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Abstract

During geomagnetic storms, the rapid depletion of the high-energy (several MeV) outer radiation belt electrons is a result of

loss to the interplanetary medium through the magnetopause, outward radial diffusion and loss to the atmosphere due to wave-

particle interactions. We have performed a statistical study of 110 storms using pitch angle resolved electron flux measurement

from the Van Allen Probes mission and found that inside of the radiation belt (L*=3-5) the number of storms that result

in depletion electrons with equatorial pitch angle α=30 is higher than number of storms that result in depletion of electrons

with equatorial pitch angle α=75. We conclude that this is an indication of electron scattering by electromagnetic ion cyclotron

waves. At the outer edge of the radiation belt (L* >= 5.2) the number of storms that result in depletion is also large (˜40-50%),

supporting the significance of the magnetopause shadowing effect and outward radial transport.
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Key points 12 

 Almost half (up to 49%) of the studied storms result in a depletion of multi-MeV 13 

electrons, and majority of depletions (L* < 5.2) are produced by EMIC waves 14 

 The probability of observed storm depletions of multi-MeV electrons depends on the 15 

pitch angle 16 

 The number of storm depletions at small pitch angles is higher (increase up to 19%) than 17 

the number of depletions at high pitch angles  18 
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Abstract 19 

During geomagnetic storms, the rapid depletion of the high-energy (several MeV) outer radiation 20 

belt electrons is the result of loss to the interplanetary medium through the magnetopause, 21 

outward radial diffusion and loss to the atmosphere due to wave-particle interactions. We have 22 

performed a statistical study of 110 storms using pitch angle resolved electron flux measurement 23 

from the Van Allen Probes mission and found that inside of the radiation belt (L*=3 - 5) the 24 

number of storms that result in depletion electrons with equatorial pitch angle 𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 30∘ is 25 

higher than number of storms that result in depletion of electrons with equatorial pitch angle 26 

𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 75∘. We conclude that this is an indication of electron scattering by electromagnetic ion 27 

cyclotron waves. At the outer edge of the radiation belt (L* ≥ 5.2) the number of storms that 28 

result in depletion is also large (~40-50%), emphasizing the significance of the magnetopause 29 

shadowing effect and outward radial transport.  30 

Plain Language Summary 31 

Protons and electrons form a radiation environment around Earth that can change drastically 32 

during so called geomagnetic storms. In this study, we looked at 110 storms to understand how 33 

high-energy electrons can disappear due to different phenomena. We found that it is very 34 

common to observe a loss of high-energy electrons after storms. More often such a loss happens 35 

far away from the Earth as the electrons cross the boundary of the magnetosphere. However, 36 

closer to Earth the electrons are lost most likely due to the interaction with electromagnetic ion 37 

cyclotron waves, which play an important role in the dynamics of the radiation environment.  38 
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1. Introduction 39 

Earth’s outer radiation belt is populated by electrons (Russell & Thorne, 1970; Van Allen & 40 

Frank, 1959), including ones with energies up to several MeV, which are usually referred to as 41 

ultra-relativistic electrons. During geomagnetic storms, the electron fluxes exhibit irregular 42 

variations over several orders of magnitude causing enhancement or depletion of the fluxes at 43 

geostationary orbit (Anderson et al. 2015; O’Brien et al., 2001; Kilpua et al. 2015; Kim et al., 44 

2015;) and inside of the radiation belts (Fennel et al., 2012;  Friedel et al. 2002; Horne et al. 45 

2009; Kataoka and Miyoshi, 2006; Meredith et al., 2011; Yuan and Zong, 2013a; Zhao and Li, 46 

2013; Zhao et al. 2019). Reeves et al. (2003) showed that almost half of the storms result in a 47 

depletion or no change in electron fluxes at energies of approximately 1 - 3 MeV. Turner et al. 48 

(2013) obtained similar statistics based on a phase space density (PSD) analysis.  49 

 50 

Launched in 2012, the Van Allen Probes mission (Mauk et al., 2013) provided measurements of 51 

the radiation belt electrons in a wide energy range at low geomagnetic latitudes, allowing the 52 

detection of nearly the full trapped population (close to 90° equatorial pitch angle). Those 53 

measurements revealed that our understanding of the ultra-relativistic electron dynamics is 54 

incomplete. One of the first results of the Van Allen Probes multi-MeV electron measurements 55 

showed the formation of the unexpected long-lived storage ring (Baker et al., 2013). The 56 

formation of such a storage ring was later explained by Shprits et al. (2013) through modeling of 57 

this event including Electromagnetic Ion Cyclotron (EMIC) waves. Mann et al. (2016) argued 58 

that EMIC waves alone cannot explain the depletion of the electrons at high-pitch angles and 59 

they are not required to define the dominant radiation belts morphology. However, Shprits et al. 60 

(2018) performed PSD analysis (see Shprits et al. 2017) and confirmed that the observed 61 

https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/MQXx+noMJ
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/MQXx+noMJ
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/7b47/?noauthor=1
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/bXMt/?noauthor=1
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/qxz6
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/NYUi
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/auZQ/?noauthor=1
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depletion of multi-MeV electrons is consistent with localized loss processes by EMIC waves. 62 

The long-term simulation of multi-MeV electrons also requires additional loss processes 63 

(Drozdov et al. 2015) and can be successful if EMIC waves are considered (Drozdov et al. 64 

2017). Although, the formation of the storage ring during storm time is a relatively common 65 

phenomena (Yuan and Zong, 2013b; Pinto et al. 2019), it is an example of an incomplete 66 

understanding of the multi-MeV electron dynamics.  67 

 68 

Turner et al. (2015) performed a statistical study of 52 storm time periods (from September 2012 69 

until February 2015), analyzing the response of the outer radiation belt electrons over a broad 70 

range of energies using the MagEIS (Blake et al., 2013) instrument on board of the Van Allen 71 

Probes. The authors showed that around 36% of the storms result in a depletion of the core 72 

electron fluxes (≥ ~1 MeV) at high L-shells (L ≥ 4). The storms were selected using the SYM-H 73 

index threshold of -50 nT, excluding consecutive (within 2 days window) events. The authors 74 

used omnidirectional electron flux measurements binned over L-shell (𝛥𝐿 =  0.1) and time 75 

(𝛥𝑡 =  6ℎ). To categorize the response of the radiation belt to the storms, they compared 76 

maximum pre- and poststorm flux values at each energy and L-shell. The authors defined the 77 

prestorm flux from -84 h to -12 h before the minimum of the SYM-H index, and the poststorm 78 

flux from +12 h to +84 h. The event was labeled as depletion if the maximum of the poststorm 79 

flux value was lower by a factor of 2 in comparison to the maximum of the prestorm flux value. 80 

 81 

Recently, Moya et al. (2017) and Turner et al. (2019) performed similar studies considering 82 

electrons of higher energies (up to multi-MeV) and including more storms. Moya et al. (2017) 83 

used pitch angle averaged fluxes of the first 4 years of the Van Allen Probes mission (from 84 

https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/1gol/?noauthor=1
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/DpY5
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/Wx6C/?noauthor=1
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/M2BF/?noauthor=1
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/Wx6C/?noauthor=1
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September 2012 until June 2016, covering 78 storms) and binned the measurements over L-shell 85 

(𝛥𝐿 =  0.1) and time (𝛥𝑡 =  4ℎ). They compared the maximum flux during 48h before and after 86 

the storms, excluding the main and most of the recovery phase of the storm. Turner et al. (2019) 87 

considered a longer period (from September 2012 until September 2017) and selected 110 88 

storms. The authors used omnidirectional fluxes and followed the same methodology as 89 

described in Turner et al. (2015). Moya et al. (2017) and Turner et al. (2019) confirmed the 90 

results of previous studies showing the distinctly high probability of MeV and multi-MeV 91 

radiation belt electron depletion (~30-40%) during storms. Turner et al. (2019) reported a feature 92 

in the statistical results, where ≥1.5 MeV electrons displayed a stronger tendency for depletion 93 

during or/and after storms compared to lower energy electrons, and suggested this might be the 94 

result of losses due to interactions with EMIC waves. However, their analysis was limited to 95 

omnidirectional electron fluxes, and did not include an investigation of the electron flux 96 

dynamics at different pitch angles. An analysis of the pitch angle distribution can help to 97 

distinguish different loss mechanisms, such as magnetopause shadowing or wave particle 98 

interactions with EMIC waves (e.g. Xiang et al., 2016; 2017).  99 

 100 

Pitch angle distributions (PAD) carry information about the nature of the processes that drive the 101 

dynamics of the radiation belts. For example, particle flux depletion due to the magnetopause 102 

shadowing effect (Li et al., 1997) causes the decrease of the flux at pitch angles closer to 90° due 103 

to drift shell splitting. This effect forms butterfly PADs near the edge of the magnetopause (West 104 

et al., 1972, 1973). EMIC waves can cause a rapid depletion of multi-MeV electron fluxes at 105 

pitch angles closer to field-aligned directions and lead to a narrowing of PADs (e.g. Drozdov et 106 

al., 2017; Li et al. 2007; Shprits et al., 2016; Usanova et al., 2014). As EMIC waves are distinctly 107 

https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/M2BF/?noauthor=1
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/1gol/?noauthor=1
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/Wx6C/?noauthor=1
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/M2BF/?noauthor=1
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/M2BF/?noauthor=1
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/1v7v
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/c4gy+J2gE
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/c4gy+J2gE
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/PICM+fZda+ZP1a
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/PICM+fZda+ZP1a
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efficient at scattering of high-energy electrons close to being field-aligned (e.g. Ni et al., 2015), 108 

the narrow PADs are a key signature of the wave-particle interaction of multi-MeV electrons 109 

with EMIC waves.  110 

 111 

Other physical processes can result in various shapes of PADs, such as pancake, flat top, cigar, 112 

cap, and 90°‐minimum (Zhao et al., 2018). The pancake PAD is commonly observed and it is 113 

believed to be a result of pitch angle scattering due to wave-particle interactions accompanied by 114 

a loss to the atmosphere (e.g. Lyons et al., 1972). The flat top PAD can be a characteristic of 115 

electron acceleration via interactions with chorus waves (Horne et al., 2003) or a transition 116 

between pancake and butterfly PADs. Cap, cigar, and 90°‐minimum PADs are observed for tens 117 

to hundreds of keV electrons and can be the result of wave-particle interactions, stretching of the 118 

magnetic field or the drift-shell-splitting effect. Additionally, the variation of the PADs can be a 119 

result of adiabatic changes. 120 

 121 

Although, previous studies discuss the potential effect of the EMIC waves on PAD of multi-122 

MeV electrons (e.g. Usanova et al., 2014, Zhao et al., 2018), understanding of the role of EMIC 123 

waves in depletion of the electrons during storms remains incomplete. The EMIC waves are 124 

commonly present during geomagnetic storms (Fraser et al., 2010; Halford et al., 2010; Keika et 125 

al., 2013; Saikin et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2016), however the effect of the narrowing of PAD 126 

and depletions of multi-MeV elections flux driven by EMIC waves was only studied during 127 

specific storms or short intervals (e.g. Aseev et al., 2017; Bingley et al., 2019; Engebretson et al., 128 

2015; Shprits et al., 2016; Usanova et al., 2014). The statistical studies of the electrons PAD 129 

mainly focused on the shape of the distribution and did not consider multi-MeV electron 130 

https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/klO8
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/DebW/?prefix=e.g.%20
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/hS7K
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depletions caused by the geomagnetic storms. In this study, we focus on the depletion of multi-131 

MeV electron fluxes during geomagnetic storms using pitch angle resolved data and statistics of 132 

110 storms. The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 describes the data and methodology. 133 

Section 3 discusses the results, and we summarize and present the conclusions in the final section 134 

4. 135 

2. Data and methodology 136 

In this study, we use measurements of the Energetic particle, Composition, and Thermal plasma 137 

(ECT) suite (Spence et al., 2013) on board of the Van Allen Probes. The ECT suite includes the 138 

Magnetic Electron Ion Spectrometer (MagEIS) (Blake et al., 2013) and the Relativistic Electron 139 

Proton Telescope (REPT) (Baker et al., 2013) instruments. We use electron measurements in the 140 

energy range from ~30 keV to ~1.7 MeV from the MagEIS instrument and multi-MeV electron 141 

measurements from 1.8 MeV to 6.3 MeV from the REPT instrument. Both MagEIS and REPT 142 

observations are pitch angle resolved. We construct 5-minute averaged REPT and MagEIS flux 143 

data, and then we use the T04s (Tsyganenko & Sitnov, 2005) magnetic field model to calculate 144 

the equatorial value of the pitch angle and generalized L-values or L* (Roederer, 1970) at every 145 

data point (with 5 minutes interval). The use of a realistic magnetic field model allows us to 146 

minimize the effects related to adiabatic variations. 147 

 148 

We follow the methodology described by Turner et al (2015, 2019) and use the same set of 110 149 

geomagnetic storms between September 2012 and September 2017 as in Turner et al (2019) to 150 

perform the statistical analysis. The storms are identified by the minimum of the SYM-H index 151 

during the main phase (SYM-H ≤ -50 nT). Storms that result in several SYM-H index minima 152 

https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/QXnK
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/DpY5
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/NYUi
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/Sjtz
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/GhFG
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/M2BF+1gol/?noauthor=1,1
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/M2BF/?noauthor=1
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(e.g. so-called "double-dip" storms) within a 12-hour window are counted as one storm in the 153 

dataset. We adjust the epoch time to the lowest value of SYM-H. 154 

 155 

To explore the electron dynamics statistically, we bin the electron flux in time (Δt = 6 hours) and 156 

L* (ΔL* = 0.1, L* ∈ [2.5; 6.0]) for each storm. Since the equatorial pitch angle (𝛼𝑒𝑞) values of 157 

MagEIS and REPT measurements are different and depend on time, we linearly interpolate the 158 

electron flux onto a pitch angle grid 𝛼𝑒𝑞 ∈ [5∘; 85∘] with step size 𝛥𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 1∘ before the binning. 159 

We use equatorial pitch angles to minimize the effects of adiabatic variations that can affect the 160 

pitch angle distribution. This is also a key difference in comparison with previous similar studies 161 

as described in the introduction. Also, in this study, we use T04s magnetic field model to 162 

calculate L* (previous studies used L-shell, which is calculated based on the averaged dipole 163 

field approximation around the shell). 164 

 165 

For every energy, equatorial pitch angle, and L*, we identify the pre- and poststorm maximum 166 

flux values within 24 hours. We exclude the ±12 hours around the storm time (minimum SYM-H 167 

index) to avoid the strong variability of the electron flux during the main phase of the storm. 168 

Hence, the prestorm period is defined as -36 to -12 hours before the storm, and the poststorm 169 

period as +12 to +36 hours after the storm. We choose a smaller time window in comparison 170 

with previous studies to investigate rapid changes. To validate the sensitivity of the results of this 171 

study to the chosen time window, we repeat the analysis using longer time windows (72 hours) 172 

and present the results in the supplementary materials (see details below). An event is labeled as 173 

a depletion event if the decrease of the poststorm maximum flux value in comparison to the 174 

prestorm maximum flux value reaches a factor of 2. 175 
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 176 

To perform our statistical analysis of the electron radiation belt response, we calculate the 177 

percentage of storms that result in electron flux depletion (𝑃𝑑) due to geomagnetic activity. The 178 

percentage 𝑃𝑑 is the ratio of the number of storms that result in depletion at the specific energy, 179 

equatorial pitch angle and L* to the total number of storms. 180 

3. Results and discussion 181 

Since the orbit of the Van Allen Probes is not perfectly aligned with the equatorial magnetic 182 

plane, the measured 90° local pitch angle electrons correspond to lower equatorial pitch angles. 183 

Also, the maximum L* that the satellites can reach depends on the geomagnetic activity. To 184 

ensure that we have enough data points in our statistics we verify the number of valid storms (see 185 

Supplementary note S1). The storm is valid, if we can determine pre- and poststorm maximum 186 

flux values for the specific energy, equatorial pitch angle and L*. Based on the data validation, 187 

we choose our limiting parameters as maximum 𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 75∘and 𝐿∗ = 5.5, and minimum 𝛼𝑒𝑞 =188 

30∘for the further analysis (see Supplementary figure S1). 189 

 190 

Figure 1 shows the calculated percentage 𝑃𝑑 for a 75° equatorial pitch angle. This figure is 191 

presented in the same format as Figure 2 from Turner et al. (2019) for comparison. Both figures 192 

show a similar likelihood of depletion events, even though in this study we use pitch angle 193 

resolved fluxes in comparison with omnidirectional electron fluxes used in the previous studies. 194 

The core population of electrons (close to 90° equatorial pitch angle) provides the dominant 195 

contribution to the omnidirectional flux. This explains the similarity between the two figures. 196 

Overall, Figure 1 shows that 30-40% of the storms result in a depletion of multi-MeV electrons 197 

https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/M2BF/?noauthor=1
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at 𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 75∘ in the heart of the outer radiation belt (L* ~ 3.5 – 4.5), which indicates that 198 

previous studies reported the depletion of near-equatorial electrons. The large number of 199 

depletion events is observed down to L*=3.5, which is close to the inner edge of the outer 200 

electron radiation belts. This effect can be the result of wave-particle interactions with EMIC 201 

waves. Since the scattering of high-energy electrons by EMIC waves results in a narrowing of 202 

the pitch angle distribution, we determine the percentage of storms that result in a depletion at 203 

different pitch angles 𝑃𝑑(𝛼𝑒𝑞) focusing on multi-MeV energies. 204 

 205 

 206 

Figure 1. Percentage of events resulting in a depletion of electron fluxes as a function of L* and 207 

electron energy at a 75° equatorial pitch angle. 208 

 209 
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Figure 2 (top row) shows the percentage of depletion events for multi-MeV electrons (≥ 1.54 210 

MeV) at different equatorial pitch angles. Also, the colorbar of the figure is chosen to enhance 211 

the differences between panels. One can see that the percentage 𝑃𝑑 of depletion generally 212 

increases with decreasing pitch angle. The number of storms that result in the depletion of small 213 

pitch angle electrons (e.g. 𝛼𝑒𝑞 ∼ 30∘) is larger than the same number of more trapped (e.g. 214 

𝛼𝑒𝑞 ∼ 75∘) electrons. Considering that such a depletion is observed at ultra-relativistic energies 215 

on a short timescale (24-hour time window), this indicates a possible scattering by EMIC waves. 216 

For a quantitative comparison, Figure 2 (bottom) shows the difference (𝛥𝑃𝑑) of the percentages 217 

in comparison to those at 𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 75∘, i.e.: 218 

𝛥𝑃𝑑(𝛼𝑒𝑞) = 𝑃𝑑(𝛼𝑒𝑞)  − 𝑃𝑑(𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 75∘). 219 

The positive difference 𝛥𝑃𝑑(𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 30∘) at L* between 3 and 5 (see Figure 2e) again indicates 220 

the potential effects of EMIC waves. Also, the difference around L* 3 - 4 at energies 2.6 - 5.2 221 

MeV is noticeably larger (up to 19%). This indicates that the electron depletion inside the outer 222 

radiation belt far from the magnetopause boundary in the energy range of effective EMIC waves 223 

scattering occurs during up to 49% of the storms.  224 

 225 

At high L* (𝐿∗ ≥ 5.2) the percentage 𝑃𝑑 between 1.54 MeV and 5.2 MeV is visibly larger (~40-226 

50%) in comparison to lower L*. This effect can be explained by magnetopause shadowing, 227 

which operates at high L*. The low percentage at higher energies (above 5.2 MeV) in the same 228 

L* region can be explained by the generally low flux level of such high-energy electrons at the 229 

outer edge of the radiation belt. The flux level can stay within the background noise indicating 230 

no change (the flux level stays within the factor of 2). 231 
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 232 

Figure 2. Percentage of events resulting in a depletion of multi-MeV electron fluxes as a 233 

function of L* and electron energy at different equatorial pitch angle (a-d) 234 

𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 30∘, 45∘, 60, 75∘, respectively. (e-h) The difference of the percentages on panels (a-d) in 235 

comparison to panel (d).  236 

 237 

We perform several tests to validate our results. We repeat the analysis above for a longer pre- 238 

and poststorm time window of 72 hours (see Supplementary figure S2) to ensure that the results 239 

are reliable at the selected time window. We discuss the results of this analysis in Supplementary 240 

note S2. Furthermore, we verify that an increase of the depletion events of multi-MeV electrons 241 

with decreasing pitch angle is not a result of adiabatic changes by examining the percentage 𝑃𝑑 242 

of the depletion events at lower energies (≤ 1.54 MeV) and different pitch angles (see Figure 3). 243 

Changes in the configuration of the magnetic field can lead to the adiabatic change of the PAD. 244 

For example, assuming that magnetic field line stretching is occurring, it is expected that 245 

electrons of different energies will behave similarly. However, Figure 3 shows that the difference 246 

Δ𝑃𝑑 at lower energies is negligibly small, which indicates that the positive difference Δ𝑃𝑑 at 247 

multi-MeV energies (Figure 2) is not a result of the adiabatic changes. Finally, we investigate the 248 
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noticeably large percentage of depletion events at low L* between 2.5 and 3.5 at energies 249 

between 0.47 and 1.54 MeV (see Figure 1). We analyze the sensitivity of the result to the low 250 

flux level and conclude that the observed feature is most likely caused by errors related to the 251 

background flux level (see Supplementary note S3 and Supplementary figures S3 and S4). 252 

 253 

Figure 3. Same as Figure 2, but for energies between 0.17 MeV and 1.54 MeV. 254 

 255 

To analyze the PADs we create two individual lists of the depletion events that occur at high 256 

energies of 3.4 and 4.2 MeV at  𝐿∗ = 4  (one list per energy). For each list, we calculate prestorm 257 

PADs at 36 hours before, at 36 hours after, and poststorm PADs at 72 hours after the storm time 258 

and normalize them at 𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 75∘. From those, we analyze the depletion events with possible 259 

change of the PAD due to EMIC wave activities as discussed above. Figure 4 (c, d) shows the 260 

median of normalized PADs before and after the storm time that result in the depletion of the 261 

high-energy electrons at 𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 30∘.   262 

 263 
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The PADs after storms become narrower as energy increases, which is an indication of EMIC 264 

waves scattering. However, a narrowing of the PAD can occur due to the decrease of the 265 

magnetic field during the main phase of the storm leading to an adiabatic change. Due to the 266 

conservation of the first adiabatic invariant, the decrease of the magnetic field leads to the 267 

decrease of the perpendicular component of the electron's momentum and hence to a flatter PAD. 268 

However, as the drift shell expands during the main phase of the storm, the electron bounce 269 

trajectories shift to longer field lines. Due to the conservation of the second adiabatic invariant, 270 

the parallel component of the electron momentum decreases, leading to a narrowing of the PAD. 271 

If the change of the parallel component of the momentum is larger than the change of the 272 

perpendicular component, the resulting PAD becomes narrower. Such an adiabatic change 273 

should also be observed at lower energies. Note, that an exact estimation of the adiabatic changes 274 

is difficult because it depends on the steepness of the energy spectrum and radial gradients. 275 

However, the adiabatic changes are reversible, and the shape of the PAD can return to its initial 276 

state. 277 

 278 

To analyze PADs at lower energies (0.47 and 0.74 MeV), we create a third list of depletion 279 

events that occur simultaneously at high energies of 3.4 and 4.2 MeV at  𝐿∗ = 4. Figure 4 (a, b) 280 

shows that the normalized PADs of the low energy electrons also become narrower 36 hours 281 

after the storm time, however, the poststorm PADs return to the same shape as prestorm PADs. 282 

Hence, the effect of adiabatic narrowing of the PAD is almost negligible in comparison with the 283 

high-energy electrons (Figure 4 (c, d)). This indicates that EMIC wave scattering plays a 284 

potentially important role in the formation of a narrow PAD of high-energy electrons, which is 285 
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supported by the simultaneous lack of significant narrowing at lower energies, excluding an 286 

adiabatic variation effect acting at all energies (see also Supplementary figure S5). 287 

 288 

Figure 4. Normalized median PADs 36 hours before (prestorm), 36 hours after, and 72 hours 289 

after (poststorm) the storm time that result in a depletion of electrons at 𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 30∘ at 𝐿∗ = 4. (a, 290 

b) PADs of 0.47 and 0.74 MeV electrons, respectively during the depletion events at energies of 291 

3.4 and 4.2 MeV. (c, d) PADs of 3.4 and 4.2 MeV electrons, respectively during the depletion 292 

events at the corresponding energy. The colored areas correspond to range of median absolute 293 

deviation. 294 

4. Conclusions 295 

In this study, we have performed a statistical analysis of 110 storms to understand the response 296 

of high-energy electrons in the outer radiation belts at different equatorial pitch angles. We found 297 

that about 30-40% of the storms result in a depletion of multi-MeV electrons (≥ 1.54 MeV) with 298 

an equatorial pitch angle of 75∘ in the heart of outer radiation belt (L* ~ 3.5 – 4.5). This result is 299 

in agreement with findings by Turner et al. (2019) and Moya et al. (2017) who performed a 300 

similar analysis using omnidirectional and pitch angle averaged fluxes. Analyzing the percentage 301 

of depletion events at different equatorial pitch angles, we found that more storms result in a 302 

depletion of the small pitch angle electrons (𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 30∘) in comparison to the near-equatorial 303 

electrons (𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 75∘) inside of the outer radiation belt. Specifically, the likelihood of the 304 

https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/M2BF/?noauthor=1
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/Wx6C/?noauthor=1
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depletion events exceeds 40% (reaching 49%) at L* near 3 - 4 and energies between 2.6 - 5.2 305 

MeV and 𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 30∘. Additionally, we investigated the rapid changes of the electron radiation 306 

belts during storms as EMIC waves can provide very fast electron scattering. 307 

 308 

There are two possible mechanisms that can cause rapid electron depletion. The electrons can be 309 

rapidly lost due to the magnetopause shadowing effect and outward radial diffusion (Shprits et 310 

al., 2006; Turner et al., 2012). In the heart of the radiation belts (L*=4.5) and below, 311 

precipitation into the atmosphere can cause a rapid electron flux depletion due to wave-particle 312 

interactions (Green et al., 2004). Our analyses showed that a large fraction of storms result in a 313 

depletion of electrons at high L* ≥ 5.2 at all considered pitch angles, which can be explained by 314 

the magnetopause shadowing effect and outward radial diffusion. However, at lower L*, the 315 

number of storms that result in a depletion of multi-MeV electrons increases with decreasing 316 

equatorial pitch angle, which cannot be explained by outward radial diffusion or the 317 

magnetopause shadowing effect (e.g. Sibeck et al., 1987). We conclude that this effect is related 318 

to EMIC wave activity. EMIC waves can provide a rapid scattering of relativistic electrons (> 1 319 

MeV) and are not sufficient for significant depletion of the lower energy electrons (e.g. Lyons & 320 

Thorne, 1972; Thorne & Kennel, 1971). Recent studies show that only multi-MeV electrons can 321 

be affected by EMIC waves (Drozdov et al., 2017; Mourenas et al., 2016; Pinto et al. 2019; 322 

Shprits et al., 2013, 2016, 2018; Usanova et al., 2014; Yuan et al. 2018). Our results show, that 323 

the number of depletion events of electrons below 1.54 MeV is negligible in comparison to 324 

multi-MeV electrons as the population of multi-MeV electrons requires an additional loss 325 

mechanism (e.g. Drozdov et al., 2015; Shprits et al., 2013, 2016). In addition, EMIC waves 326 

affect electrons with small pitch angles and do not resonate with the near-equatorial electrons 327 

https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/gvnK+hS3J
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/gvnK+hS3J
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/SNrQ
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/2oHT/?prefix=e.g.%20
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/YAc8+xkXa/?prefix=e.g.%20,
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/YAc8+xkXa/?prefix=e.g.%20,
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/auZQ+fZda+KgzJ+ZP1a+PICM+ZP2n
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/auZQ+fZda+KgzJ+ZP1a+PICM+ZP2n
https://paperpile.com/c/99isho/DiAw+auZQ+fZda/?prefix=e.g.%20,,
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(e.g. Albert, 2003). As a result, more storms result in a depletion of multi-MeV electrons at 328 

𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 30∘ in comparison to 𝛼𝑒𝑞 = 75∘. Also, the poststorm pitch angle distributions of the 329 

multi-MeV electrons become more narrow, representing a distinct signature of EMIC wave 330 

activity (e.g. Shprits et al., 2016; Usanova et al., 2014), while the pitch angle distributions at 331 

lower energies (< 1.54 MeV) do not show significant changes. In summary, almost half of the 332 

observed storms result in a depletion of multi-MeV electrons according to the chosen criteria.  In 333 

the heart of the radiation belts, multi-MeV electron depletions show a tell-tail signature of EMIC 334 

wave activity. 335 
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