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Abstract

:

One of the most popular indices for monitoring the occurrence and intensity of ionospheric L-band irregularities is the Rate of TEC Index (ROTI). Due to low TEC in the mid-latitude ionosphere, ROTI has received significantly less attention than the equatorial and polar ionosphere. On the other hand, spread F is an established ionogram irregularity signature. The present study aims to correlate ROTI and spread F activity over European Digisonde stations for a low-to-moderate solar activity year (2011). With a focus on the latitude-dependent occurrence, the analysis demonstrates that range spread F (RSF) has been identified for all notable ROTI (>0.15 TECU/min) cases which also coincide with MSTID activity over the stations, suggesting induced gravity waves or polarization electric fields as the driving mechanism for enhanced ROTI activity. The diurnal and seasonal features are also presented. Maximum irregularity occurrence was observed around the 45° N from 18:00 to 05:00 UT with the seasonal maximum occurrence in January. Over lower mid-latitude Digisonde stations (latitude < 45° N), the diurnal and seasonal occurrence was observed from 19:00 to 04:30 UT in July.
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1. Introduction


Despite the specification of the ionosphere as a stratified layer in accordance with Chapman’s theory [1], in practice and under specific conditions through various remote sensing techniques, we can observe electron density patches embedded in the surrounding ionosphere. These can appear at all latitudes over the globe and exhibit a large variety of scale sizes, from several centimetres to hundreds of kilometres [2]. The detection and interpretation of ionospheric plasma density irregularities is a challenge since they are generated and influenced by a wide variety of factors, including space weather-induced events as well as diurnal and seasonal ionization variations. Utilizing space-based Global Navigation Satellite System (GNSS) techniques to observe and analyse these irregularities is an established approach based on the impact of these irregularities on GNSS signals. In particular, they impose fluctuations on total electron content (TEC), the total amount of electrons present along the ray path between a radio transmitter and a receiver. Total Electron Content Units (TECUs) [3] is the unit of TEC measurement, and one TECU is equal to 1016 electrons per square metre. TEC can be derived from dual-frequency GNSS measurements [3].



The Rate of Total Electron Content (TEC) Index, or ROTI, is an indicator of such TEC fluctuations. Based on the “frozen” irregularity assumption [4], ionospheric irregularity characteristics do not change within a short period when they encounter the trans-ionospheric electromagnetic satellite links. The fluctuations observed in Rate of TEC (ROT) may be due to the depletions in TEC, i.e., ΔTEC/ΔL, where L is the horizontal irregularity scale length. For low and midlatitude ionosphere, the fluctuations in ROT are due to irregularities with much smaller scale sizes (several hundred meters to 2.5 km), depending on plasma drift velocities. To identify these smaller-scale ionospheric irregularities, ROTI has been calculated based on the standard deviation of ROT. ROTI was first introduced by [4], as a GNSS-based index that characterizes the impact on the trans-ionospheric electromagnetic links based on the severity of the GNSS amplitude and phase fluctuations and identifies dynamic variations in electron density and the spatial scale of such ionospheric irregularities. According to [4], ROTI is defined as the standard deviation of the rate of TEC (ROT) over 5 min and is applied to estimate ionospheric irregularities using a GPS receiver. Typically, this method exploits data from dual-frequency GNSS receivers with regional or global coverage; for instance, the International GNSS Service (IGS) stations, to map ionospheric irregularities. Its main advantage over scintillation indices S4 or σϕ (which necessitate high-rate GNSS signals for their estimation) is that it is calculated based on measurements from standard dual-frequency observations at 30 s sampling. Based on the findings published [4,5], ROTI can be used as a proxy for the presence of ionospheric irregularities. Although a significant number of ROTI studies have been published [6,7,8] with a focus on the equatorial and high-latitude ionosphere, a few studies have addressed the midlatitude ionosphere. Cherniak et al. (2014; 2018) [7,8] used data from over 700 GPS ground stations to track ROTI in the Northern Hemisphere’s high and medium latitudes, between 50° and 90° N geomagnetic, while [6] utilized two chains of GNSS stations located in European and North American regions to examine ROTI at high latitudes. ROTI was proven to have a direct correlation with radio wave scintillations (S4) [9]. The International GNSS Service (IGS) ionospheric working group suggested a new official/operational product for space weather monitoring at high latitudes due to the clear benefit of ROTI as an ionospheric irregularity indicator [8]. The International GNSS Service (IGS) has ensured open access to high-quality GNSS data products since 1994, and provides the products and services in support of the terrestrial reference frame, Earth observation and research, positioning, navigation and timing from 400 worldwide reference stations (https://igs.org/about/ accessed on 25 January 2024). Using an extended array of permanent GNSS stations in regional and worldwide networks, the new product was presented in the form of a ROTI map [7,8]. Compared to its equatorial and polar counterparts, the midlatitude ionosphere is less affected by ionospheric irregularities [10]. Scintillation patches (S4) noted in GNSS trans-ionospheric links, as a consequence of ionospheric irregularities, over the nighttime midlatitude ionosphere, are not as frequent [11] except during disturbed geomagnetic conditions. The midlatitude nighttime F region is characterised by multiple diffused patterns of plasma structure irregularities, which may last from a few minutes to several hours, referred to as midlatitude spread F [12,13,14,15]. Nighttime irregularities (spread F) in the mid-latitude F region are caused by spatial electron density perturbations. According to [16], the Perkins instability [17] is most likely the driver of midlatitude spread F. Perkins (1973) [17] proposed that variation in eastward electric field and/or southward wind in the midlatitude ionosphere can disturb the plasma equilibrium against the Earth’s gravity, giving rise to plasma instability structures, which is a favourable condition for the formation of spread F. One drawback of this mechanism is the growth rate which was shown to be small (~10−4 s) [18]. Therefore, the formation of midlatitude spread F cannot be fully explained by the Perkins instability process. However, the growth rate can be amplified [19,20] by the action of gravity waves and the associated electric field perturbations at the bottomside ionosphere. Past studies [21,22] have presented a possible correlation between medium-scale travelling ionospheric disturbances (MSTIDs) and midlatitude spread F. Furthermore, it was demonstrated [23,24,25] that the coupling between E and F regions contributes to generating and sustaining MSTIDs.



A spread F event may be broadly classified into two categories based on the structure of the spread echoes observed in an ionogram [26]. According to [26], range spread F (RSF) is observed around the low-frequency segments (<2–2.5 MHz) of F-region traces with diffused echoes dispersed over 10 km or more beyond the main echo trace. On other occasions, diffused echoes are mostly observed around the critical frequency of the F trace which is termed Frequency Spread F (FSF). Bowman (1990; 1991) [12,27] suggested that range spreading is associated with the frontal structure of irregularities with a linear extent of around 1000 km or more. On the other hand, frequency spreading is due to diffused echoes scattered from the ionosphere close to the zenith. Additionally, there is a notable latitudinal and longitudinal diversity in the occurrence of midlatitude spread F [28,29,30,31,32]. Past publications [28,29,30,31] indicate that latitudinal variability is recorded over different latitude sectors. Shimazaki (1962) [33] investigated the global latitudinal distribution of spread F occurrence. Paul et al. (2018) [30] have presented comparable findings from the European longitude sector. They examined 2009, 2015, and 2016 ionograms from Athens, Pruhonice, and Nicosia, and reported distinct latitude-based characteristics in spread F occurrence. Based on a comparative statistical study of nighttime spread F occurrence between two European midlatitude stations with a latitudinal difference of approximately 20° over a full solar cycle [31], they also reported a notable difference in spread F occurrence between these two stations. Similar midlatitude spread F statistics over eight European digisonde stations recorded in 2017, 2020, and 2021 were also highlighted recently [32]. In addition, the role of MSTIDs and additional ionogram signatures related to spread F development have been investigated [34,35]. In this study, based on the identification of significant ROTI activity (ROTI > 0.15 TECU/min) [36] over eight Digisonde stations during 2011, the temporal and zonal distribution of ionospheric irregularities over Europe was investigated. A strong correlation between amplitude scintillation (S4) and/or phase scintillation (σφ) with ROTI has been reported [36], and they noted the formation of F region irregularity structure for ROTI > 0.15 TECU/min. We have visually inspected all ionograms from these Digisonde stations at the same period with corresponding ROTI activity over each station and identified the dominant spread F type. The goal was to examine whether there is a dominant spread F type associated with ROTI occurrence and characterize the diurnal, seasonal, and latitudinal variation in the ROTI occurrence associated with this dominant spread F event over the European midlatitude ionosphere.




2. Instruments and Methods


In this study, we have used Digisonde ionograms from the Digital Ionogram DataBase (DIDBase) of the Global Ionospheric Radio Observatory (GIRO) portal (data resolution given in Table 1) and detrended TEC (d-TEC) and ROTI maps over Europe from the Densed Regional and Worldwide International GNSS-TEC observation (DRAWING-TEC) project (https://aer-nc-web.nict.go.jp/GPS/EUROPE/ accessed on 25 January 2024) at 10 min resolution for 2011. The DRAWING-TEC project provides a high-resolution Global, Continental (North America and Europe) and regional (Japan) GNSS TEC map [36]. The available products are absolute TEC, d-TEC, and ROTI maps with 10 min resolution. In the present study, high-resolution d-TEC maps over Europe for 2011 were used to identify the presence of MSTID and the ROTI map was used to identify the high ROTI occurrences over the Digisonde stations. We also examined geomagnetic conditions through the hourly Dst index downloaded from https://wdc.kugi.kyoto-u.ac.jp/dst_final/index.html (accessed on 25 January 2024) website to verify the impact of geomagnetic activity [30].



2.1. GPS IGS TEC Map Products


To investigate the collocated ROTI and spread F activity, ROTI and spread F events were identified. This will help researchers to better understand the irregularity dynamics of the midlatitude ionosphere. ROTI TEC maps from the DRAWING-TEC project at 10 min resolution were inspected to identify the ROTI events over the Digisonde stations. The DRAWING-TEC maps are based on slant TEC data estimated from the carrier phase advance measurements from dual-frequency GPS receivers (almost 800 receivers) all over Europe with a sampling interval of 30 s. Slant TEC data for satellite elevation angles of less than 35° are excluded to reduce cycle slips. The selected slant TEC was then multiplied by a slanting factor to obtain its vertical counterpart. A slanting factor (τ0/τ1) was adopted [37] to obtain vertical TEC. According to [37], τ0 is the slab thickness (thickness of the ionosphere 200~300 km) and τ1 is the ray path distance (250 to 450 km). The Rate of TEC or ROT represents the phase fluctuation activity and can be calculated as [4,38]


  R O T =   T E  C k i  − T E  C  k − 1  i    (  t k  −  t  k − 1   )    



(1)







In Equation (1), variables i and k represent satellite visibility and the time of epoch. The rate of the TEC Index or ROTI can be represented as a standard deviation of the detrended rate of change of the TEC [4] and can be calculated as


  R O T I =     R O  T 2    −     R O T    2     



(2)







Detrended TEC (d-TEC), on the other hand, represents the TEC fluctuation on top of TEC. We have also visually inspected d-TEC maps over Europe for 2011 to identify the presence of MSTIDs when spread F was observed over the Digisonde stations [30,33]. The d-TEC maps were generated from TEC fluctuations extracted by subtracting the 1 h running average (average over ±30 min centred on the corresponding data) from the TEC time series for each pair of satellite and receiver. It must be noted that TEC perturbations encapsulate both temporal and spatial variations. The precision of the relative change in TEC is theoretically 0.01–0.02 TECU (where 1 TECU = 1016 m−2), which corresponds to 1% of the wavelength of GPS signals L1 (0.19 m) and L2 (0.24 m).



For the DRAWING project [39], the average ROTI and d-TEC values were mapped on the ionospheric shell at a 300 km altitude with a pixel size of 0.15° × 0.15° in latitude and longitude. To compensate for the scarcity of data availability, ROTI and d-TEC values in each pixel were smoothed temporally with a running average of 10 min, during which an ionospheric pierce point (IPP) moves approximately 50 km around the zenith of a GPS receiver [39]. In the present work, we have used ROTI (https://aer-nc-web.nict.go.jp/GPS/EUROPE/RMAP/#2011 accessed on 25 January 2024) and d-TEC maps (https://aer-nc-web.nict.go.jp/GPS/EUROPE/MAP/#2011 accessed on 25 January 2024) for 2011, covering Europe between 20° W and 40° E in longitude and between 30° to 75° N in latitude, with a spatial resolution of approximately (80 × 80) km at 30-s intervals (10-min smoothing).




2.2. Digisondes over Europe


Eleven Digisonde stations were operational in 2011 over Europe. Eight of these Digisonde stations were selected for the current study on the basis of data availability for a full year. Within the framework of a spread F activity analysis, the ionograms from eight Digisonde stations were visually inspected. The location and coordinates, station codes, and sampling interval for each Digisonde are given in Table 1 and Figure 1. These ionograms are available on Digital Ionogram DataBase or DIDBase https://lgdc.uml.edu/common/DIDBFastStationList (accessed on 11 February 2024) [40].





3. Results and Discussions


Although many researchers have used GPS-based ROTI as a monitoring index for ionospheric irregularities over the equatorial and the polar ionosphere [6,41,42], over the mid-latitude ionosphere it has been less exploited. Several global-based ROTI mapping studies discussed ROTI features over the mid-latitudes [39,43]. Liu et al. (2020) [44] demonstrated the statistics of the interhemispheric (E-F layer) coupling of ionospheric irregularities in terms of ROTI over mid-latitude ionosphere by using COSMIC radio occultation data and reported a maximum (~70%) occurrence of E and F region irregularities during June in the Northern Hemisphere. In the present study, we have visually identified ROTI activity on European maps for the low-to-moderate solar activity year of 2011. Notable ROTI activity was considered when ROTI > 0.15 TECU/min [36,44]. Ionospheric irregularities in the mid-latitude ionosphere are usually associated with mid-latitude spread F on ionograms as a result of signal scattering from plasma irregularities. Large-scale gravity waves [12], coupling between unstable Es layers and the bottom of the F layer [44], Gradient drift, and Perkins instability [17] are established driving mechanisms responsible for the formation of mid-latitude spread F. The focus of the present study is to correlate L-band GPS-based ROTI with spread F activity. Therefore, as a first step, we have identified ROTI activity on ROTI maps for 2011 over each European Digisonde and subsequently investigated spread F activity over these stations. To examine the latitude dependence [6], we have separated these eight Digisonde stations (as shown in Figure 1) into two distinct regions: the upper mid-latitude region (Latitude > 45° N) with Juliusruh, Fairford, Chilton, Dourbes, and Pruhonice and the low mid-latitude region (Latitude < 45° N) with Roquetes, Rome, and Athens. In the next section, we present and discuss three case studies followed by a diurnal and seasonal analysis.



3.1. Case Study: 1 (2–3 July 2011)


On 2–3 July 2011, the low mid-latitude region of the European longitude sector was affected by ionospheric irregularities. The interval 2–3 July 2011 was a geomagnetically quiet period with a minimum Dst value of −25 nT. Notable ROTI activity (>0.15 TECU/min) was observed over Athens, Rome, and Roquetes during nighttime on 2nd July 2011, as depicted in Figure 2. Mid-latitude spread F was also registered over these three stations on 2–3 July 2011. Over Athens, clear ROTI (>0.2 TECU/min) was noted from 19:00 to 22:00 UT on 2 July 2011. RSF spread F was registered in Athens ionograms during this period. Over Rome and Roquetes, clear ROTI activity (>0.15 TECU/min) was noted around 21:00 to 00:20 UT, also associated with range spread F (RSF). Figure 2 provides a snapshot of the GPS-based ROTI map during RSF formation at the same time over Athens at 20:30 UT, Rome around 21:40 UT, and Roquetes at around 23:20 UT. According to [41], spread F formation and ROTI activity are manifested simultaneously, indicating the presence of large-scale ionospheric irregularities ranging from a few metres to tens of kilometres. Sivakandan et al. (2020) [45] reported intense ROTI over the mid-latitude ionosphere transition region over India in synchronism with spread F, confirming ionospheric irregularities on 13 June 2018. Although several authors have reported the concurrence of the high ROTI and spread F over mid-latitudes, the most interesting aspect that has been noted in this case study is the fact that only RSF (not FSF or any other type of spread F) has been identified when high ROTI values have been observed over Athens, Rome, and Roquetes.



We have also considered detrended TEC (d-TEC) maps at the time interval presented in Figure 3. The locations of Athens, Rome and Roquetes in Figure 3 are depicted in pink location markers. In Figure 3, −0.4 to −0.3 TECU fluctuations in d-TEC were noted over all three stations from around 20:30 to 23:20 UT, indicating the presence of MSTIDs [37,46]. MSTID signatures identified on d-TEC maps in conjunction with spread F events has demonstrated that MSTIDs are one of the primary drivers of midlatitude spread F generation [30,33]. Spread F across Japan was also investigated by [47] at the high latitude station of Wakkanai (45.4° N, 141.7° E) and the importance of the polarization electric fields in the generation and the direction of propagation of the MSTIDs was highlighted [37]. Our findings suggest gravity wave-induced MSTIDs, resulting in RSF giving rise to ROTI activity.




3.2. Case Study: 2 (3–4 April 2011)


A unique example of ionospheric irregularity manifestation is also demonstrated in the second case study of 3–4 April 2011, under quiet geomagnetic activity with a minimum Dst index of −24 nT. Spread F, coupled with high ROTI, was identified over all five upper mid-latitude Digisonde stations. On 3–4 April 2011, over Juliusruh high ROTI (>0.25 to 0.3 TECU/min) was noted from 18:00 UT of 3 April to 01:50 UT of 4 April 2011. RSF was also registered over Juliusruh during this time interval. On 3 April 2011, between 19:00 and 22:50 UT, significant ROTI (>0.25 to 0.3 TECU/min) was noted over Fairford, Chilton, and Dourbes, which also coincided with RSF. Similarly, over Pruhonice, clear ROTI (>0.2 to 0.25 TECU/min) and RSF were recorded around 21:00 to 22:50 UT on 3 April 2011. Figure 4 depicts a snapshot of concurrent intense ROTI and RSF over Juliusruh, Fairford, Chilton, Dourbes and Pruhonice on 3 April 2011. From the figure, it can be seen that clear ROTI activity associated with RSF was noted over Fairford-Chilton-Dourbes around 19:40 UT whereas over Juliusruh this was registered at 19:45 UT and over Pruhonice around 21:15 UT.



The d-TEC maps with the locations of five upper mid-latitude Digisonde stations are depicted in Figure 5 during high ROTI associated with RSF. The pink location markers represent the station locations on d-TEC maps in Figure 5. MSTID signatures were noted in terms of d-TEC (~−0.4 TECU) over every station from 19:00 to 01:00 UT of 3–4 April 2011. We may conclude that MSTIDs, which give rise to RSF coupled with ROTI activity similar to the low mid-latitude ionosphere, are primary drivers for mid-latitude ionospheric irregularities over high mid-latitude ionosphere in Europe.




3.3. Case Study: 3 (5–6 August 2011)


The effect of the geomagnetic storm is demonstrated in the present case study in terms of intense ROTI in association with RSF. The spatial and temporal extent of the irregularities during the storm periods are discussed in the present section. On 5–6 August 2011, a geomagnetic storm was noted from 23:00 UT of 5 August 2011 to 22:00 UT of 6 August 2011. The minimum Dst noted during this period was −115 nT (04:00 UT of 6 August 2011). On this day, almost every Digisonde station was affected by clear ROTI associated with RSF. Over Juliusruh, ROTI (>0.3 TECU/min) associated with RSF was noted from 20:00 UT to 01:00 UT. Fairford was not particularly affected during this period as ROTI activity (>0.25 TECU/min) in association with RSF was only noted from 21:10 to 21:40 UT. Over Dourbes and Pruhonice, high values of ROTI (>0.25 TECU/min) in association with RSF were registered from 21:40 to 22:30 UT and 20:30 to 21:40 UT, respectively. Over Roquetes, ROTI (>0.3 TECU/min) associated with RSF was noted around 20:20 to 02:50 UT whereas over Rome, ROTI was observed from 20:30 to 22:45 UT. On 5–6 August 2011, Chilton and Athens Digisondes recorded no ionograms. Figure 6 represents a snapshot of the spatial extent of the ionospheric irregularity during the storm. Geomagnetically disturbed periods amplify the spatial extent of the mid-latitude irregularities, according to a comparison of Figure 2, Figure 4 and Figure 6.



An interesting case of ROTI activity is presented in Figure 7 in the context of the spread F evolution over Roquetes from 20:40 UT on 5 August 2011 to 04:20 UT on 6 August 2011. Paul et al. (2018) [30] reported a typical spread F event during which RSF evolved into frequency spread F (FSF) and was termed RSF to FSF. A similar RSF to FSF progression is observed in Figure 7 where increased range ambiguity noted from 20:40 UT to 02:50 UT developed into a mixed spread F (MSF) pattern and finally into FSF after 04:00 UT. High ROTI values (~2.5 to 3 TECU/min) were registered from 20:40 to 02:50 UT coupled with RSF activity. Around 03:30 UT, ROTI reduced to 0.1 TECU/min in association with MSF and during 04:00UT when FSF developed, the ROTI value decreased to 0.05 TECU/min. Thus, in RSF to FSF evolution [30], plasma instabilities (RSF) gradually dissipated towards higher F layer altitudes which in turn generated FSF during postmidnight periods. King (1970) [48] discussed this sequence indicating that FSF is the decay product of RSF.



Figure 8 contains d-TEC maps for 5–6 August 2011. The pink position markers represent all six (four upper mid-latitude stations and two low mid-latitude stations) Digisonde stations. MSTID signatures are prominent in these maps with a NorthWest to SouthEast (NW-SE) direction [37,47]. During geomagnetic storms, Joule heating currents and particle precipitation from the magnetosphere are the main drivers of this effect [48]. The upper thermosphere temperature rises due to Joule heating at mid-latitudes, and high-velocity neutral winds are enhanced by ion drag. Gravity waves and wind surges through the thermosphere from high latitudes travel towards the equatorial region through the mid-latitude ionosphere [48]. MSTIDs are a manifestation of this process, as shown in Figure 8. The area where this thermosphere heating can occur (the MSTIDs excitation zone) is in the same time and location where most intense ionospheric plasma irregularities detected by the ROTI technique are developed, according to [8] joint analysis of the ionospheric plasma irregularities, Field Aligned Currents (FACs), and MSTIDs, which reveals a zone with intense FACs and mid-latitude ionospheric irregularities and particle precipitation, all of which contribute in the energy deposition process. Jiang et al. (2020) [49] have reported a similar scenario in the Chinese longitude sector, where large-scale ionospheric irregularities/spread F has been detected over the Chinese mid-latitude ionosphere in synchronism with the ROTI distribution during the main phase of the geomagnetic storm registered on 8 September 2018.




3.4. Diurnal Variation


The diurnal variation in the ROTI occurrences in the presence of RSF over the midlatitude ionosphere is depicted in Figure 9a–h. In this Figure, the x-axis represents the day of the year 2011 for all eight Digisonde stations and the y-axis is the time of occurrence of mid-latitude ROTI in the presence of RSF in UT. The time range in the y-axis was limited between 14:00 UT of the previous day to 10:00 UT of the next day. The blue and brown markers represent the ROTI cases during geomagnetically quiet and disturbed conditions. The grey marker stands for the data gaps (no ionogram present for the ROTI cases). The black and red line in each plot denotes the sunrise and sunset time in UT to that corresponding station. A threshold value of ROTI > 0.15 TECU/min was considered for a registered ROTI event [36,44]. Figure 9a–h shows the ROTI distribution over all eight Digisonde stations, which are confined by the solar terminator (sunset and dawn times). Every ROTI event that was noted in 2011 was associated with RSF. It is evident from Figure 9d that over the entire year of 2011—from 18:00 to 05:30 UT—the mid-latitude ROTI cases in conjunction with the formation of RSF are prominent above Juliusruh. The reason for this might be that ROTI is enhanced by auroral electrojet activity; the largest dependence (correlation R > 0.6–0.8) was found within a small range of 55–70° N latitude [6]. Over Chilton and Fairford (Figure 9a,b), the diurnal occurrence of significant ROTI cases is rather identical except for the data gap period. Evidence of irregularities can be noted between 18:00 and 05:00 UT over Chilton and Fairford. The fact that Chilton and Fairford are very near (latitude difference ~0.2°) justifies this similarity in the diurnal occurrence. Given that Dourbes and Pruhonice are located in almost identical latitude zones (see Table 1), they also exhibit a comparable diurnal occurrence. From Figure 9c,g, significant indications of the mid-latitude irregularity occurrences are observed over Dourbes and Pruhonice between 19:00 and 05:00 UT. Over the low mid-latitude region, similar diurnal ionospheric irregularity occurrence around 19:00 to 04:30 UT was recorded over Rome and Roquetes, as shown in Figure 9e,f due to their proximity. The diurnal ionospheric irregularity occurrence profile over Athens (Figure 9h) between 18:00 and 04:00 UT is depicted in Figure 9.



The diurnal irregularity occurrence variation over eight Digisonde stations appears to have a notable latitudinal sensitivity with significantly higher diurnal variability over Juliusruh (Latitude ~55° N). According to [6], a possible explanation for this discrepancy is the auroral electrojet. Paul et al. (2023) [32] reported similar differences in spread F occurrence between stations over 50° N and less than 50° N over Europe attributed to different spread F driving mechanisms. In the present scenario, auroral LSTIDs and MSTIDs seem to be the main drivers for mid-latitude ionospheric irregularities.




3.5. Seasonal Variation


Figure 10 and Figure 11 illustrate the seasonal variation of the mid-latitude ROTI monthly occurrence (>0.15 TECU/min) in the presence of RSF for each of the two latitude zones discussed. The x-axis in Figure 10 denotes the month and the number of days affected by ROTI associated with RSF is displayed in the y-axis. With a maximum in January and April, Juliusruh exhibits a significant percentage of these ionospheric irregularities. In February, March, and September, a secondary maximum for the mid-latitude ionospheric irregularity occurrence is observed over Juliusruh. Over the upper stations (Fairford, Chilton, Dourbes, and Pruhonice) around ~50° N, the maximum ionospheric irregularity occurrence is also noted.



January exhibits a secondary maximum around summer (Figure 10a). Figure 10b depicts the monthly occurrence of mid-latitude ionospheric irregularities for the low mid-latitude stations of the European longitude sector. The maximum ionospheric irregularity occurrence over Rome, Athens, and Roquetes is registered around the summer, primarily during July of 2011. Figure 11 illustrates a comparative study of the monthly occurrence of mid-latitude ionospheric irregularities between the upper and low mid-latitude stations. The y-axis displays the average of the number of days affected by ROTI associated with RSF cases recorded from the upper and lower mid-latitude stations. The orange and blue column indicates the upper and lower mid-latitude stations. Observations can be made that, from January to April, the upper mid-latitude stations were encountered by the mid-latitude ionospheric irregularity occurrences when the low mid-latitude stations were severely affected during the summer, notably in July.



Latitudinal sensitivity is depicted in the seasonal variation in the mid-latitude ionospheric irregularity occurrence. We may conclude that, for the higher mid-latitude station, the monthly occurrence of the mid-latitude ionospheric irregularities peaks in January, and for the lower mid-latitude stations, in July. Paul et al. (2023) [32] demonstrated similar results for spread F occurrence over the European longitude sector for 2017, 2020, and 2021. According to their report, maximum spread F occurrence was noted in winter (December–January) for the Digisonde stations situated above 50° N, whereas stations below 50° N were affected by the maximum spread F occurrence during the summer (May–August) which supports our conclusion of a latitudinal sensitivity for the seasonal variation in the mid-latitude ROTI occurrence. Liu and Shih-An (2021) [42] found that, in the mid-latitude, TEC maximises in late March 2000, and in May and June of 2009 and 2013. In contrast, ROTI activity was enhanced around May to June of 2000, 2009, and 2013, as observed in the present study for 2011. The distribution of ROTI in 2000, 2009, and 2013 was rather similar, even though, TEC was lower in 2009 than in 2000 and 2013.



From the above analysis, we can deduce that all 2011 significant ROTI (>0.15 TECU/min) cases coincided with RSF along with clear MSTID activity over the Digisonde stations. Therefore, it can be suggested that the enhanced ROTI activity is driven by induced gravity waves. The diurnal and seasonal aspects of the ROTI events were described with special emphasis on the latitude-dependent occurrence. Maximum occurrence was observed from 18:00 to 5:00 UT with a seasonal maximum in January. The diurnal and seasonal maximum of ROTI activity over lower mid-latitude Digisonde stations was noted in July.





4. Summary


GPS-based ROTI is one of the most used indices for tracking the presence and intensity of ionospheric L-band irregularities. While an ionospheric irregularity monitoring index over the mid-latitude ionosphere is much less explored over mid-latitudes, spread F, on the other hand, is a distinct ionogram ionospheric irregularity signature.



In the present work, we observed and analysed clear ROTI activity (>0.15 TECU/min) over the European mid-latitude ionosphere during a low-to-moderate solar activity year (2011). By correlating the GPS-based ROTI and the spread F recorded at the same period of ROTI cases, we were able to analyse the mid-latitude ionospheric irregularity distribution. The latitude dependency of the mid-latitude ionospheric irregularity distribution has been demonstrated by [29,30,31,32]. Due to the different ionospheric dynamics, observations [30,31,32] show a distinct latitudinal variation in the spread F occurrence (diurnal, seasonal, and solar cycle) between the high and the low mid-latitude stations over Europe. According to [31,32], the polar ionosphere primarily controls the dynamics of the high mid-latitude ionosphere, whereas the equatorial counterpart regulates the dynamics of the low mid-latitude ionosphere. To investigate this latitudinal effect on the ROTI occurrence, we categorized the digisonde stations in (a) upper mid-latitude region with latitude extent >45° N (Juliusruh, Fairford, Chilton, Dourbes and Pruhonice) and (b) low mid-latitude region with latitude extent <45° N (Roquetes, Rome and Athens). We can summarize the findings of our present study as follows:




	
RSF has been recorded in the ionogram for all the ROTI (>0.15 TECU/min) occurrences observed in 2011. This behaviour was seen independently of geomagnetic activity for both low and upper mid-latitude Digisonde stations.



	
MSTIDs, which may develop as a result of induced gravity waves or polarisation electric fields [37], are driving most ROTI enhancements also related to RSF.



	
During a geomagnetic storm, the spatial extent of irregularities increases.



	
The diurnal variation in the mid-latitude ionospheric irregularity occurrences is a latitude-dependent [30,31,32], nighttime phenomenon. The maximum extent of this occurrence was noted around 55° N (time zone = UT + 01:00) latitude from 18:00 to 05:30 UT, 18:00 to 05:00 UT around 50° N (time zone = UT for Fairford and Chilton; UT + 01:00 for Dourbes and Pruhonice) and over the lower mid-latitude Digisonde (time zone = UT + 01:00 for Roquetes and Rome; UT + 02:00 for Athens) stations from 19:00 to 04:30 UT.



	
Seasonal variation in the mid-latitude ionospheric irregularity occurrence is also latitude-dependent [30,31,32]. This occurrence was most prevalent over the higher mid-latitude region around January, and most frequent over the lower mid-latitude region during July.
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Figure 1. Geographical coordinates of the Digisonde stations over Europe. 
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Figure 2. A case study of ROTI occurrence associated with RSF over low mid-latitude Digisonde stations (Athens, Rome, and Roquetes) in the European longitude sector recorded on 2–3 July 2011 during geomagnetically quiet conditions, (Dst~−25 nT). 
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Figure 3. Detrended TEC maps with locations of low mid-latitude Digisonde stations (Athens, Rome, and Roquetes) in the European longitude sector recorded on 2–3 July 2011 during geomagnetically quiet conditions, (Dst~−25 nT). 
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Figure 4. A case study of ROTI occurrence associated with RSF over upper mid-latitude Digisonde stations (Juliusruh, Fairford, Chilton, Dourbes, and Pruhonice) in the European longitude sector recorded on 3–4 April 2011 during geomagnetically quiet conditions, (Dst~−24 nT). 
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Figure 5. Detrended TEC maps with locations of upper mid-latitude Digisonde stations (Juliusruh, Fairford, Chilton, Dourbes, and Pruhonice) in the European longitude sector recorded on 3–4 April 2011 during geomagnetically quiet conditions, (Dst~−24 nT). 
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Figure 6. A case study of ROTI occurrence associated with RSF over mid-latitude Digisonde stations in the European longitude sector was recorded on 5–6 August 2011 during geomagnetically disturbed conditions, (Dst~−115 nT). 
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Figure 7. A case study of ROTI activity during RSF to FSF evolution over Roquetes recorded on 5–6 August 2011 during geomagnetically disturbed conditions, (Dst~−115 nT). 
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Figure 8. Detrended TEC maps with locations of mid-latitude Digisonde stations in the European longitude sector recorded on 5–6 August 2011 during geomagnetically disturbed conditions, (Dst ~−115 nT). 
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Figure 9. (a–h) Diurnal variation in significant ROTI in the presence of RSF over the eight Digisonde stations in 2011. 
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Figure 10. Seasonal variation in the ROTI occurrences in the presence of RSF recorded over the (a) upper mid-latitude Digisonde stations (Juliusruh, Fairford, Chilton, Dourbes, and Pruhonice) and (b) low mid-latitude Digisonde stations (Athens, Rome, and Roquetes) of the European mid-latitude ionosphere in 2011. 
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Figure 11. Comparative study of the seasonal ROTI occurrences associated with RSF recorded over the upper and low mid-latitude Digisonde stations of Europe in 2011. 
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Table 1. Geographic latitude, longitude, station codes, and the data samples for ionograms for the Digisonde stations in 2011.
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	Station Name
	Station Code
	Geographical Latitude (°N)
	Geographical Longitude (°E)
	Sampling Interval





	Juliusruh
	JR055
	54.6
	13.4
	15 min.



	Fairford
	FF051
	51.7
	358.5
	15 min.



	Chilton
	RL052
	51.5
	359.4
	10 min.



	Dourbes
	DB049
	50.1
	4.6
	5 min.



	Pruhonice
	PQ052
	50
	14.6
	15 min.



	Rome
	RO041
	41.9
	12.5
	15 min.



	Roquetes
	EB040
	40.8
	0.5
	15 min.



	Athens
	AT138
	38
	23.5
	15 min.
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