+O( P)+O( P) O O( S)k (1)

or according to the Barth two-step process [7,8]:
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where O(3P) is the atomic oxygen in ground state;
M – the sum of concentration of molecular oxygen
and nitrogen; O*

2 - excited state of molecular oxygen;
k1, k2 and k3 - reaction rate. In every case, the source
of excitation is the combination of atomic oxygen
and three components.

Assuming the Chapman process to be basic in
the green line airglow we can explain the trend of the
curve obtained in the experiment. The observed trend
is explicitly determined by concentration of atomic
oxygen, which is one of the main components of the
upper atmosphere at the altitudes considered in the
experiment. The increase of intensity at the apogee
up to ~100km was caused by the increase of concen-
tration of atomic oxygen, while the decrease of airglow
intensity below ~100 km was conditioned by the de-
crease of concentration of atomic oxygen and by the
increase of efficiency of the deactivation process in
excited state of O(1S) [10]:

41 3 1O( S)+O( P) O( D)+0.255 eVk (4)
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51 1 3
2 2O( S)+O O( D, P)+Ok (5)

61 1 3
2 2O( S)+N O( D, P)+Nk (6)

Here, K4, K5 and K6  are the coefficients of deacti-
vation; O(1D) and O(3P) states of the atomic oxygen.
It is difficult to determine a dominating role of any of
the above-mentioned mechanisms in of O(1S) state.

Difference between the thickness of maximum
airglow of the observed experiment and those of the
other experiments appears to be caused by gas emis-
sion from the rocket and formation of additional rea-
gents of the atomic oxygen excitation. Certain differ-
ence in the airglow intensities in the ascending and
descending segments of the trajectory is also caused
by different levels of gas emission from the rocket
and by the geometry of relative position of the airglow

layer and the apparatus.
The registered distribution of intensity accord-

ing to altitudes can also be explained by Barth mecha-
nism. According to the laboratory measurements [11],
basically, excitation of O(1S) occurred by that mecha-
nism. Confirmation of such a conclusion was obtained
in the rocket experiments [12-14].

The profile of the green line airglow intensity al-
lows to define the atomic oxygen concentration, de-
activation coefficient of the excited state O(1S), coef-
ficient of vertical turbulent diffusion and other pecu-
liar aeronomic parameters of the upper atmosphere
that are imperative for controlling the balance of the
atmospheric oxygen. The measurements carried out
can also be used as the basis for other similar projects
in future.
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