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ABSTRACT
Measurement of the emission current at a high voltage is necessary in monitoring ion production from a corona source, to provide inde-
pendent confirmation of operation. The wide common mode range required is usually obtained through an isolated system, which requires
isolated power to operate, adding complexity and volume. Passing the current through a light-emitting diode (LED) provides an alternative
measurement method as the LED’s brightness can be used to signal the current’s magnitude. The forward voltage loss across the LED is
negligible compared with the emitter voltage. Selection of a discrete LED for this task rather than using one within a standard integrated
optocoupler package improves the low current sensitivity by two orders of magnitude. A high efficiency discrete infrared LED–photodiode
pair is demonstrated to provide measurements of corona currents between 0.2 and 20 μA using a second LED–photodiode pair for analog
linearity compensation. The inherent simplicity is well suited to new applications of ion emission in propulsion and weather modification.

© 2023 Author(s). All article content, except where otherwise noted, is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0170176

I. INTRODUCTION
Discharge from high voltage electrodes provides a convenient

source of unipolar ions for charging1,2 propulsion3 and atmo-
spheric2 experiments. Although atmospheric discharge currents
near earth potential can be measured straightforwardly,4 determin-
ing the current flowing from an ionizer requires a “high side” mea-
surement at what may be a considerable operating potential of the
electrode. This is typically achieved by floating the measuring elec-
tronics at the high potential and returning the signal through optical
isolation5–8 because of voltage stress limitations on integrated cir-
cuits. Such methods usually also require an isolated supply to power
the current measurement circuit,9 which in our application of moni-
toring ion dispersal from an aircraft10 added complexity and volume
in an already physically constrained system. Using a light-emitting
diode (LED) to passively sense and signal the current offers a simpler
alternative for unipolar systems, with negligible effect on operation
as the LED forward voltage (∼2 V) is small in comparison with the
electrode voltage. Such an approach has been used with a photomul-
tiplier,11 but a minimum current of 80 μA was required to operate
the linearizing circuitry using specific hybrid parts with limited

voltage isolation. Currents associated with an atmospheric ionizer
are typically much smaller (∼1 μA). Here, a method is described that
is based on an efficient infrared LED to sense small corona currents
passively for monitoring ionizer operation.

II. DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS
A. Component characterization

Optocoupler devices are generally housed in an integrated
package, containing a photoemitter and photodetector. Standard
LED–phototransistor optocouplers (e.g., the 4N35) intended for dig-
ital use, operate with LED currents several orders of magnitude
greater than ∼1 μA envisaged for corona current measurement. The
IL300 analog (LED–photodiode) optocoupler is also unsatisfactory
at these relatively small LED currents.11 Although using a sepa-
rate LED and a spectrally matched photodiode is less convenient
practically, it allows the selection of a high efficiency LED able to
operate at the low current required and removes the isolation voltage
limitations of integrated optocoupler packages.
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FIG. 1. Current–voltage characteristics of four optocoupler pairs (A, B, C, and
D), each consisting of a OSI3NA5111A LED and SFH213 photodiode facing each
other in a light-tight tube. The LED currents were generated by an opamp (LM358)
constant current source, and the photodiode open circuit voltage (points) were
determined by a digital voltmeter with a 1 MΩ input resistance. Thick dashed
lines join the points; thin dashed lines are calculated fits to Eq. (3), obtained by
non-linear least-squares optimization.

A discrete LED–photodiode combination has therefore been
investigated for its response to the small unipolar input currents
expected. The OSI3NA5111A LED and SFH213 photodiode were
chosen for this based on their efficiency and sensitivity, respectively.
Both are 5 mm diameter through-hole parts, operating at 850 nm.
Their lower halves were each painted with black nail varnish to
exclude external light and held facing each other – but not touch-
ing - within black heat-shrink tubing. An opamp constant current
source was used to generate a range of LED forward currents with
the photodiode open circuit voltages VPD measured. Figure 1 shows
responses obtained for four different LED–photodiode pairs, indi-
cating an initially rapid increase in VPD with ILED from about ILED
= 0.2 μA, followed by a more gradual increase for ILED ≫ 1 μA. The
four optocoupler pairs show broadly similar response but differ in
detail.

As the LED and photodiode are physically separate parts, the
measured photodiode voltage and LED forward current are associ-
ated with two semiconductor junctions. However, their combined
response in Fig. 1 is reminiscent of a single diode.12 The classical
form of this is

Vf = nVT ln(
I f

Is
+ 1) (1)

for I f the diode’s forward current, Is the saturation current, n the
ideality factor, V f the forward voltage, and VT the thermal volt-
age ≈ kT

e . If the coupling between the two parts is regarded as, first,
through the LED having an optical output proportional to its for-
ward current and, second, through the photodiode having a linear
response to light received,13 Eq. (1) can be approximated by

VPD ∝ ln(1 +
ηILED

IsPD
), (2)

where IsPD is the saturation current of the photodiode and η is
the coupling efficiency factor between optical emission of the LED
and the generated photodiode current. As anticipated from these
theoretical considerations, Eq. (2) provides an approximate fit to
the measured data, but it can be improved by including an Ohmic
term as

VPD = ηILEDR0 + nVT ln(1 +
ηILED

IsPD
). (3)

Fits to the data derived using (3) with a least-squares procedure
are also shown in Fig. 1, assuming VT = 26 mV. Derived values of
n lie between two and three.

B. Signal processing
Because of the abrupt transition in the response appar-

ent in Fig. 1, some compensation for the non-linear sensitivity
is desirable. (Experiments with the optocouplers at 17 ○C and
−21 ○C showed that the temperature variation was negligible in
comparison). Reviewing Fig. 1, optocouplers C and D show
the closest comparability, which offers the possibility of using
one optocoupler to compensate for the variations in another.
Such a compensation scheme has been implemented with analog
electronics, using a differential amplifier to compare the photodi-
ode voltage from one optocoupler with that from a second opto-
coupler, the LED current for which is continuously adjusted by
feedback. When the photodiode voltages are equal, the second
(compensating) optocoupler’s LED current provides an estimate
of the current flowing in the first (sensing) optocoupler’s LED
and ultimately the corona current. Depending on the closeness of
the device matching and coupling efficiencies, this compensates for
the non-linearity. Figure 2 summarizes the approach. In detail, the
differential amplifier was constructed for minimal loading of the
photodiodes using 10 MΩ input resistors with unity gain (and 1 nF
across the feedback resistor for stability) from one stage of a low bias
current LMC6042 opamp; the second opamp in the package was
used to construct a feedback current source with a single 100 kΩ
resistor. A simple opamp current source is possible because LED2

FIG. 2. Signal processing and non-linearity compensation. LED1 and PD1 form
an optocoupler, generating a voltage at PD1 proportional to the current flowing
through LED1. A second photodiode (PD2) voltage is compared with that from PD1
by a differential amplifier, which controls the current source driving LED2, illumi-
nating PD2. Feedback adjusts the LED2 current to cause the PD2 voltage to equal
that of PD1. The LED2 control voltage provides a compensated determination of
the LED1 current, Vo.
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presents a floating load, and the LMC6042 permits single supply
operation.

III. RESULTS
A. Current retrieval

Figure 3 shows the response of one optocoupler to a range of
LED1 currents (open circles), and, additionally, the simultaneous
output Vo of the Fig. 2 circuit to the same input currents by using a
second optocoupler for compensation. This was originally intended
to reduce thermal effects in an aircraft application, but more impor-
tantly, it also increases the sensitivity, which would otherwise be
close to the analog to digital converter resolution of 1 mV. Overall,
this gives an output change approximately double that of the single
optocoupler over the range 0.2 to 20 μA with the step in the LED
currents evident in Fig. 1 reduced. Further processing is applied to
improve the current retrieval’s accuracy.

Accurate retrieval of the LED1 current from Vo requires inver-
sion of the observed response. This is achieved graphically by fitting
a curve to the data to calculate the LED1 current at the voltage
required. Following Fig. 1, Eq. (3) also provides a suitable fit to
the compensated response and yields the dashed line in Fig. 3 with
two characterizing coefficients. A disadvantage is that Eq. (3) can-
not be inverted analytically. Instead, ILED1 is found numerically by
solving f (ILED1) = 0 for an observed output voltage Vo using the
Newton–Raphson method, where

f (ILED1) = ηILED1R0 + nVT ln(1 +
ηILED1

IsPD
) − Vo. (4)

A starting value of 0.2 μA for ILED1 leads to the solution in about
five iterations using a convergence criterion of 10−4 μA between
successive values.

FIG. 3. Raw optocoupler response (dashed line) of the photodiode PD1 voltage
to the imposed LED1 current (open circles) with the simultaneous output voltage
(solid circles) from the compensated Fig. 2 system. The dashed line shows Eq. (3)
fitted to the compensated voltage data (derived coefficients: ηR0 = 5482.4 Ω and
η/IsPD = 6.011 × 10−7 A−1 for fixed VT = 26 mV and n = 3).

B. Ionizer application
The intended use of the LED optocoupler to sense corona

currents was evaluated by combining it with a resistor-based mea-
surement of the same current, at the high voltage generated by the
ionizer. A stand-alone test system was implemented to avoid risk to
a logging computer from the high voltages present. Figure 4 shows
the arrangement using the optocouplers of Fig. 3.

The current from a negative ionizer (Amazon type
B01G1DA19O) was passed through a sensing resistor and a
LED current sensor to a brush electrode emitter. The voltage
developed across the resistor was measured using a battery-powered
differential amplifier (constructed in a standard way from 680 kΩ
0.1% resistors with an OP97 opamp chosen for common mode
rejection), sampled by the Analog to Digital Converter (ADC) of a
12F675 microcontroller. The microcontroller was programmed to
average at 0.5 s intervals the differential amplifier voltage, a 2.5 V
reference, and the mid-point of the power supply from 16 samples
in each case. These values were sent as a serial data packet through
an optical isolator to an Arduino Uno development board with an
SD card. After receiving a data packet, the Arduino Uno sampled
the compensated LED voltage from an analog input, writing the
combined data received to the SD card.

Electrical noise produced by the ionizer necessitated a decou-
pling capacitor from the high voltage part of the circuit to earth,
and a slow data rate (300 baud) for the serial transfer was
required for reliability. Furthermore, it was found necessary to
ensure that there were no sharp bends in the high voltage con-

FIG. 4. Block diagram of the test system. A negative ionizer (with a high tension,
HT supply) is connected to a brush electrode emitter through a current sensing
series resistor R (10 kΩ) and the LED of an optocoupler. The resistor voltage is
monitored using a battery-powered differential amplifier and microcontroller. Sam-
ples of the resistor voltage at 0.5 Hz together with samples of a 2.5 V reference
are sent as serial data through an optoisolator to an Arduino Uno. Whenever a
data packet is received at its digital input D3, the Arduino Uno also samples the
optocoupler photodiode at analog input A0. All values are timestamped and written
to the SD card.
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FIG. 5. (a) Time series of corona currents with the ionizer switched on (straw
background) and off (white background), measured with the Fig. 4 system using
the current-sense resistor (thin blue line, R) and LED sensor (thick red line, LED)
methods. (b) shows the same data grouped into boxplots for the ionizer switched
off and on (on currents < −0.3 μA). (Boxplots show, in each case, the median as
a solid line, the inter-quartile range IQR as the size of the box, and whiskers to 1.5
IQR14).

nections between the resistor and LED to prevent corona current
losses.

The ionizer was pulsed on and off manually in bursts of ∼30 s
with the data recorded by the Arduino on the SD card. The micro-
controller ADC values were scaled against the 2.5 V reference and
converted to bipolar voltages. The associated photodiode voltage
samples were converted to the LED current using Eq. (4), apply-
ing the Newton–Raphson method on each value. Figure 5 compares
current measurements from the two methods, LED and resistor (R).
Figure 5(a) shows time series with the ionizer off initially and then
switched on and off for 30 s twice. Under the off condition, the LED-
derived current fluctuates between 0 and −0.3 μA. Under the on
condition, the traces show switching transients and noise, but the
values from the two methods are weakly positively correlated, sug-
gesting a common source. Selecting the inner part of the ionizer-on
data to avoid the transients for currents exceeding the LED off-
set (−0.3 μA), the median ionizer-on currents are during the first
pulse −1.1 μA (LED) and −1.3 μA (R) from 13 values and during
the second pulse −0.93 μA (LED) and −0.97 μA (R) from 15 val-
ues. Figure 5(b) presents the on and off currents as boxplots. As for
the separate pulses, the median currents measured separately by the
resistor and LED methods appear similar although data limitations
could cause spurious concordance.

IV. CONCLUSION
This work demonstrates that a high efficiency LED can provide

a passive method of fully isolated low current measurement suitable
for corona current applications. Different physical forms of LEDs
may offer more compact arrangements or permit larger isolation
voltages, but it seems unlikely that the simplicity of the unpowered
isolated sensor can be improved.
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