
C. Theiler et al.

EUROFUSION CP(15)05/71

Poloidal Asymmetries in Edge 
Pedestals on Alcator C-Mod

This work has been carried out within the framework of the EUROfusion 
Consortium and has received funding from the Euratom research and 
training programme 2014-2018 under grant agreement No 633053.
The views and opinions expressed herein do not necessarily reflect
those of the European Commission.

(22nd June 2015 – 26th June 2015) 
Lisbon, Portugal



“This document is intended for publication in the open literature. It is made available on the 
clear understanding that it may not be further circulated and extracts or references may not be
published prior to publication of the original when applicable, or without the consent of the
Publications Officer, EUROfusion Programme Management Unit, Culham Science Centre, Abingdon, Oxon,
OX14 3DB, UK or e-mail Publications.Officer@euro-fusion.org”.

The contents of this preprint and all other EUROfusion Preprints, Reports and Conference Papers are 
available to view online free at http://www.euro-fusionscipub.org. This site has full search facilities and 
e-mail alert options. In the JET specific papers the diagrams contained within the PDFs on this site are 
hyperlinked.

“Enquiries about Copyright and reproduction should be addressed to the Publications Officer, EUROfusion 
Programme Management Unit, Culham Science Centre, Abingdon, Oxon, OX14 3DB, UK or e-mail 
Publications.Officer@euro-fusion.org”.



Poloidal asymmetries in edge pedestals on Alcator C-Mod

C. Theiler1,2, R.M. Churchill1,3, I.H. Hutchinson1, B. Lipschultz1,4, P.J. Catto1, C.S. Chang3,

E. Edlund3, P. Ennever1, D.R. Ernst1, R. Hager3, A.E. Hubbard1, J.W. Hughes1, M. Landreman5,

E.S. Marmar1, F.I.. Parra6, M.L. Reinke1,4, J.L. Terry1, J.R. Walk1, D. Whyte1,

and the Alcator C-Mod team
1 PSFC-MIT, 2 CRPP-EPFL, 3 PPPL, 4 University of York

5 University of Maryland, 6 University of Oxford

Due to the free streaming of charged particles along magnetic field lines, plasma parame-

ters usually vary much more strongly across the field than parallel to it. In toroidally confined

plasmas, quantities such as density, temperature, and plasma potential are therefore often con-

sidered to be flux functions. Different mechanisms such as fast rotation or steep radial gradi-

ents can, however, drive poloidal asymmetries. According to neoclassical theory, as the ratio

of poloidal Larmor radius ρθ
i and radial scale length L⊥ increases, the quantity which usually

first develops a poloidal asymmetry is the density of heavy impurities [1]. Asymmetries in other

quantities are expected as well, particularly in the pedestal where ρθ
i /L⊥ can approach unity

[1, 2]. Besides being of basic physics interest, poloidal asymmetries can have important practi-

cal consequences. The radial transport of impurities, for example, can be strongly modified by

poloidal asymmetries (see e.g. [3]). In the following, we summarize recent evidence of substan-

tial poloidal asymmetries of both the impurity and main plasma species in edge pedestals of the

Alcator C-Mod tokamak.

On Alcator C-Mod, simultaneous measurements of density, velocity, and temperature of the

boron minority ions are achieved across the pedestal region at both the inboard (HFS) and

outboard (LFS) edge using gas puff charge exchange recombination spectroscopy (GP-CXRS)

[4]. Instead of using a high-energy neutral beam as in standard CXRS, GP-CXRS uses a simple

neutral gas puff to locally induce charge exchange reactions. As gas puffs can be installed almost

everywhere around the periphery of the plasma, this technique opens up new possibilities to

explore the poloidal structure of the edge/pedestal. On C-Mod, two systems with a complete

set of toroidal and poloidal optics are operational. Their location is shown at the left of Fig.

1 together with a magnetic reconstruction of a typical C-Mod plasma. In the following, we

focus on measurements obtained with these systems in I-mode and EDA H-mode plasmas,

two high-confinement regimes which typically do not feature ELMs. At the right of Fig. 1, we

show some characteristic profiles for these two regimes. I-mode is a low collisionality regime

(0.1≤ ν? ≤ 1 at the pedestal top). It features L-mode like density profiles together with a clear



pedestal in temperature, and the radial temperature scale length LT becomes comparable to

ρθ
i , Fig. 1 (b). EDA H-mode is a high collisionality regime (ν? ≥ 1) and features a pedestal

both in density and temperature, such that LT and Lne both approach ρθ
i in the pedestal. These

pedestals are thus well in the regime ρθ
i /L⊥ ≈ 1 where poloidal asymmetries are expected.
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Figure 1: (a): C-Mod cross-section with GP-CXRS mea-

surement locations indicated. (b-c): Radial edge profiles of

typical I-mode and H-mode plasmas [5].

GP-CXRS measurements indeed re-

veal that isosurfaces of Tz and plasma

potential Φ do not coincide in these

pedestals and these quantities can there-

fore not simultaneously be flux func-

tions [5]. In Fig. 2, we show radial pro-

files of impurity temperature Tz and ra-

dial electric field Er at both the HFS and

the LFS midplane for I-mode and EDA

H-mode. In both regimes, clear temper-

ature pedestals and Er wells are found

at the HFS and the LFS. Despite con-

siderable freedom in the alignment of

HFS profiles relative to the LFS ones (mainly due to uncertainties in the equilibrium recon-

struction) it is not possible to simultaneously align all the profiles. If we align HFS and LFS Tz

profiles, the HFS Er well is shifted out with respect to the one at the LFS by ∆ρ ≈ 0.012 (I-

mode) and ∆ρ ≈ 0.015 (H-mode). If we instead align the Er wells, the LFS temperature exceeds

the temperature at the HFS by up to 70% [5].

Progress in finding a physics based alignment of HFS and LFS profiles is achieved as fol-

lows. An analysis of parallel and perpendicular heat transport time scales suggest that electron

temperature is a flux function in these pedestals, while the radial heat flux estimated from global

power balance is strong enough to drive poloidal asymmetries in Ti [5]. This analysis further-

more suggests that at least in H-mode, the boron population and the main ions are thermally

well coupled, such that we expect that Ti ≈ Tz. From the constancy of Te on a flux surface and

assuming a low enough friction force for the electrons, the electrons can be shown to follow the

Boltzmann relation. Introducing this condition into the total (ion and electron) parallel momen-

tum equation and neglecting contributions from the impurities results in the following relation



between LFS and HFS profiles [5, 6].
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Figure 2: HFS and LFS Tz and Er profiles in I-mode (left) and H-

mode (right). The "total pressure"-alignment [6] has been used

to align HFS and LFS profiles. The red curve shows the HFS Er

profile expected from this procedure.

Here, ptot = pe + pi is the to-

tal pressure. Its poloidal variation

is mainly dependent on main ion

inertia and viscosity. If we as-

sume, without complete justifica-

tion, that these terms are weak,

ptot is a flux function and drops

out of Eq. (1). In this case, Eq.

(1) becomes a simple condition

relating HFS and LFS profiles of

Ti and Φ, or, after taking radial

derivatives, profiles of Ti and Er.

We use this constraint, combined

with the assumption that Ti ≈ Tz,

to align HFS and LFS profiles and

refer to it as "total pressure"-alignment in the following [6]. This alignment is applied in Fig.

2. The HFS profiles are positioned such that the HFS Er profile estimated from the above pro-

cedure (red curve) best agrees with the actually measured HFS Er profile. This alignment sug-

gests that the ion temperature at the LFS substantially exceeds the HFS one in the region of

steep gradients. As the HFS Er well is slightly shifted in with respect to the one at the LFS,

the plasma potential is also not constant on a flux surface. With the Boltzmann relation for

electrons, this results in an electron density about twice as large in the HFS pedestal compared

to the LFS [6]. Recently, a C-Mod H-mode plasma has been modeled with XGCa, a total-f

gyrokinetic neoclassical PIC code, an axisymmetric version of XGC1 [7]. These simulations

show asymmetries qualitatively and quantitatively similar to the measurements using the "total

pressure"-alignment approach [6].

In light of these substantial Ti, ne, and Φ poloidal asymmetries on C-Mod, it does not come

as a surprise that impurity density nz also strongly varies poloidally [8]. First indications of a

poloidal nz variation in C-Mod pedestals, in this case top-out, have been obtained from passive

soft x-ray emission measurements [9], with the caveat that the reported emissivity asymmetries

were dependent on the accuracy of the magnetic reconstruction. More recently, an in-out nz



asymmetry was inferred from the discrepancy of the measured in-out impurity flow variations

compared to those expected in the case of a poloidally uniform nz and negligible radial flows

[10]. With the capability of directly measuring the HFS nz, strong in-out asymmetries, with

HFS nz values exceeding the LFS values by up to a factor six, were demonstrated in H-mode

plasmas, while asymmetries in L- and I-mode plasmas were found to be negligible [8, 6].

Comparing these findings to other machines, we note that GP-CXRS measurements on ASDEX-

Upgrade reveal in-out asymmetries of impurity density in H-mode pedestals of about a factor

three [11, 12], considerably weaker than on C-Mod. Furthermore, ion temperature and plasma

potential were found, within error bars, to be flux functions [13]. These weaker poloidal varia-

tions than on C-Mod could be related to the lower values of ρθ
i /L⊥ on ASDEX-Upgrade. More

recently, strong poloidal potential variations were identified in the edge of the TJ-II stellarator

using Langmuir probe measurements [14].

In conclusion, in steep-gradient pedestals the impurities and the bulk plasma densities and

ion temperatures can have substantial in-out asymmetries on a flux surface, with potentially

important consequences for pedestal transport properties. The difference in the amplitude of

these variations between C-Mod and ASDEX-Upgrade could be due to the higher values of

ρθ
i /L⊥ in C-Mod pedestals. However, a better understanding is clearly needed to predict the

importance of edge poloidal asymmetries in future devices.
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