
An Overview of Science Challenges Pertaining to our

Understanding of Extreme Geomagnetically Induced

Currents

Chigomezyo M. Ngwira and Antti A. Pulkkinen

Abstract

Vulnerability of man-made infrastructure to Earth-directed space weather events
is a serious concern for today’s technology-dependent society. Space weather-driven
geomagnetically induced currents (GICs) can disrupt operation of extended electri-
cally conducting technological systems. The threat of adverse impacts on critical
technological infrastructure, like power grids, oil and gas pipelines, and communi-
cation networks, has sparked renewed interest in extreme space weather. Because
extreme space weather events have low occurrence rate but potentially high impact,
this presents a major challenge for our understanding of extreme GIC activity. In
this chapter, we discuss some of the key science challenges pertaining to our under-
standing of extreme events. In addition, we present an overview of GICs including
highlights of severe impacts over the last 80 years and recent U.S. Federal actions
relevant to this community.

1 Introduction

Concern about the vulnerability of man-made technological assets to Earth-directed ex-
treme space weather events has significantly grown in the last two decades. For example,
space weather-driven geomagnetically induced currents (GICs) that can disrupt operation
of assets such as, power transmission grids, oil and gas pipelines, and telecommunication
cables are a serious problem for society today (e.g., Barlow , 1849; Davidson, 1940; Boteler
and Jansen van Beek , 1999; Pirjola, 2000; Molinski et al., 2000; Pulkkinen et al., 2001;
Eroshenko et al., 2010, and references therein).

The ultimate challenge for the scientific community is to gain a better understanding
of extreme storms to ensure that we can more accurately assess and predict the occurrence
and impact of extreme events. In this chapter, we present an overview of extreme GICs
that highlights some of the most pressing science challenges, known severe impacts within
the last 80 years, and recent U.S. Federal actions. While the topics in this chapter touch
on a wide range of space weather processes, the discussions are focused primarily on
GICs. For detailed insight on certain aspects of space weather phenomena, interested
readers are referred to the other chapters in this book.
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1.1 Geomagnetic Storms at Earth

Large, violent explosions of solar plasma from the Sun’s corona, well-known as CMEs
(coronal mass ejections), are the major source of strong geomagnetic storms at Earth
(e.g., Gopalswamy et al., 2005). CMEs contain plasma and an embedded solar magnetic
field known as the interplanetary magnetic field (IMF). The most intense disturbances are
produced under southward IMF conditions when IMF orientation is oppositely directed
to the Earth’s magnetic field. Under southward IMF conditions, a more efficient coupling
pattern is established that in turn stimulates a chain of complex dynamic processes within
the magnetosphere-ionosphere (M-I) system driving phenomena such as geomagnetic dis-
turbances (GMDs), auroral displays at high-latitude locations, ionospheric irregularities,
and traveling ionospheric disturbances. CME’s are recognized also as the most geoeffec-
tive driver of intense GICs (see e.g., Huttunen et al., 2008; Pulkkinen et al., 2010a; Ngwira
et al., 2013a).

1.2 Basic theory of GICs

GICs are essentially the ground manifestation of a complex space weather chain of events
initiated by solar eruptions. On a fundamental level, the key aspect of the continuous
solar wind and magnetosphere interaction that drives GICs is the variation in near-
space electric current systems. Intense time-varying currents cause rapid fluctuation
of the geomagnetic field on the ground. The physical principle of the flow of GICs in
technological systems is governed by Faraday’s law of induction: a changing magnetic
field induces currents in conductors. More specifically, Faraday’s law

∇× E = −
∂B

∂ t
(1)

relates the temporal variation of the geomagnetic field to the formation of the geoelectric
field. The geoelectric field then drives an electric current inside the earth according to
Ohm’s law J = σE. The induced geoelectric field observed on the surface is independent
of the technological system and depends on M-I currents, which in turn are dependent
on space weather conditions, and on electromagnetic induction that is determined by the
Earth’s geology (e.g., Pirjola, 1982).

Overall the GIC problem demands a two-step approach (Pirjola, 2000, 2002). In step
one, geophysical aspects involving the estimation of the geoelectric field based on the
knowledge of magnetosphere-ionosphere currents and the Earth’s geological structure are
considered. Step two is the engineering piece in-which the system response is modeled
based on the determined geoelectric field and detailed information about the particular
ground system (e.g., Lehtinen and Pirjola, 1985; Molinski et al., 2000; Pirjola, 2000).

A simple but illustrative model for calculating the geoelectric field assumes a plane
wave propagating vertically downwards and that the Earth is a uniform (or a layered) half-
space with conductivity σ (Cagniard , 1953; Pirjola, 1982). Consider a single frequency
ω, then the horizontal geoelectric field Ey component can be expressed in terms of the
perpendicular horizontal geomagnetic field component Bx as:

Ey(ω) = −

√

ω

µ0 σ
e

i π

4 Bx (2)
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where µ0 is the permeability of free space and the layer of air between the ground and
the ionosphere is considered to have zero conductivity so that there is no significant
attenuation of external electromagnetic fields. Equation (1) is the “basic equation of
magnetotellurics” since it outlines the basis for deriving the Earth’s conductivity by
using geoelectric and geomagnetic field measurements recorded at the surface.

The plane wave method is a well-established and widely used method for GIC applica-
tions (see e.g., Pirjola, 2002; Viljanen et al., 2006a; Ngwira et al., 2008; Pulkkinen et al.,
2015a; da Silva Barbosa et al., 2015). Figure 1 shows a comparison of the plane wave
model geoelectric field and measured field. Measured geoelectric fields were recorded
at Browns Ferry station under the NSF-funded EarthScope USArray MT project. The
model geoelectric fields were computed from equation 2 above using recorded geomag-
netic field data and a 1-D layered Earth conductivity specific to this particular region
according to Fernberg (2012). Clearly, there is a good match between the modeled and
measured Ey component but the Ex component amplitudes are off even though the gen-
eral trends are well captured. This example highlights the need to improve our modeling
abilities.

It is important to note that the plane wave approach has also been applied to cases
of extreme geomagnetic storms. For instance, it has been extensively used to study
extreme GIC events (Ngwira et al., 2008; Wik et al., 2009; Pulkkinen et al., 2012; Ngwira
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Figure 1: A comparison of modeled and measured geoelectric fields during a storm event
in October 7, 2015. The measured fields were recorded at Browns Ferry USArray station.
Geoelectric field measurements courtesy of Anna Kelbert, USGS.
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et al., 2013a, 2015). More recently, Ngwira et al. (2014) also employed the plane wave
method to study surface geoelectric field response based on a hypothetical simulation
of an extreme Carrington-type event. The modeled fields captured the global response
pattern. Therefore, indications thus far suggest that the approximation can be applied
also to extreme cases but further investigations are still required.

In general, information about the geoelectric field that is produced on the ground
during a GMD event is obtained using the approach above. Now it is relatively straight-
forward to calculate the level of GICs flowing through a given node for any ground system.
This purely engineering task, requiring a detailed description of the specific system, is
beyond the scope of this paper. For further details regarding the execution of this process,
interested readers are encouraged to consult Lehtinen and Pirjola (1985) and/or Viljanen
and Pirjola (1994), and references therein.

2 Impact on Ground Systems

GICs have the potential to disrupt different technologies that we depend on for economic
vitality and national security, including the electric power grid, oil and gas pipelines, and
communications networks. This critical infrastructure makes up a diverse, complex and
interdependent network of systems where a failure of one could likely impact another.

Table 1 provides a list of extreme GIC effects that have taken place over the last 80
years. The source (or reference) of this information is also included. In the rest of this
section we briefly describe GIC effects on different ground systems.

2.1 Electrical Power Systems

It is widely acknowledged that a variety of grounded conductors can be disrupted by
GICs, however, electric power systems constitute probably the most critical technological
infrastructure vulnerable to these deleterious effects due to long transmission lines. For
that reason electric power systems are highly singled out by many authors since electric
energy cuts across many sectors of modern society and economy.

Large amplitude GICs pose a serious threat to the sustainability, reliability, and avail-
ability of electricity. The earliest publicly reported impact of GICs on power systems was
recorded following the March 24, 1940 geomagnetic storm effects on North American
power grids (Davidson, 1940). The primary effect of GICs is that they can push power
transformers into so-called half-cycle saturation causing: (1) generation of hot-spots in
the windings and/or structural components (e.g., Girgis and Ko, 1991; Lehtinen and Elo-
vaara, 2002; Price, 2002); (2) increased reactive power consumption of the transformer
(e.g., Xuzhu et al., 2001; Berge et al., 2011); and (3) injection of even and odd current har-
monics into the power system (e.g., Walling and Khan, 1991; Shu et al., 1993; Bernabeu,
2014).

For the electric grid, the most serious concern is related to rarely occurring geomag-
netic superstorms. Collapse of the Hydro-Quebec power network grid in Canada during
the March 13, 1989 superstorm is the most serious example of the impact space weather-
driven GICs can have on power systems. The GICs produced during this superstorm
caused a blackout of the entire Hydro-Quebec network on a time scale of just under two
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Table 1: Examples of extreme GIC effects on ground systems within the last 80 years.
Date Associated effects/impacts
March 24, 1940 Power circuit disturbances in North America. Earliest publicly

reported impact on power grids. (Davidson, 1940; McNish, 1940).
Feb. 11, 1958 Blown AC power supply fuses for Finnish telecommunication

cable system; Fire damage to telegraph equipment
(Nevanlinna et al., 2001; Wik et al., 2009).

Nov. 13, 1960 30 Swedish high-voltage power network line breakers tripped
(Wik et al., 2009).

August 4, 1972 Communication cable system outage in mid-western U.S.
(Boteler and Jansen van Beek , 1999).

July 13-14, 1982 Transformers and lines tripped in the Swedish high-voltage
power system; Railway traffic light anomalies; Effects on
telecommunications (Wik et al., 2009).

Mar. 13-14, 1989 Hydro-Quebec blackout; New York transformer damage;
Railway track anomalies
(Boteler , 2001a; Bolduc, 2002; Eroshenko et al., 2010).

March 24, 1991 GIC > 100A measured in Finland; 220 kV lines & a
transformer tripped (Viljanen et al., 1999; Wik et al., 2009).

Nov. 9, 1991 220 kV line tripping; Large pipe-to-soil voltages in an
oil pipeline (Wik et al., 2009).

April 6, 2000 Largest GIC on Swedish transformer; False railway track occu-
pations/blockages (Wik et al., 2009; Eroshenko et al., 2010).

Nov. 6, 2001 Railway automatic system failure (Eroshenko et al., 2010).
Oct. 29-30, 2003 Malmö blackout; Excessive transformer heating; Triggered

emergency procedures at nuclear power plants in Canada and
Northeastern United States; Reported damaged to high-voltage
transformers in South Africa; Railway automatic system failure
(Pulkkinen et al. (2005); Wik et al. (2009);
Gaunt and Coetzee (2007); Eroshenko et al. (2010)).

Nov. 20, 2003 Railway automatic system failure (Eroshenko et al., 2010).
Nov. 8, 2004 Transformer GIC exceeding 100A measured in southern

Sweden (Wik et al., 2009).
May 14, 2005 Railway automatic system failure (Eroshenko et al., 2010).

minutes (Boteler , 2001a; Bolduc, 2002, and references therein). The power outage that
affected millions of people for about 9-hours was the result of wide-spread transformer
saturation. During the same event, a generator step-up power transformer was destroyed
in New Jersey, USA.

More recently, the Halloween storm of October 2003 caused failure of a high-voltage
power transmission system in Malmö, Sweden (e.g., Pulkkinen et al., 2005; Wik et al.,
2009). The incident caused a power blackout that lasted for about an hour and left
around 50,000 customers without electricity (Wik et al., 2009). In South Africa, at a
mid-latitude location that was previously considered much less prone to GIC impacts,
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possible transformer damages were reported during the same storm of October 2003
(Gaunt and Coetzee, 2007).

The concern of any harmful impact on power grids has triggered renewed interest in
extreme GICs and space weather in general (e.g., Thomson et al., 2011; Pulkkinen et al.,
2012; Ngwira et al., 2013a; Marshall et al., 2012; Ngwira et al., 2014; Fiori et al., 2014;
Pulkkinen et al., 2015a; Ngwira et al., 2015; Schrijver et al., 2015; Carter et al., 2016).
As a result, there is growing recognition that the GIC problem is not only a high-latitude
phenomenon but affects also mid- to low-latitudes (see e.g., Trivedi et al., 2007; Ngwira
et al., 2008; Watari et al., 2009; Marshall et al., 2011; Torta et al., 2012; Carter et al.,
2015; Adebesin et al., 2016).

In addition, the very first NASA Living With a Star (LWS) Institute Working Group
that targeted the GIC problem was selected competitively as the pilot activity for the
new LWS element (Pulkkinen, 2016). The new NASA LWS Institutes program element
was launched in 2014. In 2015, the LWS Institute GIC Working Group held two, small
working group meetings focused on well-defined problems that called for intense, direct
interactions between colleagues in interdisciplinary fields. This facilitated the develop-
ment of a deeper insight of the variety of processes that link solar activity to Earth’s
environment and the power grid. See Pulkkinen et al. (2017) for more details on the
LWS Institute GIC Working Group findings, and Pulkkinen (2016) for the Special Col-
lection of papers, a product of work by teams of researchers from more than 20 different
international organizations.

2.2 Oil and Gas Pipelines

Oil and gas pipelines play a key role throughout the world as a mode of transporting
energy commodities over long distances from their sources to the end-users or consumers.
These pipelines are also affected by the GICs produced by geomagnetic disturbances
whose effects are not immediate but rather may need the cumulative action of several
disturbances (Boteler , 2001b; Marshall et al., 2010). Unprotected buried pipelines can
be susceptible to corrosion damage (e.g., Seager , 1991; Martin, 1993; Gummow and Eng ,
2002). Corrosion is an electrochemical process occurring when a current flows from the
pipe into the soil (Gummow and Eng , 2002). To protect the steel pipe from corrosion,
pipelines are covered by an insulating coating, in conjunction with a cathodic protection
system, that keeps the pipeline at a negative voltage on the order of 1 V with respect to
the ground. This helps to prevent telluric current (or GIC) flows from the pipeline to the
soil.

Generally, there isn’t much information about GIC impacts on pipelines, but one of
the most extended studies of space weather effects on pipelines was conducted on the
Finnish natural gas pipeline from August 1998 to May 1999 by Pulkkinen et al. (2001).
The project was implemented to: (1) derive a model for computing GICs and pipe-to-
soil (P/S) voltages, (2) perform measurements of GICs and P/S voltages in the pipeline,
and (3) derive statistically based predictions of GIC occurrences and P/S voltages at
different locations in the pipeline network. The study concluded that the largest P/S
voltage variations occurred at the ends of pipelines, while the largest GIC flows were in
the middle portions of the pipeline network. This conclusion was consistent with earlier
published results by Boteler et al. (2000).
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2.3 Other Systems

GICs can impact also telecommunication systems (e.g., Nevanlinna et al., 2001; Karsberg
et al., 1959). In fact, it is fairly well accepted that the first recorded space weather impact
on human-made technology was on telegraph systems (e.g., Barlow , 1849; Prescott , 1860;
Cade III , 2013). Today, optical fibre cables have a decreased probability of problems
because they do not carry GIC. On the other hand, the metal wires used in conjunction
with the fibre cables to provide the power needed for repeat stations might suffer from
GIC-related impact.

For instance, Nevanlinna et al. (2001) report on a case of sudden interruption of two
coaxial phone cable systems in the Finnish telecommunication network during the great
magnetic storm of February 11, 1958. The problem was a result of blown fuses connected
to the AC power feed at the repeater stations. In North America, a major geomagnetic
storm on August 4, 1974 is reported to have caused an outage of a communication cable
system in the mid-western U.S. (e.g., Anderson et al., 1974; Boteler and Jansen van Beek ,
1999). A detailed analysis of this geomagnetic storm’s response performed by Boteler and
Jansen van Beek (1999) revealed that the outage was associated with a highly localized
ionospheric eastward electrojet source.

On railway networks, there are very few well-documented cases concerning GIC ef-
fects (e.g., Wik et al., 2009; Eroshenko et al., 2010, and references therein). One of the
earliest reports is a malfunctioning of traffic lights on Swedish railways during the great
geomagnetic storm of July 1982 (see Wik et al., 2009, and references therein). A more
recent event on the Russian railways was caused by an anomaly in the signal system oper-
ation across some divisions within the high-latitude regions, as documented by Eroshenko
et al. (2010). The anomaly manifested as false traffic light signals about the occupation
of the railways that appeared precisely during the main phases of the strongest part of
the seventeen geomagnetic storms examined.

3 U.S. Federal Actions Relating to GICs

It can be argued that GICs are currently the greatest space weather hazard-related global
concern. The concern pertains specifically to extreme storms and extreme GICs that have
potential to cause significant and direct disruption of our daily lives. Also, the awareness
about the threat posed by GICs has been evolving very rapidly and especially in the U.S.
the elevated awareness has led to a number of policy and regulatory actions.

On the policy side, the action has been taken at the White House level in terms of
development of the National Space Weather Strategy and National Space Weather Action
Plan (SWAP) (National Science and Technology Council , 2015a,b). While GICs are not
the only space weather hazard addressed in these policies, the phenomenon does play
a central role in them. Importantly, the U.S. federal government is in the process of
executing the SWAP and the initial extreme event benchmark studies that are the first
step in the plan, have been completed. In the SWAP context, “extreme” is defined as
a 1-in-100-year event and a theoretical maximum event characterized using key physical
parameters of interest. The initial SWAP geoelectric field work related to GICs was
recently reported by Love (2012). It is also worth noting that in the UK, GICs were
recently introduced as a part of the space weather element in the National Risk Registry
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(Cabinet Office, 2015).
On the U.S. regulatory side, the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC)

recently ordered development of GMD standards that will direct the power transmission
industry response to GIC hazards (Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, 2015). In
response to both industry concerns about the GIC hazard and FERC GMD order, the
North American Electric Reliability Corporation (NERC) that is the key North American
hub for power transmission industry’s coordinated bulk system reliability actions, took
the leading role in organizing industry response to the hazard. NERC work has resulted
in a number of publications (e.g., North American Electric Reliability Corporation, 2012,
2013, 2016a,b) that guide industry on GIC issues. As a regulatory authority, NERC also
drafts the standards in response to the FERC order. The GMD standard pertaining to
hazard assessments drafted by NERC includes 1-in-100-year event benchmark that was
tailored for somewhat simplified utility level usage (North American Electric Reliability
Corporation, 2016a). The NERC GMD standard was approved by FERC in September
2016, which means that all U.S. utilities operating at or above 200 kV will be addressing
the hazard posed by extreme GICs.

Reflecting the actions in North America and UK, many nations around the globe
have increased interest in characterizing the hazard posed by GICs. Nations such as
the US, UK, Canada, Finland, Norway, Sweden, China, Japan, Brazil, Namibia, South
Africa, and Australia all have launched hazards assessment campaigns to understand and
mitigate the possible GIC impact on their systems. In all of these works, understanding
the extremes such as 1-in-100-year events is the central theme. It is thus clear that
there is a great demand for improved understanding of extreme GICs. The challenge for
scientists is to characterize the spatiotemporal evolution of extreme geoelectric fields and
GICs for the past, present and future (see Pulkkinen et al., 2017, for more discussion on
this).

4 Key Science Challenges

This section elaborates on some critical science topics that continue to hinder our un-
derstanding of extreme events. Here science is perceived as the fundamental Space and
Earth sciences research that enriches awareness and improved physics-based modeling of
the physical processes relating to GICs. The ability to monitor, model, forecast, and
understand extreme space weather events is among the most pressing scientific objectives
of our highly technology-dependent society.

Over the past few decades, major advancements in understanding the processes op-
erating within distinct regions of the near-Earth space environment and the interaction
between the regions has led to a full-grown insight of the important processes driving
GICs (Pulkkinen et al., 2017). However, even though they have potentially high impact,
there is still limited knowledge of extreme events because they occur infrequently. As
a result, there are insufficient historical recordings to adequately examine our ability to
more accurately model extreme events, from which we can gain better understanding
of the physical processes operating in the solar wind-magnetosphere-ionosphere coupled
system.

We note that the influence of the Earth’s geology on the GIC induction process is
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not addressed in the present study but a treatment of this topic is offered by Love and
Bedrosian (2017) and references therein, for the benefit of interested readers.

4.1 Extreme Drivers

Understanding the basic principles responsible for the initiation and development of dy-
namic M-I currents that create intense GICs on the ground is among the most pressing
science issues (e.g., Pulkkinen et al., 2017, and references therein). Two important as-
pects in this regard are: (1) interplanetary solar wind structures that drive extreme GICs
on the ground, and (2) response of M-I processes under extreme driving.

Solar wind recordings at L1 provide key insight of external driving conditions and are
fundamentally important for space weather research (Akasofu, 1981; Borovsky and Fun-
sten, 2003; Echer et al., 2008). Solar wind changes play a central role in controlling the
generation and evolution of M-I dynamics (Gonzalez , 1990; Weigel et al., 2002; Ebihara
et al., 2005; Tsurutani et al., 2015). While it is generally agreed that CME-driven storms
are the most geoeffective source of large GICs (e.g., Huttunen et al., 2008; Adebesin et al.,
2016), it is difficult to determine when and if the response of M-I processes during “or-
dinary” space conditions can be applied to extreme conditions of solar wind (Nagatsuma
et al., 2015).

The magnetosphere responds dramatically to major changes in the solar wind. Several
studies demonstrate that the response of the M-I coupled system is more complex under
extreme conditions (e.g., Chun and Russell , 1997; Ebihara et al., 2005; Ngwira et al.,
2014). In an extended study of extreme geoelectric fields on the ground, a follow on
study of Pulkkinen et al. (2012), Ngwira et al. (2013a) make known that rapid changes
in solar wind conditions trigger strong enhancement of the equatorial electroject (EEJ)
current generating intense geoelectric fields in the EEJ zone. The suggested primary
mechanism for this dramatic activity is penetration of high-latitude electric fields. As
well, these sudden changes in the solar wind alter the auroral electric current due to
related changes in FACs generating intense GICs at high-latitudes, as recently reported
by Adebesin et al. (2016). Ebihara et al. (2005) found that apart from moving to much
lower latitudes than usual, FACs also developed a complex distribution structure during
the superstorm on November 20, 2003. Then by simulating a Carrington-type event using
the University of Michigan physics-based Space Weather Modeling Framework (SWMF)
and extreme solar wind driving conditions, Ngwira et al. (2014) got similar results of
complex FACs in supports of earlier findings.

Magnetospheric substorms have long been identified as one of the leading causes of in-
tense high-latitude GICs (e.g., Pulkkinen et al., 2005; Viljanen et al., 2006b; Ngwira et al.,
2014, and references therein). Substorms are elemental physical processes of solar wind
energy storage and explosive release in Earth’s magnetotail region, which encompass basic
plasma physics. Closely related to the substorm expansion phase is the enhancement of
the westward current across the bulge of expanding aurora that is fed by FACs (McPher-
ron and Chu, 2016). Enhancement of auroral electrojet currents is a direct manifestation
of the substorm current wedge (SCW) (e.g., Murphy et al., 2013; McPherron and Chu,
2016, and references therein), which is a central element of the expansion phase created
by magnetic field dipolarization in the magnetotail and intensification of the westward
electrojet after auroral substorm onset.
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Exactly what is driving the development of complex M-I processes and their connec-
tion to the development of extreme GICs is still open to debate and calls for further
consideration. Thus, besides substorms, other major GIC drivers are also worth consid-
ering, including, geomagnetic pulsations (Pulkkinen et al., 2005; Viljanen et al., 1999;
Pulkkinen and Kataoka, 2006) and sudden storm commencements (Kappenman, 2003;
Pulkkinen et al., 2005; Fiori et al., 2014; Carter et al., 2015).

Now, one of the major characteristics common to most, if not all, extreme events
is that peak GIC activity tends to occur in relatively isolated spots/locations (Boteler
and Jansen van Beek , 1999; Pulkkinen et al., 2015a; Ngwira et al., 2015, and references
therein). It is important that we grasp those fundamental processes that give rise to local,
regional and global-scale structure and dynamics in the near-Earth space environment.
This is one of the top priorities for space weather research today. Since the solar wind-
magnetosphere-ionosphere is a coupled systems, one of the issues that makes it difficult
to explicate the causes is that several different mechanisms can be contributing at the
same time, as Onsager et al. (2004) point out. The challenge for us is to find creative
ways (or tools) to separate the different contributions with great accuracy.

The induced geoelectric field is responsible for currents that flow on ground-based
systems, thus it is the primary quantity that dictates the magnitude of GICs. Figure 2
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Figure 2: Calculated global geoelectric fields for 20 November 2003 showing a local-
ized extreme high-latitude peak geoelectric field at the College magnetometer station in
Alaska. Note that the peak geoelectric field amplitude indicated on the top of the figure
refers to a single station maximum.
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contains an illustration of a highly localized extreme geoelectric field (or GIC event) on
November 20, 2003. Ngwira et al. (2015) provide a summary of twelve localized extremes
that occurred between the years 1982–2005. In the figure, a very intense geoelectric field
(> 1 V/km) appears at a single site in the Alaskan region. These intense geoelectric
fields are seen only at three time instants (08:10, 08:11 and 08: 12 UT). Ngwira et al.
(2015) further reveal that these localized extreme fields at single sites can be associated
with structures that differed greatly from global and regional average fields. However,
the physical processes that control the evolution of the localized extremes have not been
sufficiently explored.

Obviously, storm-time variability of the geoelectric field is a direct reflection of dy-
namic processes in the M-I coupled system. Consequently for GIC applications, it is
critical that we understand the processes that produce complex current structures in the
solar wind, magnetosphere and ionosphere. The task at hand is to establish: (1) What
is the role of external extreme drivers that regulate the state of the whole system? (2)
How does the M-I system respond to extreme driving? The ultimate goal is to build
a better understanding of the spatiotemporal characteristics of M-I currents under ex-
treme driving. Like most of the major scientific challenges in the geosciences, there is
growing recognition that an integrated approach that consolidates multiple disciplines
and multiple sets of space-based and ground-based measurements is needed to enrich our
knowledge on CME’s and M-I processes that amplify geomagnetic hazards.

4.2 Modeling Extremes

A number of GIC system flow analysis techniques exist today (Lehtinen and Pirjola,
1985; Boteler et al., 2000; Pulkkinen et al., 2001; Zhang et al., 2012; Bernabeu, 2013;
Overbye et al., 2013; Boteler , 2014; Boteler and Pirjola, 2014, and references therein).
A description of the geoelectric field in the near vicinity of the ground system and in-
formation about the particular network system parameters must be furnished. For this
community, the geoelectric field is the foremost quantity of interest since it is the main
interface between the geophysical processes and the engineering application of GIC.

Assessing the geomagnetic hazard to ground systems is often dependent on our ability
to provide information to end-users about the expected extremes. Thus, modeling space
weather events with sufficient lead-time and accuracy is crucial for adopting appropriate
operational strategies. Achieving a more reliable forecast framework pertaining to GICs
depends on our ability to model ground magnetic field perturbations with high accuracy.
Significant progress has been made in the overall modeling framework both from first
principles physics-based approaches and from empirical techniques (e.g., Raeder et al.,
1996; Weigel et al., 2003; Pulkkinen et al., 2010b, 2013; Tóth et al., 2014; Wiltberger
et al., 2015; Wintoft et al., 2015). There has been a growing number of studies that focus
on modeling extreme geomagnetic events in general (e.g. Manchester IV et al., 2006; Li
et al., 2005; Baker et al., 2013; Ngwira et al., 2014; Liou et al., 2014; Shen et al., 2014;
Cid et al., 2014). In addition, other studies specifically focus on GICs (e.g. Ngwira et al.,
2013b, 2014; Kelly et al., 2017). As pointed out in section 4.1., unlocking the mysteries
of the M-I system processes under extreme driving conditions is critical for our modeling.

Extreme events in particular push the boundaries of our understanding of the physics
of space weather and our ability to model extremes. Interestingly, Ngwira et al. (2014)
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Figure 3: Ionospheric electrical potential output from MHD simulation of an extreme
Carrington-type event by Ngwira et al. (2014). Geomagnetic pole is at the center of each
segment and the outer circle depicts 20◦ geomagnetic latitude. The solid white trace
shows the polar cap boundary location.

found that the ionospheric cross polar cap potential (CPCP) values were much higher
than normally observed but the transpolar potential relationship between the CPCP and
the IMF was fulfilled with saturation occurring at substantially elevated levels. In ad-
dition, they also concluded that even under extreme driving, the MHD model was able
to reproduce known ground geoelectric field global characteristic distribution (see for in-
stance Figure 4 in Pulkkinen et al., 2012). Furthermore, Figure 3 depicts the ionospheric
electric potentials in the Northern and Southern hemisphere based on simulation results
by Ngwira et al. (2014). The solid white trace shows the polar cap boundary location.
This figure shows that the polar cap was significantly shifted towards the dayside mag-
netosphere. The unusual shift of the polar boundaries could expose southern locations to
high latitude ionospheric phenomena and thus also expose southern locations to elevated
GIC levels.

However, many challenges remain concerning the capabilities of current models, as
Welling et al. (2017) have shown. Having reanalyzed results from Pulkkinen et al. (2013)
with a goal of better understanding the performance of different models, Welling et al.
(2017) found that all models evaluated had a bias toward under-prediction, especially
during active times. As a result, it is important to keep in mind that current models are
still fairly immature and we don’t know exactly how valid the results are under extreme
driving conditions. Cid et al. (2014) offers an analysis and discussion of some of the
key issues related to extreme storms. This has serious implications for future research
targeting to improve operational forecast models.

Also, modeling short-term variability and small-scale storm-time features, which are
important for GICs, is still a major challenge. Take for example results in Figure 4 which
display geomagnetic field perturbations from observations (red) and model (blue) for the
Bx (top) and By (middle) components. Bottom panel contains the rate of change of
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Figure 4: Example of comparison between observations (red) and SWMF model (blue)
magnetic field perturbations at Fredericksburg and Ottawa for the event on March 17,
2015. Top to bottom are: magnetic field Bx, By, and dBx/dt, respectively. All the data
were sampled at 1-minute resolution.

Bx component for the event on March 17, 2015. All data sets were sample at 1-minute
resolution. The two stations used in the illustration are Fredericksburg, USA (left) and
Ottawa, Canada (right). The model magnetic field perturbations were obtained from
SWMF simulations (Tóth et al., 2012, and reference within) performed at the Commu-
nity Coordinated Modeling Center (CCMC). The global magnetosphere was represented
by BATSRUS (block-adaptive tree solar wind Roe-type upwind scheme: Powell et al.,
1999) coupled to RCM (Rice Convection Model: Toffoletto et al., 2003) using an inner
magnetosphere grid resolution of 1/8 Re with 2 million cells. Evidently, while the model
is able to capture the envelope of the variations, the fast changes are missed. It is key to
point out that similar results have been noted for other models but only SWMF outputs
are shown here for illustration purposes. Nevertheless, this is a serious challenge need-
ing further attention to improve current techniques in order to deliver highly actionable
information. However, there are a number of on-going efforts to further improve these
techniques (e.g., Owens et al., 2014; Devos et al., 2014; Pulkkinen et al., 2015b).
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4.3 Defining Extremes

Generally, there is a wide range of parameters used to define storm-time intensity, but
from a GIC standpoint, it is the geoelectric field extreme that must be defined. This is
because the geoelectric field intensity is closely connected to dB/dt and not the amplitude
of the storm as defined by Dst or Kp index. The Dst or disturbance storm time index is
a measure of geomagnetic activity used to classify the intensity of geomagnetic storms,
while Kp is a planetary 3-hour range index for quantifying disturbances in the horizontal
geomagnetic field component.

The afforementioned point is clearly emphasized in Figure 5, which shows from top
to bottom: the SYM-H index (high resolution Dst), AE index, horizontal geomagnetic
field at Fort Churchill, dB/dt, and calculated geoelectric fields. At points A and B,
strongly enhanced geoelectric fields are produced when the SYM-H levels are close to
typical quiet-time or prestorm-time values but the dB/dt is high. However, at point C
when the SYM-H is at minimum, corresponding to peak of main phase, the geoelectric
field is much lower than for case A and B with corresponding lower dB/dt. Therefore, it
is critical that we develop GIC specific quantities that better define the extremes.
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Figure 5: Plot showing the SYM-H (top) and AE (second) indices for the geomagnetic
storm on May 15, 2005. The horizontal (H) geomagnetic field, dH/dt, and the computed
induced geoelectric field at Fort Churchill, Canada are shown in panels three, four and
five, respectively. The letters A, B, and C mark points of interest discussed in this paper.
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However, one of the major obstacles to developing a geoelectric field-based index for
predicting intensity of space weather events is that the geoelectric field is rarely measured.
There are only a few places on the globe that have continuous geoelectric field recording
facilities. Without these measurements, studying the spatiotemporal characteristics or
later on developing regional or global geoelectric field indices is hindered. While data from
MT campaigns such as EarthScope USArray MT project (http://ds.iris.edu/spud/emtf)
help to alleviate some of our data challenges, long data sets that capture many storms
are preferable.

5 Concluding Remarks

The GIC signal consists of information about the entire space weather chain since GICs
are the ground manifestation of the coupled solar wind-magnetosphere-ionosphere dy-
namic system. The study of GIC events is therefore key also for advancing awareness of
the behavior of the whole complex system.

Enriching our knowledge of the solar wind-magnetosphere-ionosphere interaction is
one of the top priorities in space weather. Extreme events in particular continue to chal-
lenge our understanding of the physics of space weather. Because extreme events occur
infrequently but have potentially high impact, this is a major barrier to our understand-
ing of complex processes that produce extreme GICs. There are several on-going efforts
around the world to resolve outstanding challenges we face today. However, there is still
a lot more to accomplish as a community in terms of achieving understanding and later
on defining extreme GICs in the context of expected impact.

To improve current understanding and modeling abilities, it is very important that
we have a variety of space-based and ground-based instruments monitoring conditions
from Sun to Earth and a storms progression from activity on the solar surface to its
impact at Earth. Availability of quality geospace measurements of extreme events is
critical for testing and interpreting space weather observations. Our limited knowledge
about the temporal and spatial complexity of magnetosphere-ionosphere currents is partly
because of the difficulty of making simultaneous measurements everywhere. Ideally, all
electrodynamic parameters required for modeling would be recorded routinely at high
resolution across the globe, but in reality, what is prevailing is a sparse collection of single-
point measurements irregularly distributed in time and space. Therefore, acquiring more
geospace observations will also help to improve the accuracy of our modeling capabilities.
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