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A B S T R A C T

There is a growing need to consider alternative propellants for operation in Hall thrusters, away from the
conventional legacy of using xenon. This is particularly the case for small Hall thrusters; which are growing
exponentially in their use, whilst needing to be operational on inexpensive propellants. Alternative propellants
include condensable propellants (i.e., zinc and iodine), or other gaseous propellants (krypton, argon, and
nitrogen (N2)) - which are the focus here. A low power (nominally 100 W) miniature Hall thruster has been
designed and manufactured based upon standard scaling laws, with specific considerations for operation with
the use of alternative gaseous propellants, and with an attempted novel field topology. The thruster, designated
the HEKT-100, was designed to be a low power magnetically shielded thruster to operate on krypton, however
the level of shielding present is unknown or tested. Here the thruster has subsequently been operated on xenon,
krypton, argon, and diatomic nitrogen successfully, with an unstable operation with neon. The thruster is
operated at discharge powers of between 30–810 W. Using a pendulum thrust balance, the thruster performance
was measured across a wide range of flow rates, magnetic field strengths, and anode discharge voltages. The
performance measured for xenon, krypton, argon, and diatomic nitrogen respectively was, peak thrusts of 12.6
mN, 6.9 mN, 6.6 mN and 5.7 mN, anode efficiencies up to 26.3%, 15.2%, 9.6% and 5.4%, and specific impulses
up to 2160 s, 1730 s, 1390 s, and 1000 s. This dataset and the following analysis provides one of the few
times a comprehensive selection of alternative gaseous propellants have been tested within the same thruster
and compared directly with unchanged geometry or set-up.
1. Introduction

In recent years the applications of satellites have rapidly increased.
Be it micro to nano class satellites or precise formation flying low Earth
orbit constellations, satellites are becoming a more federated system
with single missions being carried out by several satellites [1]. Satellites
today are moving from massive and expensive platforms in geostation-
ary orbit towards smaller, single purpose, bespoke satellites for specific
low Earth orbit applications [2]. A class of satellites showing large
growth due to economic robustness and versatility of the platform is
the micro and nano-class of satellites [3]. These trends are creating
new and unique demands of the propulsion systems. This has motivated
interest and demand on research in Hall effect thrusters due to the
possibility that they can fulfil these requirements of lower operational
powers without sacrificing the benefits of an electric propulsion system.
The addition of a low power, long life Hall effect thruster has been
identified as an enabling technology for low-mass spacecraft on the
order of 100–300 kg [4].

∗ Corresponding author.
E-mail address: tfmo1e17@soton.ac.uk (T.F. Munro-O’Brien).

1 Doctoral candidate.
2 Associate professor.

A Hall effect thruster (HET) is a type of electric propulsion (EP)
that utilises both magneto-static and electrostatic fields to accelerate
ions to produce thrust [5]. This type of thruster is primarily attractive
for large 𝛥𝑉 missions due to the high specific impulse, whilst also
offering a higher thrust to power ratio than comparative EP systems [6].
These advantages of the platform have driven HETs to become the most
utilised form of propulsion in space today [7,8].

Hall effect thrusters have been utilised in space for half a century
as of 2022, with the first use of the HET in space being the former
USSR Meteor satellite launched in 1972 [3,9,10]. When compared to
a gridded ion thruster (GIT), HETs offer a unique set of advantages
with higher thrust to power ratios as well as higher achievable power
densities for a given physical envelope with regards to scaling. How-
ever, the primary attraction of HETs systems over GITs is the simple
thruster architecture, making HETs a relatively lower cost and more
reliable propulsion system. Historically, research and interest in HETs
has been focused around the 1 kW power regime, but with the recent
vailable online 25 January 2023
094-5765/© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd on behalf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actaastro.2023.01.033
Received 30 August 2022; Received in revised form 4 November 2022; Accepted 2
of IAA. This is an open access article under the CC BY license

3 January 2023

https://www.elsevier.com/locate/actaastro
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/actaastro
mailto:tfmo1e17@soton.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actaastro.2023.01.033
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actaastro.2023.01.033
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.actaastro.2023.01.033&domain=pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Acta Astronautica 206 (2023) 257–273T.F. Munro-O’Brien and C.N. Ryan
expansion of the micro and nano satellite markets this has increased
the development of smaller, lower power Hall thruster platforms.

The majority of Hall effect thrusters with flight heritage operate at
discharge powers in excess of several kilowatts, with only recent re-
search and commercial developments targeting scaling to lower power
regimes [2,11–13]. The current trend is away from well tested medium
sized satellites and towards low cost, low power, and more agile solu-
tions for low Earth applications. One such example of these increasing
demands for small satellites is telecommunication mega constellations.
The ‘‘Starlink’’ constellation of a planned 4025 satellites is utilising
HETs for orbit raising and station keeping in low earth orbit [1,
7]. For many such small satellite platforms in low earth orbit con-
stellation and other precision flying applications, a large range of
requirements are put upon the propulsion subsystem, due to the high
drag environment and a requirement to minimise the propellant mass
fraction [1]. However, HETs are ill-suited for high precision formation
flying, e.g., multi-satellite interferometry payloads but, due to their
high thrust, are good for drag compensation, orbit transfers, as well as
collision avoidance manoeuvres when compared to other electro-static
propulsion.

New Hall thrusters for operation at low power levels need to be
carefully designed as several aspects of the operation are altered in
miniaturisation. To enable thruster scaling, several studies have sug-
gested analytical and empirical methods of scaling Hall effect thrusters
to a wide range of powers that provide rapid sizing estimates [13–15].
Offering a primarily empirical method these scaling relationships show
good agreement on results at scaling to sub-kilowatt powers, although
are lacking in their high-fidelity agreement to experimental results. This
results from the plasma interactions with the channel walls becoming
the dominating power loss mechanisms and the reduced plasma volume
at low powers. As these effects are exacerbated within low power Hall
thrusters, utilising a database of majority high power HETs for scaling
to the sub-kilowatt level will inherently neglect these effects.

Xenon is an excellent propellant for electric propulsion due to being
inert, its low ionisation energy, and a high atomic mass. However, as
the primary production of xenon is as a by-product of other industries,
this in combination with a low natural abundance results in high cost
as well as a high level of volatility to the supply [16]. The global
production of xenon is approximately 53,000 kg a year, such that
any mission requiring several tons of propellant would undoubtedly
have a large impact on the cost and global supply of xenon [17].
Such a quantity of propellant is not absurd, with some Mars-Earth
mission analysis predicting the use of 20,000–23,000 kg of xenon for a
single round trip, or the planned Lunar Gateway space station requiring
2,750 kg of xenon for the yearlong orbit transfer and 2–5 kg of xenon
a year for station keeping thereafter [18–20]. The prohibitive cost and
volatility of the xenon supply will only worsen as more space missions
utilise electric propulsion.

Krypton has been suggested as an alternative to xenon due to a
significantly lower cost per kg; as of late 2022 due to global economic
downturn and greater turmoil within global supply chains, xenon prices
were approximately 7.5–10 ke/kg. The move to krypton also offers
a higher theoretically achievable specific impulse for a constant dis-
charge voltage, although at a cost to overall efficiency [21]. These
losses could perhaps be minimised through the use of more novel or
optimised field and channel topologies, although the same efficiency
for xenon and krypton from the same Hall thruster cannot be achieved
due to the lower ionisation energy and larger cross-sectional area
of ionisation of xenon. Such that, xenon will have a greater mass
utilisation than krypton if the geometry is not optimised [22].

Due to the growing need to find an alternative to xenon within the
industry as well as trends towards reducing costs for manufacturing and
operating satellites, a wide variety of propellants are being investigated.
Condensable propellants have been proposed as alternatives to xenon
as many of these alternatives can offer similar thrust capabilities and
258

additional propellant storage densities [23–27]. However, the change
from gaseous to condensable propellants come with additional system
complexities that have yet to be fully resolved. As a result of the highly
risk-adverse nature of satellite design, gaseous alternatives have had
much greater success in development and research interest.

Krypton has been investigated as an alternative to xenon for almost
two decades, with progress towards higher efficiencies in large high-
power thrusters but with less focus on low power systems [21,28–31].
Several other inert gases may be viable alternatives with similar oper-
ation and performance to krypton with further potential cost savings.
Moreover, if these alternatives are lower in atomic mass, such as argon,
additional specific impulse could be extracted from the propellant for
equivalent discharge voltages.

Prior work has identified that krypton operating in the same thruster
has a lower anode efficiency than xenon [22,31,32]. This has been
found to be predominately due to a decrease in mass utilisation and
current utilisation efficiencies for krypton operation [21]. Novel field
topologies such as magnetic shielding (MS) have been suggested as a
method to make alternative, harder to ionise, propellants more viable.
Due to the nature of MS topologies, they generally experience higher
plasma temperatures in the ionisation region than that of an unshielded
configuration [21,33]. These higher plasma temperatures could lead to
increased ionisation rates of the propellant; providing a more desirable
plasma environment due to the higher energy electrons, although the
higher plasma temperatures will result in greater radiative losses.

Further research into magnetically shielded thrusters has been un-
dertaken in recent years [12,21,34]. Whilst the majority of success of
magnetically shielded thrusters has been in the high-power regimes,
there has been a question of applying this life extending technique to
smaller sub-kilowatt thrusters [35–38].

Here a low power miniature Hall thruster has been successfully op-
erated without redesign, and without alteration to propellant delivery
system with several easily obtainable and storable gaseous propellants.
This has been done with the purpose to gain insight into the opera-
tion and performance of the thruster across a wide range of different
propellants, more than has been tested previously in the same thruster.

2. Hall Thruster design

The Hall effect thruster designed and tested at the University of
Southampton has been designated the Hall Effect Krypton Thruster
100 Watts (HEKT-100). Its initial design and operation on krypton has
been described elsewhere; here the testing of the thruster is extended
to include additional alternative propellants and further testing on
krypton [36]. However, although the design was initially intended to
operate as a magnetically shielded Hall thruster, it is important to note
that a validity and effectiveness of this novel field topology is untested
and unknown. Moreover, from measurements of the field it is deemed
unlikely to be a MS topology.

2.1. Design method

The HEKT-100 Hall thruster was designed and scaled to the target of
100 Watts via the use of database scaling as outlined by Dannenmayer
et al. as well as use of a specifically sub-kilowatt database of HETs from
a similar scaling method as described by Lee et al. [15,36,39].

Both methods used are semi-empirical and share similarities, with
both derived from correlations present in databases of thrusters with
flight heritage, in conjunction with simplified plasma properties and
thruster performance equations. Dannenmayer [15] uses a database of
33 thrusters ranging in power of 10 W–50 kW, whilst Lee [39] used
17 exclusively sub-kW thrusters with slight variations on the scaling
equations derived. Both methods are based upon establishing a group
of equations that allow a complete thruster channel geometry to be
obtained from an input anode power and voltage.

These scaling methods require several assumptions and stipulations.

Firstly, the anode mass flow rate is chosen to meet an optimal neutral
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number density within the channel. From literature [5,15], this has
been found empirically to be 𝑛𝑛,𝑐 ≈ 1.2 × 1019 m−3, whilst electron
umber density was found to be 𝑛𝑒 ≈ 0.1 × 𝑛𝑛 = 1.2 × 1018 m−3. This
nsures a sufficient rate of ionisation and optimal thermal effects, as
ound by Dannenmayer et al. [40]. Secondly, the electron temperature
s also an important parameter for characterising the plasma poten-
ial and bulk electron behaviour within analysis. Within both scaling
ethods considered here, this value was to be preserved through

caling [15,39].
It is important to note that the critical number density used through-

ut this paper is a semi-empirical value found from the operation
f several high-power flight-tested Hall thrusters [5,15]. This value
as since been used for scaling approximations for thrusters of all
izes operating on xenon [5,41]. However, no critical value has been
etermined for alternative propellants. J. Linnell et al. found an opti-
ised number density for krypton operating in the NASA-173Mv1 Hall

hruster of 𝑛𝑛 ≈ 0.8 × 1019 at 500 V anode discharge [42]. However,
ther testing showed no significant differences in efficiencies between
enon and krypton at identical neutral number densities in the NASA-
57M thruster [43]. These studies were done with high power xenon
esigned thrusters adding additional uncertainty to the application of
hese findings to alternative propellant intended thruster designing.
ue to the lack of a clear alternative, the following analysis will use

he critical number density as reported by Dannenmayer et al. for all
ropellants considered [40].

An estimation of the bulk electron temperature is [15],

𝑒 ≈ 0.12𝑈𝑑 (1)

where 𝑈𝑑 is the anode discharge voltage. However, whilst Eq. (1)
has been confirmed for standard HETs operating on xenon, this will
likely underestimate the electron temperature for novel field topologies
such as magnetic shielding or operation with alternative propellants.
Non-invasive incoherent Thompson-scattering measurements of elec-
tron temperatures have been undertaken by B. Vincent et al. within
the low power ISCT200 operating on xenon, with and without a mag-
netically shielded field topology. This change in field configuration
suggested an increase of 2–3 times greater the electron temperature,
than is predicted by Eq. (1), at the exit plane of the thruster [33].
Additionally, another study by R. Hofer et al. utilising invasive Lang-
muir probe measurements of electron temperature within the H6 6 kW
Hall thruster showed an increase in electron temperature. However, the
electron temperature increase was at a significantly reduced magnitude
than found by B. Vincent, an approximate increase of 8–10 eV [44].
Whilst only two examples, these show that there is an increase in
electron temperature from a standard Hall thruster configuration to a
magnetically shielded topology. Moreover, there is a large variation
within the electron temperature measurements for MS Hall thrusters
operating on xenon further casting doubt on the extension of Eq. (1)
for use with alternative propellants.

Furthermore, it is also assumed that the neutral propellant is re-
eased at a temperature equal to the assumed anode temperature of
00 K, however noting within literature this applied value has been
aried between 800–1300 K [15,45,46]. For calculations completed
ere a neutral propellant temperature of 800 K was used, although this
ange has a non-negligible effect on the ionisation mean free path, the
istance a neutral atom will travel before the probability of an ionising
ollision having occurred is approximately unity. This is a result of
he assumption that the neutral propellant will travel with a constant
hermal velocity throughout the channel length, 𝐿, and therefore is

directly linked to the transit time for the propellant within the thruster.
For example, the neutral velocity can be assumed as the 3-dimensional
thermal velocity at a temperature of the assumed anode temperature
described as,

𝑢𝑛 =

√

8𝐾𝐵𝑇𝑎 (2)
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𝜋𝑚𝑛
where 𝑇𝑎 is the assumed anode temperature, 𝑚𝑛 is the neutral mass,
and 𝐾𝐵 is the Boltzmann constant. Using Eq. (2) for xenon at 800 K
and 1300 K gives a velocity of 360 ms−1 and 460 ms−1, respectively.
However, these kinds of approximations cannot be entirely avoided in
broad scaling methods.

This discrepancy in thermal neutral velocity will be magnified when
considering the use of alternative propellants, due to the lower atomic
mass of propellants considered. As the lighter neutral atoms will have
a higher velocity for the same temperature, the magnitude of the
variation of the neutral velocity for those propellants will be larger.
The impact altering this assumption has on the scaling methods can
be constructed to highlight the sensitivity of these methods to the
underlying assumptions. By altering the neutral temperature for xenon,
krypton and argon and calculating the impact that this has on the
resulting scaled anode power for a constant desired thrust.

To calculate the variation of the anode power with different as-
sumed neutral temperatures, the scaling relations as described by Dan-
nenmayer et al. are applied [15]. For a constant target thrust the anode
mass flow rate is taken as,

̇ 𝑛 =
𝑇

𝐶𝑇1

√

𝑈𝑑
(3)

where 𝑇 is the target thrust of the design, 𝐶𝑇1 is a dimensional thrust
caling coefficient calculated from the database, and 𝑚̇𝑛 is the neutral
ass flux to the anode. The anode mass flux can also be described in

erms of neutral number density, propellant properties, and channel
eometry such that,

̇ 𝑛 = 𝑛𝑛 × 𝑚𝑛 × 𝑢𝑛 × 𝐴𝑐 (4)

here 𝑚𝑛 is the neutral atomic mass and 𝐴𝑐 is the cross-sectional area
f the channel, and 𝑢𝑛 is calculated using Eq. (2) where 𝑇𝑎 is treated as

a variable. As previously discussed in Section 2.1, the neutral number
density is set to be equal to the critical neutral number density of
𝑛𝑛,𝑐 ≈ 1.2×1019 m−3. However, there is some uncertainty to the quality
of this assumption, but due to the lack of any precedent on which to
base an alternative estimate for each propellant, here it will be used
unaltered. The cross-sectional channel area for an annular HET can be
simply described as,

𝐴𝑐 =
𝜋
4
(𝑑2𝑜𝑢𝑡𝑒𝑟 − 𝑑2𝑖𝑛𝑛𝑒𝑟) = 𝜋ℎ𝑑 (5)

here ℎ and 𝑑, are the channel width and mean channel diameter,
espectively. The channel’s geometric relationship between the mean
hannel diameter and channel width has been described within the
caling laws as;

= 𝐶ℎ𝑑𝑑 (6)

here 𝐶ℎ𝑑 is the scaling coefficient relating channel width and mean
hannel diameter. Using Eqs. (5) and (6) the mass flow rate, Eq. (4) can
ow be described in terms of only mean channel diameter such that,

̇ 𝑛 = 𝑛𝑛𝑚𝑛𝑢𝑛ℎ𝑑𝜋 = 𝑛𝑛𝑢𝑛𝑚𝑛𝜋𝐶ℎ𝑑𝑑
2 (7)

rom this the mean channel diameter can be described in terms of mass
low rate within the scaling relations as,

=

√

𝑚̇𝑛
𝑛𝑛𝑢𝑛𝑚𝑛𝜋𝐶ℎ𝑑

(8)

The scaled power, in Watts, as described by Dannenmayer et al. [15]
for a HET can be estimated via;

𝑃 = 𝐶𝑃𝑈𝑑𝑑
2 (9)

where 𝐶𝑃 is the power scaling coefficient. Combining Eq. (3)–(9) the
resulting scaled anode power for a range of anode temperature is given
by;

𝑃 (𝑚𝑛, 𝑇𝑎) =
𝐶𝑃

[ 𝑇
√

𝑈𝑑
]

(10)

𝜋𝐶ℎ𝑑𝐶𝑇1 𝑛𝑛,𝑐𝑚𝑛𝑢𝑛(𝑚𝑛, 𝑇𝑎)
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Fig. 1. A plot representing the sensitivity of scaling methods to the assumed neutral
propellant temperature by showing the variation of scaled anode power for several
design thrust levels and propellants. For all values shown the discharge is assumed
300 V and the neutral number density is set to the critical value.

This formulation is for a constant thrust, 𝑇 , and discharge voltage, 𝑈𝑑 .
ach coefficient is formed from a database of existing thrusters and
ill vary depending on which database is used [15,39]. The value of

he coefficients used are the same as were used to scale the HEKT-100
nd are described elsewhere [36].

Eq. (10) shows the effect of altering the propellant comes from
node mass flow rate and neutral velocity being a function of propellant
tomic mass. Fig. 1 is constructed from Eq. (10) by altering 𝑚𝑛 for each
ropellant and the target thrust 𝑇 , and then by varying the assumed
node temperature 𝑇𝑎 all for the same discharge voltage of 300 V.

In Fig. 1 the resulting scaled HET anode discharge power for con-
tant target thrust can be seen for three possible HET propellants at
he three target input thrusts. It can be seen clearly that the effect of
ltering the assumed neutral temperature has a significantly magnified
ffect when considering argon when compared to the same target thrust
f xenon. The effect of changing the assumed neutral temperature from
00 K to 1200 K, for the 50 mN case, causes a scaled anode power
ecrease of 142 W, 177 W, and 257 W for xenon, krypton, and argon
espectively.

Comparing this result to a well-tested thruster with flight heritage,
he BHT-1000 which operated on xenon, was able to produce ap-
roximately 50 mN at an anode power of 847 W. Using Eq. (10)
nd by assuming the thruster geometry follows the general scaling
rends, this would suggest an approximate neutral temperature of 665
; significantly lower than the scaling assumption of 800 K [47].

The scaling coefficients are not recalculated for each propellant as
ll thrusters used within the database operate exclusively on xenon.
oreover, this example is based upon a direct correlation between

eutral number densities and channel geometry due to the assumption
f constant ‘‘optimal’’ neutral number density. These both are potential
versights within the ability to scale thrusters and to the extent that
his method can be extended to alternative propellants. However, the
mpact of the assumed anode temperature is clearly demonstrated
ithin Fig. 1.

This method of drawing correlation from a database of thrusters
ith flight heritage can have some unintended outcomes. Dannenmayer
t al. draw a direct relation between the mean channel diameter and
he channel width, as can be seen in Eq. (6), with the strong relation
uggested to be the result of photographic scaling from the SPT-100 by
he designers of the HETs used within the database used [15]. However,
260

here is some disagreement about this conclusion by Dannenmayer
Table 1
A comparison between the results of each scaling method utilised as well as the final
chosen dimensions. The final selection varies somewhat from the scaled results due to
a desire to increase the thruster volume to incorporate the magnetic circuit required
for magnetic shielding.

d, mm h, mm L, mm 𝑚̇𝑎, mg/s

Dannenmayer [15] 22.00 5.32 – 0.415
Lee [39] 22.95 5.50 – 0.380
Hybrid 22.20 5.68 – 0.412

Final design [36] 30.00 5.00 32.4 0.354

et al. Shagayda suggests there is a deeper, more fundamental reason
for this apparent strong correlation; but neglects to comment directly
on what this reason may be [14]. This suggestion comes from a series
of thrusters developed at the Keldysh Research centre where a wide
variety of channel widths and mean diameters were tested, resulting
in the conclusion that the most optimal performance was found at the
same ratio of channel width to mean channel diameter, although the
data of these findings is not presented [14].

2.2. Resulting design

From several assumptions and methods as outlined within Sec-
tion 2.1, a group of linear scaling equations are formed and used for
HET design. Both Dannenmayer et al. and Lee et al. form different
scaling equations and coefficients due to the use of differing methods
and databases, however only the method as described by Dannenmayer
et al. is discussed within Section 2.1. The resulting geometry from both
methods is shown in Table 1, a third result is also shown as a hybrid
method. This method results from utilising the equations as described
by Dannenmayer and recalculating those coefficients using the database
of sub-kilowatt thrusters provided by Lee et al. [15,39].

The chosen geometry is shown in Table 1, with the designed mean
diameter chosen to be larger than the scaling results. This alteration
was made to increase the internal volume of the thruster to allow
for the required electromagnetic coils within the central core of the
thruster body. These additional coils would enable finer control over
the magnetic field topology as required for attempting a magnetically
shielded topology. The mean channel diameter increase was accompa-
nied by a reduction in the channel width, done to reduce the channel
cross sectional area in an attempt to maintain the target anode power
of 100 W, given that 𝑃𝑎𝑛𝑜𝑑𝑒 ∝ 𝐴𝑐ℎ𝑎𝑛𝑛𝑒𝑙 for a Hall thruster [15]. This can
also be seen from Eq. (6) and (9) such that,

𝑃 = 𝐶𝑃𝑈𝑑𝑑
2 = 𝐶𝑃𝑈𝑑𝑑

ℎ
𝐶ℎ𝑑

∝ ℎ𝑑 ∝ 𝐴𝐶ℎ𝑎𝑛𝑛𝑒𝑙 (11)

Even with this channel modification, the modified mean channel
diameter and channel width resulted in a larger channel cross-sectional
area than the original scaling. The new resulting scaled power can be
obtained by using the same scaling equations. Reapplying the scaling
relations with this modified channel, the new ‘‘designed’’ anode power
is approximately 120 W at an anode voltage of 300 V. However, this
choice to increase the mean diameter and decrease the channel width
may have a significant impact on performance of the thruster. This
change has increased the surface area to volume ratio of the channel
annulus and further increase the losses associated with plasma–wall
interactions. It can be seen that in a traditional Hall thruster annulus,
the surface area to volume ratio of the plasma, if assumed to be
approximately toroidal, can be taken as,
𝐴𝑠𝑢𝑟𝑓𝑎𝑐𝑒

𝑉𝑝𝑙𝑎𝑠𝑚𝑎
= 4𝜋2𝑑ℎ

2𝜋2𝑑ℎ2
∝ 1

ℎ
(12)

where 𝐴𝑠𝑢𝑟𝑓𝑎𝑐𝑒 is the plasma volumes surface area and 𝑉𝑝𝑙𝑎𝑠𝑚𝑎 is the
plasma volume. This is of interest as within a Hall thruster the volume
of the plasma can be approximated as the source of the thrust whilst
the surface area can be approximated as the source of significant wall
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Fig. 2. A comparison between an unshielded (US) and a magnetically shielded (MS)
configuration. Where 𝑇𝑒𝑉 is the electron temperature within the plasma.

losses, such that when the surface area to volume ratio is large the
efficiency of the thruster will be reduced. As can be seen in Eq. (12) that
this relationship is proportional to the inverse of the channel width,
such that small channel widths will maximise these losses. Furthermore,
it has also seen in literature a large channel width increases propel-
lant utilisation efficiency, in single stage xenon Hall thrusters [11];
hence the smaller channel width here may also be detrimental from
a propellant utilisation perspective.

2.3. Magnetic shielding

Magnetic shielding (MS) is a widely accepted and utilised method
of reducing or even eliminating the erosion of the Hall effect thruster’s
dielectric channel from impinging high energy ions. This Hall thruster
design development has been a major advancement, given that the
erosion of the dielectric channel has been the primary thruster lifetime-
limiting factor, previously limiting its lifetime to much less than that
of a gridded ion thruster. It has been shown that through the careful
design of the magnetic field topology these erosion processes can be
reduced or eliminated entirely [41,48,49].

Magnetic shielding is achieved by creating a magnetic field topology
where the anode potential is maintained along the channel walls of the
thruster, such that the electric field is orientated towards the channel
centre line and away from the channel walls [41]. This maintaining of
the high plasma potential in these regions prevents the ions impinging
the channel wall from being significantly accelerated and as a result
have lower kinetic energies on impact [41]. An illustration of the
magnetic field lines and relative electron temperatures magnitudes
present for an unshielded and a shielded topology can be seen in Fig. 2.

Magnetic shielding has been successfully implemented into several
high power HETs, resulting in extended lifetimes and only a small
reduction in performance [12,21,50]. The application of MS to low
power Hall thrusters is though still an area of research, with smaller
magnetically shielded thrusters maintaining similar beam divergence
angle, but at a reduced thrust-to-power ratio, anode efficiencies and
specific impulse than the high-power MS thrusters [3,37,38]. This
has been attributed to several factors, such as a larger proportion
of the plasma volume that is ‘‘sacrificed’’ as MS configurations there
is a greater surface area to volume ratio within the plasma for the
same channel width as the plasma does not directly interact with the
walls as can be seen with Eq. (12). As low-power Hall thrusters have
significantly smaller plasma volumes, reducing this further with an MS
topology results in a larger percentage loss than with high power HETs.

Magnetically shielded topologies can have an additional benefit of
decoupling the channel wall material and the plasma properties. It has
261
Fig. 3. Comparing the simulation of the thruster’s magnetic field topology. The
simulation was done in FEMM 4.2 and shows |𝐵| [36].

Fig. 4. The HEKT-100 mounted prior to testing in the large vacuum chamber at the
University of Southampton.

been seen that changing the wall material can have a significant effect
on performance and operation of a HET [51–53]. Due to the nature
of MS topologies, there is a reduction in plasma interactions with the
channel walls and as a result, alternative wall materials could be more
readily considered [6].

The final field topology was modelled using the 2D axisymmetric
modelling software ‘‘Finite Element Method Magnetics’’ (FEMM). The
final topology can be seen in Fig. 3, where some of the field lines exhibit
characteristic curving in a MS topology can be seen. However, this
lacks sufficient magnitude to suggest a shielded topology and due to
the lack of diagnostics the effectiveness of this magnetic topology at
reducing erosion is unknown. However, the field is clearly not that of
a traditional unshielded field topology and is still considered novel. The
seen topology, in Fig. 3, has a peak field intensity outside the channel
likely resulting in a larger than normal amount of plasma formation
external to the thruster’s channel and reducing performance. The man-
ufactured thruster was measured to have a higher field strength than
the modelling predicted. For all testing undertaken with the thruster
the magnetic field was held constant by not altering the electromagnet
coil current.

2.4. HEKT-100

The final manufactured thruster can be seen in Fig. 4 prior to test-
ing. The scaling successfully assisted in gaining rough dimensions for
the HET enabling the rapid design and development of this laboratory
model. The final design utilises a low carbon steel body, a Boron-Nitride
discharge channel, three internal solenoid type electromagnets and a
3D laser sintered metal printed anode.
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Table 2
A table comparing the tested propellants, where percentages relative to xenon are also
shown. It is also important to note that the ionisation energy level shown for nitrogen is
for N2, in the plasma it is expected that several states of diatomic and atomic nitrogen

ould be present [16,54].
Xe Kr Ar Ne N2

Mass, amu 131.3 83.8 39.9 20.2 28.0
1st IE, eV 12.1 14 15.8 21.6 15.58a

2nd IE, eV 21.0 24.4 27.6 41.0 *
NA, ppm 0.087 1.14 9340 18.21 780840

Mass, %𝑋𝑒 – 63.8 30.4 15.4 21.3
1st IE, %𝑋𝑒 – 115.7 130.6 178.5 128.8a

2nd IE, %𝑋𝑒 – 116.2 131.4 195.2 *

aThis value is for N2 → N+
2 + 𝑒: not for N2 → N+N+ + 𝑒. This has been seen to be the

most common ionised state from neutral diatomic nitrogen [55].

3. Effects of propellant selection

Xenon is an excellent propellant for space propulsion, with its
high storage density, chemically inert nature, high atomic mass, low
ionisation energy (IE), and large ionisation cross sectional area. In
Table 2 each tested propellant is shown compared to xenon. The
primary drawback of xenon is its low natural abundance (NA), being
an order of magnitude less than the next least abundant propellant
proposed, krypton.

3.1. Ionisation

The ionisation mechanics of Hall effect thrusters largely influences
the plasma properties. As result, several ionisation criteria and relations
should be observed for efficient operation. Propellant selection has a
large impact on the ionisation dynamics, where the cross-sectional area
of ionisation, ionisation energies, and atomic mass, all affect the rate
of ionisation for a given operational condition.

The rate of ionisation within a Hall thruster, 𝜈𝑖, can be expressed
as,

𝜈𝑖 = 𝑛𝑛⟨𝜎𝑖𝜈𝑒⟩ (13)

where 𝜎𝑖 is the cross-sectional area of ionisation, and 𝜈𝑒 is the electron
velocity. It is worth noting that ⟨𝜎𝑖𝜈𝑒⟩ denotes the average accounting
for the probability distribution function of the electron velocity and
is commonly referred to as the reaction rate; this will be explained
in greater detail in Section 3.2.1. The neutral number density of the
propellant is a function of propellant atomic mass and velocity, channel
size, and mass flow rate and can be calculated by rearranging Eq. (4)
such that,

𝑛𝑛 =
𝑚̇𝑛

𝐴𝑐𝑚𝑛𝑢𝑛
(14)

In Section 2.1 the neutral number density was set at the targeted
ritical value, however here a range of mass flow rates are being
nvestigated such that this value is determined from the mass flow
ate, channel geometry, neutral velocity, and propellant. Moreover, the
eutral gas velocity that is determined from the neutral temperature
ill have an impact on how mass flow relates to the neutral number
ensity, adding further importance to the assumed neutral temperature
s previously discussed in Section 2.1 [15,45,46].

.1.1. Cross sectional area of ionisation
The cross-sectional area of electron impact ionisation strongly re-

ates to the performance of the thruster. This is due to the connection
f cross-sectional area to the mean free path of ionisation for a given
ropellant, with sufficient ionisation often described to be met through
he Melikov–Morozov criterion. This criterion stipulates that the mean
ree path of ionisation must be significantly smaller than the ionisation
egion of the plasma, ensuring that the neutral particles have a high
262

t

Fig. 5. Cross-sectional area of ionisation for the propellants tested against bulk plasma
temperature in electron volts. Cross-sectional area values used are from; Xenon and
krypton [57], argon [58], and neon and diatomic nitrogen [59].

probability of an ionising collision before they travel the length of
the channel and enter the acceleration region [5,15,39]. This can be
described as,

𝜆𝑖 ≪ 𝐿 (15)

where 𝜆𝑖 is the mean free path of ionisation. The mean free path can be
described as the ratio of the neutral propellants velocity and the rate
of ionising collisions such that [5],

𝜆𝑖 =
𝑢𝑛

𝑛𝑒⟨𝜎𝑖𝜈𝑒⟩
≪ 𝐿 (16)

here ⟨𝜎𝑖𝜈𝑒⟩ is the reaction rate and 𝑛𝑒 is the electron number density.
he electron number density has been found experimentally to be ap-
roximately 10% of the neutral number density such; 𝑛𝑒 = 0.1×𝑛𝑛 [15].
n some applications the mean free path is calculated with neutral
umber density has been used rather than electron number density.
owever, for the case of slow-moving particles, neutrals, that are

mpinged by a volume of high-density fast-moving particles, confined
lectrons, then Eq. (16) as shown should be used [5].

It should be noted though that this is an oversimplification of the
onisation dynamics of a Hall thruster, as the ionisation region of the
lasma does not occur throughout the entire length of the channel but
ather in a distinct region of the plasma near the channel exit [14].
n practice there exists a region near the channel exit, where the
agnetic field peaks, in which the vast majority of ionisation occurs.
evertheless, the size of the ionisation region of the plasma is hard

o predict with any level of accuracy; with some having suggested that
xperimental results have shown the size of this region is approximately
he channel width, ℎ [14]. This implies that ℎ ≪ 𝜆𝑖 should also be
strongly controlled parameter in HET design and that there exists a

roportionality between ionisation efficiency and channel width of a
hruster. However, within HETs the ratio of channel length to width,
∕ℎ, generally ranges between 1–2, with 𝐿∕ℎ ≈ 1.7 for both the SPT-
00 and the Alta 5 kW HET, and 𝐿∕ℎ ≈ 1.0 in the MaSMi-60 [4,39,56].
his suggests that the Melikov-Morozov criterion, regardless of use with
hannel length or channel width, will be mostly unchanged.

The cross-sectional area of ionisation is important for theoretical
onisation estimates, with it illustrated for the considered propellants in
ig. 5. Here it can be seen that xenon has the largest area of ionisation,
f the considered propellants, followed by krypton. It can also be seen
hat both argon and diatomic nitrogen share similar areas and that neon
as almost an order of magnitude lower area than xenon. This suggests
hat argon and nitrogen will ionise at a similar rate, and that neon may
e difficult to ionise.

It is also beneficial to note that diatomic nitrogen has been shown
o more readily ionise to N2 →N+

2 + 𝑒 than N2 →N+ + 𝑒+N [55,60].
his is due to N+

2 having > 4× larger cross-sectional area of ionisation
+ ++
han that of both N and N2 combined [60]. Moreover, N2 has a
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large dissociation energy of 9.8 eV meaning the threshold of electron
energies that could cause dissociation is only slightly lower than that
of ionisation [54]. Compare this to iodine, a promising alternative
propellant to xenon that is also diatomic prior to ionisation, which has a
dissociation energy of only 1.54 eV. As a result, within an iodine fuelled
Hall effect thruster plasma discharge it is expected that the exhausted
propellant will be fully dissociated and as a result should be treated
as a mono-atomic propellant [61]. This differs for a nitrogen fuelled
Hall thruster plasma where the exhausted ions should be treated as
diatomic.

3.2. Mass

Xenon has a strong legacy as the standard propellant for electric
propulsion due to several factors. The propellant selection effects sev-
eral key aspects of the operation of HETs and the plasma properties,
with the main impact of propellant selection being the ionisation dy-
namics of the neutral atoms. Furthermore, thrust, and specific impulse
output of the thruster, is strongly tied to the atomic mass of each
propellant, such that for a constant discharge voltage;

𝑇 =
𝑑(𝑚𝑛𝑣𝑒)

𝑑𝑡
= 𝑚̇𝑛𝑣𝑒 =

𝑚̇𝑛
⏞⏞⏞
𝑚𝑛𝐼𝑑
𝑞

√

2𝑞𝑈𝑑
𝑚𝑛

⏟⏞⏟⏞⏟
𝑣𝑒

=𝐼𝑑

√

2𝑚𝑛𝑈𝑑
𝑞

∝
√

𝑚𝑛

(17)

and for specific impulse,

𝐼𝑠𝑝 =
𝑇

𝑔0𝑚̇𝑛
=

𝐼𝑑
√

2𝑚𝑛𝑈𝑑
𝑞

𝑔0𝑚𝑛𝐼𝑑
1
𝑞

= 1
𝑔0

√

2𝑞𝑈𝑑
𝑚𝑛

∝ 1
√

𝑚𝑛
(18)

here 𝑣𝑒 is the ion exit velocity, 𝑞 is the ion charge and 𝐼𝑑 is the
ischarge current. This shows that the thrust and specific impulse are
roportional and inversely proportional respectively to the square root
f atomic mass of the propellant used, for a constant discharge voltage.

Xenon’s large atomic mass is also beneficial for efficiency for a given
onstant specific impulse [46]. If the efficiency of the thruster, 𝜂, can
e described by the kinetic energy of the exhaust and the total potential
oss factor 𝛷𝐿 such as,

=
1
2𝑚𝑖𝑐2

1
2𝑚𝑖𝑐2 + 𝑒𝛷𝐿

= 𝑐2

𝑐2 + 2𝑒𝛷𝐿
𝑚𝑖

(19)

where 𝛷𝐿 is assumed constant here for a given specific impulse, how-
ever in practice this value is likely voltage and propellant dependent.
From this it can be seen that as the atomic mass of the propellant is
increased, the impact of the loss factor is minimised for a constant
specific impulse, maximising 𝜂 [46]. Moreover, the large atomic mass of
xenon prevents the trajectory of the ions being affected by the magnetic
field present. Significantly lighter propellants would suffer acceleration
losses from non-axial velocity incurred from the ion paths being curved
by the magnetisation of the ions.

In Table 2, the atomic mass of suggested alternative propellants is
shown. Eq. (17) and (18), suggest that for the same power if a low
atomic mass propellant like neon is used instead of xenon, an extremely
high specific impulse could be achieved for the same discharge voltage.
However, this increase in specific impulse is often offset by a decrease
in thruster efficiency through a lower mass utilisation efficiency.

To define mass utilisation efficiency a definition for ionisation ef-
ficiency, 𝛼, is required. This is defined as the ratio of ion current in
the plume to the ‘‘neutral’’ current, the theoretical maximum amount
of singularly charged ions that can be produced through perfect total
ionisation;

𝛼 =
𝐼𝑏 =

𝑞𝑛̇𝑖 (20)
263

𝐼𝑚̇𝑛
𝑒𝑛̇𝑛
where 𝐼𝑏 is the beam current, 𝐼𝑚̇𝑛
is the injected ‘‘neutral" current, and

̄ is the average charge of the exhaust.
As a result, the mass utilisation efficiency is given as the ratio of ion

mass to neutral mass injected,

𝜂𝑚 =
𝑚̇𝑖
𝑚̇𝑛

=
𝐼𝑏
𝑒
𝑚𝑛
𝑚̇𝑛

= 𝛼
𝑞
𝑒
𝑚𝑛𝑛𝑛
𝑚̇𝑛

(21)

here 𝑚̇𝑖 is the ion mass flow rate, 𝐼𝑏 is the beam current, 𝑞 is the
verage ion charge, 𝑛𝑛 is defined in Eq. (14), and 𝛼 is the ionisation
fficiency. For a constant neutral number density anode mass flow rate
ecreases proportionally with propellant mass, such that the dominat-
ng factor of this equation is the ionisation efficiency, which decreases
or harder to ionise propellants. Given that less massive propellants are
enerally harder to ionise it is expected that mass utilisation will de-
rease. Some exemptions to this logic are iodine, zinc, and magnesium
s each have a lower ionisation energy than xenon whilst being less
assive [27,36,62]. However, the impact of ionisation energy is not
irectly described and might not strongly impact the overall efficiency
f Hall thrusters.

As well as ionisation considerations, the atomic mass of the selected
ropellant has a significant impact on the neutral gas dynamics within a
all effect thruster. As previously discussed in Section 2.1, it is assumed

hat the neutral particles travel with a thermal velocity resulting from
he anode temperature. As can be seen in Eq. (2), this velocity has
n inverse square root proportionality to the mass of the selected
ropellant. For example, for the same assumed anode temperature the
atio of xenon’s and krypton’s neutral velocity is 𝑢𝑛𝑋𝑒

∕𝑢𝑛𝐾𝑟
≈ 0.8. This

ill inevitably have a significant impact upon the mean free path of the
ropellant as can be seen in Eq. (16). For a less massive propellant the
eutral atoms will transit through the ionisation region of the thruster
n a shorter time period, further reducing the ionisation rate for the
ame thruster geometry.

The effect on the mean free path by altering anode voltage and the
ssumed neutral temperatures can be seen in Fig. 6, with argon, kryp-
on, and xenon shown. It is clear that the assumed anode temperature
nd by extension the neutral temperature has a significant effect upon
he calculated mean free path.

The relationship between neutral temperature and mean free path
ill have an increased sensitivity for propellants that are lighter or
perating at a lower voltage. Lower atomic mass propellants also have
greater sensitivity to changes in voltage due as this will decrease

he bulk electron temperature and in-turn cause a greater reduction to
onisation cross-sectional area, as can be seen in Fig. 6. In addition, the
ffect of anode voltage and propellant selection can also be seen here.
iven this strong relationship, it would seem reasonable to assume that

he propellant mass should be more integrated into the scaling relation-
hips, while also suggesting the assumption of the anode temperature
s overly simplistic.

.2.1. Reaction rate coefficients
To calculate the reaction rate, ⟨𝜎𝑖𝜈𝑒⟩, the resultant product of prob-

bilistic velocity of the electrons at the bulk plasma electron tempera-
ure, and the cross-sectional area of inelastic interaction for neutrals in
he plasma need to be considered. This can be approximately estimated
y an integration of the Maxwellian-Boltzmann distribution of the
icroscopic electron velocity of thermal origin, defined as 𝑤, which can

e used to arrive at a reaction rate coefficient [63]. The 3-dimensional
elocity, 𝑤, described independent of the directional velocity is,

(𝑤, 𝑇𝑒) =
√

2
𝜋

(

𝑚𝑒
𝐾𝐵𝑇𝑒

)3∕2
𝑤2𝑒𝑥𝑝

[

−
𝑚𝑒𝑤2

2𝐾𝐵𝑇𝑒

]

(22)

where 𝑔(𝑤, 𝑇𝑒) is the Maxwellian-Boltzmann electron velocity distribu-
ion function, and 𝑚𝑒 is the electron rest mass. This integral can be
xpressed as a function of bulk electron temperature [45,63],

𝜎𝑖𝜈𝑒⟩(𝑇𝑒) =
𝑐
𝑤𝜎𝑖(𝑇𝑒)𝑔(𝑤, 𝑇𝑒)𝑑𝑤 (23)
∫0



Acta Astronautica 206 (2023) 257–273T.F. Munro-O’Brien and C.N. Ryan

.

𝑞

‘
a
p

𝑃

F
t

i
a
p
g
p
s
t
m
𝛼

Fig. 6. A plot showing the variation of the mean free path for xenon, krypton, and
argon at three anode voltages, 200 V, 300 V, and 600 V for a range of assumed neutral
temperatures. This calculation was undertaken with the assumption of optimal neutral
number density of 𝑛𝑛,𝑐 ≈ 1.2 × 1019 as previously discussed in Section 2.1.

Fig. 7. Computed reaction rate coefficients, for each propellant tested, against bulk
plasma temperature in electron volts.

Table 3
A comparison between the reaction rate coefficient and the cross-sectional area for each
tested propellant at the expected plasma temperature for a 300 V discharge voltage [15]

Xe Kr Ar Ne N2

𝜎𝑖,10−20 m2 4.01 2.55 1.84 0.12 1.17
⟨𝜎𝑖𝜈𝑒⟩,10−14 m3s−1 13.6 8.85 6.33 0.96 5.16

𝜎𝑖, %𝑋𝑒 – 63.6 45.9 2.9 29.2
⟨𝜎𝑖𝜈𝑒⟩, %𝑋𝑒 – 65.0 46.5 7.1 37.9

where 𝑐 is the speed of light and taken as the upper bound for electron
velocity. Eq. (23) was solved numerically, the results of this calculation
for elements under consideration can be seen in Fig. 7.

For all tested propellants a peak reaction rate per electron tempera-
ture is present; these peaks are: Xe: 25.3 eV, Kr: 28.9 eV, Ar: 31.6 eV, Ne:
68.5 eV and N2: 42.8 eV. This highlights the point of diminishing returns
for increased plasma electron temperature for ionisation is reached
earlier for xenon. Although, the variation between peak reaction rates is
relatively small in magnitude with krypton, argon and nitrogen being
relatively similar values of reaction rate per electron volt. This high-
lights that the most efficient extraction of reaction rate occurs at plasma
temperatures that would be present within 200–400 V discharges.

Table 3 illustrates calculated cross-sectional areas and reaction rates
for a thruster operating at an assumed discharge voltage of 300 V,
corresponding approximately to an electron temperature of 36 eV [15].
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As can be seen in Table 3 and Figs. 5 & 7, xenon clearly has
the largest cross-sectional area and reaction rate. This is followed by
krypton, then argon and nitrogen that has relatively similar magnitudes
and distribution, and neon that has significantly lower values than all
other considered propellants.

Due to the similar mass and ionisation energy, see Table 2, and sim-
ilar reaction rate coefficient curves, it can be suggested that diatomic
nitrogen will operate comparably to argon for similar mass flow rates.

3.3. Theoretical performance

To better illustrate the effect of propellant selection on performance,
the theoretical state–space for the propellant’s ionisation efficiency can
be constructed for a common thruster geometry. For this comparison
the HEKT-100’s geometry was used to allow for deeper understanding
of the ionisation limits in the thruster operation orientated metrics of
anode voltage and anode mass flow rate.

The ionisation efficiency as described in Eq. (20) can also be de-
scribed as an exponential function in the form,
𝑛̇𝑖
𝑛̇𝑛

= 𝛼 = 1 − 𝑒𝑥𝑝
[

− 𝐿
𝜆𝑖

]

(24)

This function describes the ratio of the neutral anode flux that is ionised
given a transit through a specific plasma thickness, assumed here as
the channel length 𝐿, for a constant mean free path, 𝜆𝑖 [41]. This
evaluation however only considers singularly charged ions, such that
̄ = 𝑒. This equation can be used in channel length scaling by setting
𝛼 = 0.8 and then calculating the mean free path via Eq. (16), a channel
length can then be selected to satisfy Eq. (24) [15]. Alternatively, 𝛼 can
also be used to investigate and compare different propellant’s operating
envelope for that same geometry.

Note that Eq. (24) uses the entire channel length, 𝐿, whereas
previously discussed in Section 3.1.1, this is stated as a poor assumption
of the length that ionisation occurs over and rather an ionisation layer
thickness should be computed. However, due to the complexity and
uncertainty in calculating this shorter ionisation length value, here the
entire channel length is used.

The ionisation efficiency can also be used in an estimate for the
anode power of the thruster. The Anode power of a Hall thruster can
be described with;

𝑃 = 𝑈𝑑𝐼𝑑 (25)

where 𝐼𝑑 is the discharge current. Discharge current can be expressed
in terms of the ion flux of the thruster such that,

𝐼𝑑 =
𝑚̇𝑖𝑞
𝑚𝑖

=
𝛼𝑚̇𝑛𝑒
𝑚𝑛

(26)

where, 𝑚̇𝑖 is the ion flux that result from ionisation of the neutral
‘current’’ 𝑚̇𝑛 such that 𝑚̇𝑖 = 𝛼𝑚̇𝑛. Moreover, only singular charged ions
re considered such that 𝑞 = 𝑒 is true. Using Eqs. (25) and (26) the
ower for a Hall thruster can be described as,

= 𝑈𝑑𝐼𝑑 = 𝛼𝑈𝑑
𝑚̇𝑛𝑒
𝑚𝑛

(27)

rom this the target power of the thruster can be displayed alongside
he ionisation efficiency values.

Fig. 8, shows a state space of the HEKT-100 Hall effect thruster
n terms of the ionisation efficiency as flow rate and anode voltage
re varied. This state space has been constructed for each of the five
ropellants being considered. This, while a very idealised model, does
ive insight into the ionisation and limitations imposed for various
ropellants. It is suggested that any region where 𝛼 < 0.8 would not
atisfy the Melikov-Morozov criterion and result in poor ionisation, and
herefore in unsustainable plasma characteristics. Although, given the
any ideal assumptions included within this analysis the criterion of
≥ 0.8 is too optimistic and any value of 𝛼 ≤ 0.99 is suggested to be

ikely inoperable or an unstable state.
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Fig. 8. Contour plots for the HEKT-100 of propellant efficiency, 𝛼, against anode mass flow rate and voltage. The white line indicates where a 100 W anode power discharge

would be expected, calculated using Eq. (27).
As can be seen, xenon is clearly readily ionisable, with the vast
majority of the state space satisfying 𝛼 > 0.8. This is expected as the
HEKT-100 was designed for operation with krypton, although xenon
would naturally be readily ionised in a krypton optimised environment.
Furthermore, the large atomic mass of xenon results in longer transit
times, and the large reaction rate resulting in short mean free paths.

Krypton, argon, and nitrogen all exhibit similar distributions and
magnitudes of ionisation efficiency, suggesting that each one will oper-
ate in similar envelopes. Although a larger variation should be expected
265
in practice as this model omits several aspects of Hall thruster op-
eration that would impact ionisation efficiency characteristics. One
example being, electron impact ionisation energies, an energy loss
mechanism that would depend on the ion number density, which is
greatly increased for lower atomic mass propellants for equal mass flux.
Moreover, as can be seen in Table 2, lighter propellants require greater
energies for ionisation due to the electron shells in lighter elements
being closer to the nuclei. This would result in greater energy losses
from the plasma to the propellant resulting in reduced the plasma
temperature–further reducing the ionisation rate.
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As the ionisation efficiency is calculated from the mean free path as
can be seen in Eq. (16) this data is strongly related to Fig. 7. However
here this data is now displayed in a thruster geometry dependent form–
for specificity the HEKT-100. Following accounting for atomic mass
and thruster-specific geometry, it is far easier to observe the shrinking
gap in performance between krypton, argon, and diatomic nitrogen.
Moreover, it shows how changing the propellant makes operation
at low power impossible for lighter propellants within this thruster
geometry. For example, neon fails to satisfy 𝛼 ≈ 0.8 for the vast majority
of the state space. Moreover, for neon it clearly shows that operation
at 100 W would likely be impossible within this geometry.

This is a relatively naïve model that neglects several other factors
within ionisation and primarily focuses on the mean free path. This can
be seen in increasing neutral number densities purely being considered
to benefit ionisation, and only considering singly charged ions.

It is worth noting the thruster was designed for a discharge voltage
of 300 V at a mass flow rate of 0.354 mg/s of krypton [36]. The range
of mass flow rates and voltage seen in Fig. 8 were chosen to mirror the
experimentally tested envelope.

The design target discharge power of 100 W is highlighted on each
plot in Fig. 8 for the respective propellant. This highlights that for the
constant geometry of the HEKT-100 the lighter propellants argon, neon,
and nitrogen all have 100 W lines below 𝛼 < 0.99 and in neon’s case
even below 0.8. This is due to the lighter propellants having greater
neutral number densities for the same mass flux and thus increasing the
number of ions per unit mass of propellant. This shows that for lower
mass propellants operating within the same geometry higher discharge
powers are required for stable operation, and that if low powers are
to be targeted with alternative propellants, alterations to the thruster
design must be made.

3.4. Channel length scaling

The channel length for this thruster was chosen to be 32.4 mm,
as discussed in 2.1. This length was chosen such that the geometry
would satisfy the Melikov-Morozov criterion as described in Eq. (15).
This criterion states that the mean free path of the neutral propellant
must be significantly shorter than the ionisation region, assumed to be
equitable to channel length for scaling purposes. However as discussed
in Section 3.1.1 there are significant limitations to this assumption.
Channel lengths for extensively tested xenon Hall thrusters are typically
within the range of 5–20 mm, however some thrusters have larger
channel lengths [4,29,39,47,64–67]. These thrusters are thought to be
following this convention, and as such this criterion is the primary way
with which channel length sizes are evaluated.

The Melikov-Morozov criterion when considering alternative pro-
pellants creates additional complexities, such that, as the neutral mass
of the propellant decreases there is also an expected decrease in the
cross-sectional area of ionisation, as seen in Fig. 5. The mean free path
will increase significantly for less massive propellants due to reduced
ionisation and reduced transit times for the neutral propellant within
the plasma, as shown in Fig. 6; suggesting a longer channel will result
in improved ionisation. However, as shown by E. Azevedo, a parametric
study was undertaken for a Water (vaporised H2O) fuelled Hall thruster
with a range of channel lengths. In this study it was found that a
longer channel did not improve thruster performance, going against the
conventional logic as proposed by the Melikov-Morozov criterion [68].
Whilst this study is small in scope, testing only one thruster and
two channel lengths, this result seems to completely go against the
convention of sizing channel length via the Melikov-Morozov criterion.
The increased channel length may assist in ionisation, however there
might also be larger implications to performance when large channel
lengths are used, specifically when alternative propellants are being
considered. Channel length would affect the heating and propagation of
neutrals through the thruster which will influence thruster operation.
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It is known that the ionisation region does not span the entire channel
length, as previously discussed, such that increasing this channel length
beyond a point would not increase ionisation [14]. As previously
discussed in Section 3.1.1, It is possible that preserving a close to
unity 𝐿∕ℎ ratio is more practical application for channel length scaling
than satisfying the Melikov-Morozov criterion with channel lengths that
exceed channel width significantly.

The design of the HEKT-100 aimed to satisfy the Melikov-Morozov
criterion with a long channel length that results in a 𝐿∕ℎ ratio of 6.5, as
can be seen in Table 1. This long channel length may have negatively
impacted the performance of this thruster and such that future scaling
of Hall thrusters should develop a more comprehensive method for
scaling channel lengths than the Melikov-Morozov criterion, which
while an important criterion, is likely overly simplistic. Moreover, once
alternative propellants are being considered the suggested length scales
of the thruster geometry become excessive and no longer represents the
ionisation region effectively; as a result, an alternative method will be
needed to effectively capture an efficient design methodology.

4. Experimental method

4.1. Vacuum chamber

The testing was carried out in the large vacuum chamber facilities at
the University of Southampton. The 2.0 m diameter 4.5 m long chamber
is equipped with one Oerlikon Leybold LV140C roughing pump, two
Coolpower 140T cryo compressors and two Coolpack 6000H 20K cold
heads, and two MAG W 2200 iP magnetically levitated turbopumps.
With an ultimate achievable vacuum of < 9 × 10−8 mbar and an
operational pressure of < 5.0 × 10−5 mbar with 28 sccm of xenon
injected.

4.2. Cathode

The cathode used for the entirety of the testing was a ‘‘Model 5000
Hollow cathode electron source’’ from Iontech, a cathode capable of
providing 0–20 amps. The cathode uses a tungsten filament for electron
emission and can be seen mounted in Fig. 4 and Fig. 9 on the bottom
side of the image, it can be seen more clearly in the neon discharge.

This is not a space grade cathode and requires non-negligible mass
flow rate of propellant to operate, the nominal operation with this
cathode being conducted with 0.49 mg/s of krypton. This suggests
that at low anode flow rates significant ingestion of neutrals and
ions from the cathode plume could be occurring, artificially increasing
the performance of the thruster. Moreover, some xenon tests, and all
nitrogen and neon tests, were conducted with 0.29 mg/s of xenon to
the cathode. There was no effect on thruster performance observed
between krypton and xenon fed cathode for the xenon and krypton
thruster testing. However, an investigation into the cathode flow rate
effects on thruster performance was undertaken and are described in
Section 6.

4.3. Thrust stand

The thrust stand used is a pendulum type thrust stand with no pas-
sive or active dampening, utilising a laser triangulation displacement
sensor [36].

The thrust stand was modified and re-calibrated several times dur-
ing the testing campaign. The calibration coefficient for each run
underwent statistical error analysis as outlined by J. Polk et al. [69]
where the calibration error for the thrust stand ranged between 1.3–
6.1% and with a resolution of thrust measurement error between
0.22–2.0 mN. Moreover, the thrust balance showed good repeatability
with data points being taken at similar power and mass flow rates
showing close agreement even between calibration cycles.

5. Experimental results & discussion

For the purpose of evaluation, the thrust, specific impulse, and

anode efficiency are compared. The specific impulse is calculated from
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thrust stand measurements using;

𝐼𝑠𝑝 = 𝑣𝑒𝑥
1
𝑔0

= 𝑇
𝑚̇𝑎

1
𝑔0

= 𝑇
𝑚̇𝑎𝑔0

(28)

The anode efficiency is calculated using;

𝜂𝑎 =
𝑃𝑗𝑒𝑡

𝑃𝑎𝑛𝑜𝑑𝑒
=

1
2 𝑚̇𝑎𝑣2𝑒𝑥
𝑃𝑎𝑛𝑜𝑑𝑒

= 𝑇 2

2𝑚̇𝑎𝑃𝑎𝑛𝑜𝑑𝑒
(29)

where 𝑃𝑗𝑒𝑡 and 𝑃𝑎𝑛𝑜𝑑𝑒 are the jet (or plume) kinetic power and the anode
power respectively. Eq. (28) and (29) are both used to compute 𝐼𝑠𝑝 and
anode efficiency directly from thrust for the following data.

Thrust measurements were taken via the measurement of pen-
dulum displacement whilst active and whilst powered down. This
displacement is then computed into thrust directly via a calibration
coefficient.

Testing was performed on several separate occasions where the
thruster has been disassembled and non-active for several months at a
time. Chronologically krypton was tested first, followed by xenon and
argon. Then, after several months, additional xenon testing followed by
neon and finally nitrogen. For all tests the same magnetic configuration
was maintained with 2.42 A of current being provided to the main
coil. The current to the magnetic circuit only being altered to enable
operation at very low powers.

5.1. Observations

Thruster operation was imaged for all propellants tested, a side by
side of each tested propellant can be seen in Fig. 9. This allows for a
somewhat anecdotal comparison on the visual operation. There was not
an overlap in powers and mass flow rates for each propellant shown in
Fig. 9; such a direct comparison cannot be drawn.

For neon and nitrogen discharges shown in Fig. 9, the operation was
conducted with higher mass flow rates to ensure ignition; as a result, a
comparatively large plume is seen. The krypton discharge demonstrates
the smallest plume, due to the lower power levels used. As the thruster
was designed specifically for an ≈ 100 W discharge with krypton here
the image shows that level.

One of the many effects of altering the propellant in the operation
of a Hall effect thruster is the differing relationship between mass flow
rate and neutral number density of the propellant, as a less massive
propellant will have a high number density for the same total mass
flux. This relationship can be seen in Fig. 10, where the tested range
of mass flow rates for each propellant is denoted by the solid line. It is
important to note that the maximum mass flow rate of the argon testing
was experimentally limited due to the propellant delivery system being
limited volumetrically and not necessarily an operational limitation of
the design. For neon and nitrogen testing a higher flow capable mass
flow controller was used for the propellant delivery system.

For the majority of the testing the anode power did not exceed
400 W with very brief testing at powers above this value. Below anode
powers 300 W no thermal issues were apparent, however above this
value resistance increase in the electromagnetic coils was observed such
that these power levels were not maintained for long durations.

5.1.1. Xenon
Xenon was the most prolifically tested propellant due to the ease of

use as well as a method of evaluating the thruster’s performance. As
there was a period of disuse of the thruster, a second xenon test sweep
was undertaken to confirm similar operation and performance. The
testing with neon and nitrogen could be undertaken knowing that any
measured differences were exclusively due to the change in propellant.

Unsurprisingly, xenon performed well as a propellant in this thruster,
achieving the highest thrust, anode efficiency and specific impulse of
the propellants tested which has been seen before in literature [21,39].
Furthermore, as it can be seen in Fig. 15, there is no plateau in the
performance as voltage or power increases, suggesting that the optimal
performance for each flow rate tested could be at higher powers than
tested.
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Fig. 9. Side by side comparison of the thruster operating on each propellant tested.
Bottom to top: Xenon, krypton, argon, neon‡, and nitrogen.
‡: There is an unknown non-negligible amount of xenon also present in the neon
discharge.

5.1.2. Krypton
Krypton was the first propellant tested, as discussed in previous

work [36]. General performance was good with plateauing of the
thrust for a given flow rate. This suggests that the maximum potential
performance for that given flow rate was achieved.
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Fig. 10. Relationship between the anode mass and volumetric flow rate and the neutral
number density for the HEKT-100, created with Eq. (14) and at an assumed neutral gas
temperature of 800 K. The dash-dot line represents the relationship over the minimum
and maximum tested flow rate, whilst the solid line represents the actual tested anode
mass flow rates. The horizontal black dashed line represents the critical neutral number
density as proposed by Dannenmayer et al. [15,40].

As the plateauing was observed with krypton and not xenon, this
suggests that the thruster designed for krypton was indeed optimised
for extracting krypton’s potential at the designed power. Moreover,
from literature it is expected that krypton anode efficiencies will be
approximately 5%–15% lower than that of xenon for the same thruster
geometry [21]. Here the difference at the designed operational power
of 100 W between xenon and krypton discharges is ≈ 6.3%, at a
discharge voltage of approximately 250 V. This small change suggests
further that the thruster was successfully designed for krypton at that
power. This smaller disparity could also be a result of the design
favouring krypton operation and as a result xenon is significantly
under-performing in this thruster, reducing this disparity in perfor-
mance that is normally seen in xenon optimised thrusters operating on
krypton [21].

5.1.3. Argon
Argon was tested successfully with a more limited operational en-

velope. This was due to the higher volumetric flow rate required for
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Fig. 11. Thruster operating on neon within the large vacuum chamber facilities at The
University of Southampton.

operation. Due to the constant channel width, at the higher flow rates,
the neutral number densities that are present are much greater than
for equivalent anode mass fluxes with xenon or krypton. The effect of
varying the mass flow rate and the resulting neutral number densities
for this thruster can be seen in Fig. 10.

It is suggested that as the neutral number density goes above this
‘‘critical’’ value, found empirically, the increased frequency of electron–
atom collisions result in increased electron diffusion along the magnetic
field which in turn results in weakened magnetic confinement of the
electrons. This process would allow more electrons to back stream
through the channel reducing efficiency [15,40]. The lighter atomic
mass of argon would also contribute to the lower performance mea-
sured. If the ionisation region is assumed to remain constant between
propellants the lighter argon would have a shorter transit time and
thus a reduced ionisation efficiency. Moreover, argon will be more
sensitive to neutral gas temperature due again to the reduced mass
when compared to xenon or krypton.

Generally, argon showed slightly reduced thrust and specific im-
pulse than that of krypton. This minor loss could be due to the higher
ionisation energy of argon and reduced efficiency due to the high num-
ber densities present increasing anode current draw [40]. Moreover,
the shorter resistance time of the argon would negatively impact the
ionisation efficiency.

5.1.4. Neon
Neon was ignited successfully several times during this testing. This

was achieved by first filling the propellant lines with xenon, then
opening the neon propellant feedline. This would allow for the thruster
to ignite under pure xenon and transition into neon operation as the
remaining xenon was consumed. This transition was visible in the
substantial colour change and drop in the extracted current as the
harder to ionise neon became the dominate propellant present.

This method of ignition would cause the thruster to draw anode
powers much greater than what were considered in the design, specif-
ically in terms of the thermal load, during the majority xenon phase
of the propellant transition. Under this transient operation the peak
power draw at ≈ 850 W at approximately 650 V. The thruster was
not operable under pure neon operation, as shortly after the dominate
plasma colour became an intense neon-red hue, the anode current draw
would rapidly drop, over the span of several seconds. The plasma would
ignite and eventually extinguish when the xenon was exhausted, or the
concentration became too low to continue assisting in ionisation.

The initial ignition to a xenon blue ‘‘glow discharge’’ plasma oc-
curred under a low voltage current limited state. As more neon entered
the anode and was ionised the voltage would quickly climb to the
limited 650 V, this was also accompanied by the mode transformation
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Fig. 12. Thruster operating on nitrogen within the large vacuum chamber facilities at
The University of Southampton.

into an ‘‘accelerating plasma’’ discharge, as seen in Fig. 11, where
significant increase to thrust and change in plume shape was observed.
From here the current would begin to drop but the plasma extinguished
quickly once below 1 A of anode current draw.

Several data points were taken under unstable transient operation,
although these data points will likely not accurately represent the
thruster’s steady state performance. Moreover, there was no method of
determining the xenon percentage at the time of thrust measurements.
As a result, the thrust measurements obtained whilst under neon oper-
ation are omitted. The thrust levels acquired were also consistent for a
xenon discharge at those powers; further suggesting that the dominate
contributor to the thrust was the xenon.

Without a steady operational mode achieved at the highest powers
tested and, being unwilling to increase the discharge voltage further,
neon testing was concluded.

5.1.5. Nitrogen
Nitrogen, as suggested in Section 3, was similar in operation to ar-

gon. Initially ignited similarly to neon with a large mass flow used, once
it was established the thruster could self-ignite under pure nitrogen
conditions, the addition of xenon for ignition was stopped. Due to the
large flows used during operation the plume size of the thruster is of a
similar size as during the neon testing, which can be seen in Fig. 12.

Unfortunately, the thruster only operated for a few hours under
nitrogen operation, due to the failure of the main outer electromagnetic
coil. It is believed that the majority of the damage was incurred from
the large thermal load during the neon testing.

Due to the premature ending of nitrogen testing, only three data
points were collected. Each point was taken under steady operation
with pure diatomic nitrogen, with xenon fuelling the cathode. It should
be noted though that the thruster failed before testing at lower powers
making a direct comparison between nitrogen and the other propellants
difficult.

With an electromagnet failing during nitrogen testing, there is lit-
tle confidence in the magnetic field intensity for these tests. As the
magnetic field degraded the electron confinement was reduced, and
performance decreased.

5.2. Grouped comparison

Comparing the performance of each propellant directly in Fig. 13
(across different flow rates and magnetic field configurations), it can be
seen clearly that xenon performed the best, with surprisingly little dif-
ference between the other tested propellants. For example, the nitrogen
performance values are similar to that achieved with argon.

This is backed up by the similar performance from the xenon-doped
neon and the pure xenon operation if extrapolated to the same power
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Fig. 13. Thrust measured for all propellants successfully tested, all mass flows and
voltages tested are shown for each propellant. It is worth noting that the magnetic
configuration for the nitrogen data is unlike that of all other data shown here as
these tests were conducted as the large electromagnet was failing reducing electron
confinement. As a result, direct comparison is not recommended for the nitrogen data.

level. However, a direct comparison cannot be made as the xenon
testing did not extend to the same anode powers that the neon data
was measured at.

As can be seen in Fig. 14(c), the specific impulse for argon is lower
than that of both xenon and krypton. As argon has a lower mass,
this goes against the implications of Eq. (18). However, as previously
discussed, the ionisation rate of argon is expected to be lower than that
of both xenon and krypton due to the smaller ionisation cross sectional
area and higher ionisation energy. This reduced rate of ionisation is
compounded due to the low mass neutral argon atom having a shorter
transit time through the thruster geometry. This can be seen with
Eq. (2) and visually in Fig. 6 as for all assumed anode temperatures
the mean free path for argon is significantly higher than that of both
krypton and xenon. This reduced ionisation rate very likely reduced
the thruster’s mass utilisation efficiency for argon and as a result the
theoretically higher specific impulse is not being achieved.

Furthermore, as can be seen in Fig. 10 for the same mass flow of
0.4 mg/s there is significant deviation in the expected neutral number
densities present within the channel for each propellant. This can be
quantified with Eq. (14) and several assumptions previously discussed
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Fig. 14. The performance of the HEKT-100 on Xeon, krypton, and argon for equal
node mass flow rate of each propellant.

n Section 3, that for the same conditions and 0.4 mg/s the neutral num-
er densities within this thruster are 1.1×1019, 1.4×1019 and 2.0×1019

for xenon, krypton, and argon respectively. From this it can be seen
that argon operation had almost twice the number density for the same
mass flux of xenon, which likely impacted performance negatively, as
previously discussed in Section 5.1.3. As suggested by [15], at high
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neutral number densities magnetic confinement of the electrons can
be disrupted due to the high electron–atom collision frequency. This
reduction in electron confinement can cause the electric field to expand
and reduce in strength, in turn reducing the potential drop accelerating
the ions as well as increasing the beam divergence. Both of these factors
are likely contributing to the lower than theoretical specific impulse
exhibited by argon.

5.3. Thrust measurements

Fig. 15. Thrust generated for a given voltage at various flow rates for each propellant
successfully tested.
For the purpose of legibility not all collected data is shown.
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Fig. 16. These plots show the thruster’s performance at anode voltage of 220 V as a
heat map against both anode and cathode mass flow rates. For this data only krypton
was tested for both the anode and cathode.

6. Effect of cathode flow on performance

The cathode used for testing, as previously described in Section 4.2,
is the ‘‘Model 5000 Hollow cathode’’. This cathode requires a signifi-
cantly higher mass flow than a space grade cathode, which could result
in significant ingestion of neutral gas or ions into the HET and alter the
performance. As a result, it was important to test the performance effect
that the cathode flow rate has on the HET during operation.

Fig. 16 illustrates the performance variation as both the cathode and
anode mass flow rates are altered. For all data presented the thruster
anode voltage was 220 V and the current was uncontrolled.

The results show that the cathode flow has an impact on the
performance of the thruster, although only to a limited degree. As
previously mentioned in Section 4.2, for testing where both krypton
and xenon were used, the cathode flow rate was limited to 0.49 mg/s
and 0.29 mg/s respectfully.

7. Conclusion

Work done at the University of Southampton has successfully demon-
strated the operation of a low power Hall effect thruster across a wide
range of gaseous propellants. The xenon performance recorded is below
current commercial thrusters of similar power regimes, suggesting
that the performance achieved with all propellants could be improved
significantly with further redesigns.

The thruster was operated between 30 W and 810 W with five
propellants with mass flow rates ranging 0.31 mg/s to 1.17 mg/s.
Peak performance was experienced with xenon propellant with reduced
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efficiencies on all other tested propellants. Argon and diatomic ni-
trogen showing very similar performance as suggested by theoretical
evaluation was confirmed experimentally.

Due to the small decrease in performance between krypton and
argon, this suggests that a thruster designed and optimised for argon
or diatomic nitrogen could outperform krypton for specific impulse
with additional cost savings. The main limitation of argon and diatomic
nitrogen in this thruster is likely the high neutral number densities
negatively impacting the ionisation mechanics [15].

Neon was successfully ignited although due to the low cross-sectiona
area of ionisation and low reaction rate coefficient, even at high flow
rates, steady operation was not achieved. Future work aims to inves-
tigate harder to ionise propellants with accurately mixed propellants
being proposed as a solution to investigate this further.

The various assumptions applied when using the standard Hall
thruster scaling laws have been demonstrated to have a large effect
on the theoretical thruster performance, even more so when the ef-
fect of different propellants is considered. In particular the assumed
neutral thermal velocity and also the widely applied Melikov-Morozov
criterion are demonstrated to be overly simplistic, and further studies
are required to adequately capture their effects on the design of an
optimal thruster geometry. The investigation into the feasibility and
challenges of gaseous and inert alternative propellants has been un-
dertaken successfully, resulting in several areas identified as requiring
further research to allow the increased ease of use and designing for
alternative propellant Hall thrusters. The assumptions regarding the
current assumptions of the neutral thermal velocity and its effects upon
scaling and theoretical calculations of performance are outlined and
highlighted as requiring additional work.

8. Future work

Due to the promise shown by nitrogen as a viable alternative to
argon in small HET, further research into a HET designed for lighter
propellant discharges should be manufactured and tested. This would
allow for these two propellants to be more directly compared through
further comprehensive tests. If nitrogen is indeed a viable alternative
to argon, this could decrease the cost of large mass throughput testing
by orders of magnitude. This work would also benefit from a compar-
ative study with the differing erosion rates between xenon, argon, and
nitrogen over similar total mass throughput, potentially allowing for on
ground testing to use nitrogen for lifetime estimates with xenon.

Neon was not able to be operated continuously with the current set-
up due to requiring a level of xenon to be present for any discharge to
occur. This can be better explored in a future with a set up that allows
for accurate mixing of the propellants allowing for accurate data to be
collected. This mixed testing can be conducted for all propellants and
could open the door for designing HET propellants for specific thrust
and specific impulse levels for the same power and thruster geometry.
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