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Turbulence causes anomalous transport of plasma and thus limits achieving high temperature and
density of magnetically confined fusion plasmas. Recently, fast-ion-driven Alfvénic instabilities were
found to influence plasma thermal confinement by regulating turbulence. However, both favourable
and unfavourable effects coming from various mechanisms have been reported from experiments and
simulations to date. Here, we report a key parameter (ratio between growth rate of Alfvénic instability
and that of microturbulence) which can characterise changes in heat transport of thermal ions due to
nonlinear interaction between the fast-ion-driven Alfvénic instabilities and microturbulence in tokamak
plasmas. The transition from transport enhancement to reduction occurs at a particular value of the
parameter as it gets higher, and is reminiscent of the bifurcation responsible for transport-barrier
formation. This simple characterisation successfully covers the trend of experimental results, and can
provide a useful guideline for realising high performance confinement of burning plasmas in which fast

ions are abundant.

For thermonuclear fusion of magnetically confined plasmas, one needs to
achieve high plasma temperature, density, and energy confinement time
simultaneously. One primary reason limiting this goal has been anomalous
plasma transport, which is caused by low-frequency, short-scale
microturbulence'.

Fast ions produced by external heating methods such as neutral beam
injection (NBI) and ion cyclotron resonance heating (ICRH) sometimes
excite high-frequency Alfvénic eigenmodes (AEs)’, which are magnetohy-
drodynamic (MHD) modes at the macroscale (device size). They can
degrade confinement of fast ions’”, and therefore have been traditionally
thought to be a threat to achieving fusion®"’. While they have been some-
times observed to degrade confinement of thermal plasma as well'' ™, there
is accumulating evidence that the fast ion-driven AEs can sometimes
enhance confinement of thermal plasrnas”’zz. Recently, there has been a lot
of progress in research addressing this subject'”***. However, there have
been no publication that clarifies these two opposing trends to date, and it is
important to understand the underlying physics responsible for those. A
simple characterisation of the condition under which we expect the thermal
confinement enhancement in the presence of the fast ion-driven AEs will be
useful for extrapolation to future devices in which fast ions will be abundant.

This study concentrates on cases in which AEs and microturbulence
coexist, and their nonlinear interaction is considerable. We note that the-
oretically, fast ions can enhance thermal plasma confinement in the absence

of AEs as well”’. We emphasise that AE-microturbulence interaction is
not only fusion-relevant, but also of high academic interest by itself as a
prime example of multi-scale interaction in plasmas''~'*'*'****"*? Indeed,
similar problems have been a subject of active research in space and
astrophysics™ ™.

In this paper, we present state-of-the-art global gyrokinetic simu-
lation results on nonlinear interactions between toroidal Alfvénic
eigenmode (TAE) and turbulence driven by ion-temperature gradient
(ITG) in tokamak plasmas. TAE and ITG are the leading candidates for
AEs and microturbulence, respectively, in present-day experiments.
Here, TAE is the standing Alfvén wave formed by the toroidal coupling,
which renders the continuum damping ineffective, and can be excited by
the resonance with the fast ions’. We have found a dimensionless
parameter that successfully characterises the changes in turbulent heat
transport due to the TAE-turbulence interactions. The parameter is the
ratio of the linear growth rate of TAE to that of turbulence, yrar/yTurb-
The transport increases at low values of yrag/yurm, whereas it is reduced
at high values of yrag/Yrur- The transition from the enhancement to the
reduction occurs at ypap/Yrun = 0.5, and can provide an understanding
of the opposite predictions on the heat transport of thermal ions
described above. This parameter characterisation is in good agreement
with the trend of experimental results indicating the influence of a variety
of AEs on the thermal heat transport in the Joint European Torus (JET),
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the Axially Symmetric Divertor Experiment (ASDEX)-Upgrade, and the
Doublet ITI-D (DIII-D).

The reduction in the transport at high values of /Y1 is due to the
shearing of microturbulence eddies by the large-scale E x B flow associated
with TAE. This transition from TAE-induced thermal transport increase at
low values of yrap/Yrun to TAE-induced thermal transport reduction at
high values of y1ar/YTur i reminiscent of the well-known bifurcation in
transport-barrier formation®, in which wg , p/y 1 plays the role of an order
parameter’”**. Here, wg, , p is the E x B shearing rate,and y 1, represents the
ambient microturbulence decorrelation rate, which can be approximated by
the growth rate of turbulence.

Results

Simulation of TAE-microturbulence interaction

The turbulent transport in the presence of interactions between micro-
turbulence and the Alfvénic eigenmode is simulated using the GKNET
code” based on nonlinear gyrokinetic theory'*"". See the "Methods” section
for the numerical model and plasma parameters.

In the tokamaks, the plasma temperature is high in the core region
(small 7 in Fig. 1a) and low in the edge region (large r in Fig. 1a). The ion-
temperature gradient (ITG) drives microinstability with the linear growth
rate Yy, Which then develops into microturbulence at the ion-Larmor
radius scale, as shown by small-scale eddies (Fig. 1a) in a turbulent steady
state established as a result of complex processes, including the production
of large-scale flow, such as zonal flow™. The fluctuating E x B velocity due to
the perturbed electrostatic potential ¢ in Fig. 1a causes the thermal jon heat
flux in the radial direction. On the other hand, the fast ion density gradient
produced by external heating drives the toroidal Alfvénic eigenmode (TAE)

with the linear growth rate yrag, which in turn produces large-scale eddies,
as shown in Fig. 1c. Figure 1b shows that the presence of TAE significantly
influences turbulence. The influence of the TAE on the zonal flow shearing
rate is shown in Fig. 1d and is discussed later. To investigate the changes in
the thermal heat flux due to the TAE-turbulence interaction, we compare
the thermal ion heat transport due to turbulent fluctuations with a fast-ion-
driven TAE in Fig. 1b and without the TAE in Fig. la.

To understand a general trend of changes in the heat transport, non-
linear gyrokinetic simulations were performed for several plasma profiles
with different thermal ion-temperature and fast ion-density gradients
represented by the logarithmic gradients 1/Ly=—dlnT/dr and 1/
L,s=—dIn n¢/dr, respectively. For example, a steep thermal temperature
gradient corresponds to a large 1/Ly value. In addition, microturbulence is
simulated for different values of normalised plasma pressure = 2uonT/B*
(ratio of thermal to magnetic pressure) to understand a common trend of
changes in the heat transport due to the ITG turbulence at low 3 (8 = 0.64%)
and kinetic ballooning mode (KBM) turbulence at high 3 (8 = 1.28%). The
KBM is also a microinstability driven by an ion-temperature gradient, but
has stronger magnetic fluctuations than the ITG turbulence. The effect of
nonlinear TAE—-turbulence interaction on the heat flux of thermal ions Q; is
evaluated by comparing Q; in the presence of fast ions (Fig. 1b) indicated by
“TAE + Turb” and Q, in the absence of fast ions (Fig. 1a) indicated by
“Turb”. See the "Methods” section for quantitative descriptions of Q;, yrae
and Y-

Parameter characterising heat transport change
We summarise the impact of the interactions between the TAE and tur-
bulence on the heat flux of thermal ions Q; in Fig. 2. A key dimensionless
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Fig. 1 | Microturbulence with/without fast ion-driven Alfvén eigenmode in a
tokamak plasma. a Contour plots of perturbed electrostatic potential ¢ in micro-
turbulence without toroidal Alfvénic eigenmode (TAE) simulated using the global
nonlinear gyrokinetic simulation code GKNET. b Contour plots of perturbed
electrostatic potential in microturbulence with TAE driven by fast ions. The pre-
sence of the TAE significantly influences microturbulence as a result of the nonlinear
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TAE-turbulence interaction. Here, 1, , and  are the minor radius, the poloidal and
toroidal angles, respectively, and Ry is the major radius of the torus. The ratio of fast
ion to bulk ion temperature is To¢/ Ty; = 25, and the fraction of fast ion density
normalised to electron density is nog/noe = 2.5%. ¢ Contour plots of perturbed elec-
trostatic potential of the TAE eigenfunction. d Profiles of zonal flow shear with and
without TAE.

Communications Physics| (2025)8:486


www.nature.com/commsphys

https://doi.org/10.1038/s42005-025-02390-w

Article

o TR | L scan at low B JE
5 2 \ Lt scan at low B —o—-
'_ B .
& | | Lt scan at high p —a—
-~ 15} O/ai:XLnf scan at high B .
Ke] .
E 11 Increase
0 : Reduction
£05
g . AUG39230 7
oAJET73224 | QEToargq, DIID159243
0O 02 04 06 08 1 1.2 14

YrAE ! Yrurb

Fig. 2 | Influence of fast-ion-driven Alfvénic eigenmodes on turbulent transport
characterised by the key dimensionless parameter. Thermal ion heat flux with fast
ions QirAETurb Normalised to that without fast ions Qyryy, as a function of yrag/
PTurbs Where prag =y (1 =2) and yry,p, = p (n = 12) are the linear growth rates of the
TAE and the microturbulence, respectively, where 7 is the toroidal wavenumber.
Four curves with points correspond to the four scans of GKNET simulations for
various plasma profiles: the fast-ion density gradient L,¢scan of the turbulence at low
normalised plasma pressure f, the thermal temperature gradient Ly scan of the
turbulence at low f3 (8 = 0.64%), the Ly scan of the turbulence at high 8 (8 = 1.28%),
and the L,¢scan of the turbulence at high 3. Symbols A AUG39230, ® JET94701, «
DIII-D159243, and /\ JET73224 are from the analysis of experimental data. The
heat flux is increased due to the TAE-turbulence interaction QirAg {Turt/ QiTurb > 1
at low values of yrar/Yrurb- On the other hand, the heat flux is reduced Qirag+Turb/
Qirturb < 1 at high values of pag/yTur for both simulation and experimental data.
The transition from the increase to the reduction occurs at yrag/yumn = 0.5. The
energy and fraction of fast ions correspond to Toe/ To; = 25 and nggd g = 2.5%,
respectively, in the GKNET simulations. These values are T/ To; = 8 and n¢/

Moe = 6.9% for AUG39230, Ty To; = 33.8 and noe/ng. = 3% for JET94701, Toff

Toi = 11.9 and ngg/nge = 5.9% for DIII-D159243, and Ty To; = 7-10 and ngg/

Nge = 6-7% for JET73224.

parameter that characterises the overall trend of changes in thermal heat
transport due to the TAE-turbulence nonlinear interactions is the ratio
Y1 AE/YTurb- Figure 2 shows the ratio of the ion heat flux in the presence of fast
ions Qirag+Turb to that in the absence of the fast ions Q;ry, as a function of
YT AE/YTurb- In Our simulations, the TAE is unstable at n = 2 with growth rate
yrap and the ITG mode or KBM is unstable in the high-wavenumber
regime with the highest growth rate y1,, at n = 12, which corresponds to
kgp; = 0.42. The values of the growth rates prag and pryyp, are shown in the
“Methods” section. We have found that Q;rag Turb/ QiTur decreases with
increasing ytag/Yrur for four scans: the fast-ion density gradient L,,¢scan of
the turbulence at low normalised pressure f3, the temperature gradient Ly
scan of the turbulence at low §, the Lt scan of the turbulence at high 8, and
the L, scan of the turbulence at high . The heat flux is increased by the
TAE-turbulence interactions, Qirag + Turb/ Qirurb > 1, at low values of yrag/
PTurb Whereas the heat flux is reduced, Qirag+ Turb/ QiTurb < 1, at high values
of Y1 AE/YTurp- The transition from the enhancement to the reduction occurs
at Prar/Yrub = 0.5. It may be worth mentioning here that the normalised
heat flux QirapTut/Qitury decreases as yrap/yrun decreases at yragp/
Prurb < 0.3, as shown by the green and red curves, because the TAE becomes
almost stable and its influence on the transport becomes weak.

Comparison with experiments

To compare our simulation results with the experimental observations, we
plot four points obtained from the analysis of ASDEX-Upgrade'”, JET'****,
and DIII-D* in Fig. 2. The curve from our numerical simulations is in
agreement with the points representing ASDEX-Upgrade discharge #39230
and JET discharge #94701, showing a reduction in thermal ion heat
transport. The point representing the DIII-D discharge #159243 is con-
sistent with an extrapolation of the curve from our simulation to a higher
value of yrAg/YTun- The point representing the JET discharge #73224 is in
the stable regime yrag/yub < 0, while it is plotted at prap/yrub = —0.1 to

save space. This point shows the suppression of the heat transport and is
consistent with the curve from our simulation, because the normalised heat
flux represented by the green and red curves approaches a small value as
PTAE/ PTurb decreases in the regime yragp/yrun < 0.3. Hence, our parameter
characterisation successfully reproduces the changes in thermal ion heat
transport observed in the analysis of discharges in several machines. The
characterisation is applicable to a variety of AEs such as TAE in JET#94701,
reversed-shear AE (RSAE)® in DIII-D#159243, KBM/AE in AUG#39230,
and beta-induced AE (BAE)” in JET#73224. We speculate that the same
physics mechanism will apply to other AEs, as our theoretical prediction
based on simulation results for the TAE agrees with the experimental
observations for the RSAE in DIIID#159243 and BAE in JET#73224. In
Fig. 2, the plotted experimental results spread over a range of fast ion
energies and fast ion fractions, which are quantified by the ratio of fast ion to
bulk ion temperature Tof/Tp; and the ratio between fast ion density and
electron density /g in this study. These values are Tod To; = 8 and nqg/
Moo = 6.9% for AUG#39230, Tod Ty, = 33.8 and r1gg/ 1. = 3% for JET#94701,
Tod Toi = 11.9 and nod nge = 5.9% for DIIT-D#159243, and T To; = 7-10and
Nod Nge = 6-7% for JET#73224. We used Tyd To; = 25 and npdnge = 2.5% in
the GKNET simulations. The points for JET#94701 and AUG#39230
exhibit similar reductions in heat transport, even though the values of these
energies and fractions are significantly different. This is well captured by our
characterisation in terms of yrag/yrun and is in good agreement with our
simulation results in Fig. 2. The reason behind this can be that the energy
and fraction of fast ions affect the changes in turbulent transport and that of
the growth rate of TAE in a similar way, as shown by GKNET simulations
for different values of the energy and fraction of fast ions in "Methods”. As a
result, prag/YTub can characterise the trend of the experimental results for a
wide range of various values of the energy and fraction of fast ions in Fig. 2.
This characterisation is limited to a parameter regime in which the
TAE-turbulence interactions are active. For extreme cases, such as when the
fraction of fast ions is near 0% or 100%, we would not expect the TAE-
turbulence interactions. The yrap/yrun characterisation is also relevant
when AEs influence turbulence via Ex B flow-induced shearing. The
enhancement of zonal flow amplitude by AEs is presented in refs.
14,16,17,20,21. is expected to be proportional to the amplitude of AE, which
in turn correlates with y,g. This is very likely the reason why prag/yTurb iS @
good parameter to characterise not only our simulation results but also other
analyses of experimental data. An additional physical insight gained from
our simulation studies is that the E x B flow-induced shearing of turbulence
is mostly achieved by the large-scale TAE vortex flows represented by the
coherent structure in Fig. 1b and c rather than axisymmetric zonal flows
when yrag/yrub > 0.7, as shown below. See the "Methods” section for the
evaluation of QiragTurb/ Qiturb a0d YTAE/YTun from the experimental data.

The increase in the heat flux, Qirag + Turb/ Qiturb > 1, at small prae/Yrurs
is not compared to the experimental data because we could not find any
experiments in this very weak AE regime. The analysis in refs. 14,20. implies
that the transport increases when the AE exceeds the marginal stability and
becomes weakly unstable. The simulation results in refs. 14,20. may corre-
spond to the enhancement of Q; in the yrag/yrumb < 0.3 regime in our
simulations. Further studies in this very weak AE regime are left for future
work. On the other hand, the results in ref. 13 show an enhancement in the
heat flux at yrap/yrun = 1.62. While this case is inconsistent with our
parameter characterisation, the AE is significantly unstable in ref. 13 and can
cause strong thermal ion heat flux. In other words, the interaction between
the AE and turbulence does not play a dominant role in determining the
thermal heat flux. This case is outside of the validity regime of our simple
characterisation and suggests an upper limit of the suppression effect of AE
on turbulent transport.

Mechanism responsible for changes in heat transport

The changes in the heat flux Q; can be understood from redistribution of the
wavenumber spectrum of Q. Figure 3a shows the toroidal wavenumber
spectrum of the heat flux Q;(n) due to the ITG turbulence, where Q;=2_,
Qi(n). In the absence of TAE, the heat flux Qi (1) peaks at n =12. The
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Fig. 3 | Spectrum changes in ion heat transport in a
the presence of TAE. a Toroidal wavenumber
spectra of the thermal ion heat flux Q;(n) due to the
turbulence at low 8 with fast ions (TAE + Turb) and
without fast ions (Turb), showing an increase in Q; at
a low value of yrap/yrars (YTAE/YTurb = 048, Ro/
L,¢=28) and a reduction in Q; at a high value of
PTAE/YTurb (PTAE/YTurb = 0.66, Ro/L,¢ = 33.5),
respectively, as computed by GKNET. Here, 7 is the
wavenumber for the toroidal coordinate { and

Qi =2, Qi(n). b Toroidal wavenumber spectrum of
perturbed electrostatic potential ¢(n). The
TAE-turbulence interactions shift the peak of the
spectrum from high to low wavenumbers in (a) and
(b). Qi(n) at n =10 is the dominant contributor to
the total Q;. Consequently, the increase in Q;(n) at
n =10 causes the enhancement of Q; at low values of
P1aE/PTurt, While the small Q;(n) at n = 10 causes the
reduction in Q; at high values of yrag/yrumn- The
amplitude of the TAE represented by |(n)| atn =2 is
larger than that of the zonal flow at n = 0 for

TAE + Turb at a high value of yrag/yrurb- This
strong TAE reduces the thermal-ion heat flux Q; by
shifting the peak of the spectrum from high to low
wavenumbers.
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TAE-turbulence interactions reduce the heat flux Qirag Tub(n) from
Qirurb(n) at n = 12, while the interactions enhance the heat flux at n = 10 for
both low and high values of yrag/yun- The TAE-turbulence interactions
also suppress the amplitude of electrostatic potential |$(n)| at n =12 and
enhance |¢(n)| at n = 10 in Fig. 3b. These are similar to recent results by the
GENE code showing that the AE-turbulence interactions shift the peak of
the heat flux spectrum from high to low wavenumbers®.

The spectrum of the electrostatic potential in Fig. 3b shows zonal flow
production at n = 0 and excitation of TAE at n = 2. For the weaker drive of
the TAE with Ro/L,¢= 28 (a low value of yrag/yrum), the amplitude of the
TAE is smaller than that of zonal flows, and the energy transfer in the
wavenumber space by the weak TAE is limited, as shown in Fig. 3a and b.
The fluctuations cause strong heat transport at n =10 because they are
unstable against microinstability, resulting in the enhancement of Q; at low
values of prag/Yrurb, Which is similar to the increase in Q; for the KBM
turbulence at higher 8'". Both the increase in the fluctuation amplitude and
the modified phase difference between the electrostatic potential and tem-
perature fluctuations contribute to the strong heat flux. For the stronger
drive of TAE with Ry/L,s= 33.5 (a high value of prog/Y1ur), by contrast, the
amplitude of the TAE is larger than that of zonal flows, and the TAE
transfers the energy to a wide range of low 7 values in Fig. 3b. The strongly
excited fluctuations at low wavenumbers, such as n = 4, do not cause strong
heat transport, as shown in Fig. 3a, leading to the reduction in Q,. This is
because the microinstability at # = 4 is stable, indicating that the electrostatic
potential and temperature fluctuations are significantly out of phase,
causing a small heat flux. Hence, the amplitude of the TAE influences the
changes in ion heat transport through the redistribution of the heat flux
spectrum.

Large-scale flow shearing of turbulence

The mechanism of the reduction in turbulent transport is the large-scale
E x B flow-induced shearing of microturbulence eddies, as quantified by the
flow shearing shown in Fig. 1d. Figure 4 shows the TAE vortex flow shearing
rate wrag = {|d’prar/d?’ | ) and the zonal flow shearing rate wg,g = (|d*¢z5/
dr|) as a function of yrag/Yrut, Where (-+-) denotes the average over the
radius. The zonal flow shearing rate is higher than the TAE vortex flow
shearing rate atlow values of y1ap/yTub and decreases with increasing yrag/
PTurb» While the TAE vortex flow shearing rate increases with prag/Yrur. The
TAE vortex flow shearing rate becomes comparable with the zonal flow
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Fig. 4 | Large-scale flow shearing of turbulence eddies. TAE vortex flow shearing
rate wrag = {|d’¢rar/dr’]) and zonal ExB flow shearing rate wgp = {|d’¢p/dr’|) asa
function of pag/yTur for the fast-ion density gradient (L,¢) scan of the turbulence at
low 8 and the temperature gradient (Lt) scan of the turbulence at high § as simulated
by GKNET, where (:--) denotes the average over the radius r. The TAE vortex flow
shearing rate becomes comparable to the zonal flow shearing rate at yrag/yrurmn = 0.7
atlow f3, and becomes higher than the zonal flow shearing rate at yrag/pur, > 0.4 at

high .

shearing rate at yrap/Yrun = 0.7 for the turbulence at low 5, and is higher
than the zonal flow shearing rate at yrag/yrun > 0.4 for the turbulence at
high B. Thus, the heat flux Qirag Turb is regulated by the large-scale E x B
flow, i.e., the zonal flow and TAE vortex flow, while the difference between
QitAE+Turb and Qyryrb is mainly caused by the TAE vortex flow atlarge yrar/
YTurb- This correlation of changes in the TAE vortex flow shearing rate and
changes in turbulent transport is similar to the well-known reduction of
microturbulence eddies’ radial size due to axisymmetric E x B flow shear*
where a significant reduction in turbulent transport has been observed when
the E x B shearing rate, wg,p in tokamak geometry”, exceeds prm. The
E x B flow shearing rate wg,p at high f is larger than that at low . This is
because the linear growth rate of the KBM at high f is significantly higher
than that of the ITG mode at low f3, as shown in Fig.5, so that the amplitude
of the fluctuations of the KBM that drives the zonal flows is much larger than
that of the ITG mode. As aresult, wg,p at high is larger than that atlow 8. It
is noteworthy that the zonal flow-induced turbulence shearing and the AE
vortex flow-induced shearing of turbulence eddies share a common physical
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Fig. 5 | Linear dispersion relation of toroidal Alfvénic eigenmode (TAE) and
microinstabilities, and thermal ion heat flux. a Linear growth rate y and real
frequency w of TAE and microinstabilities simulated by GKNET for two values of 8
as a function of the toroidal wavenumber n. The microinstability is the ion-
temperature gradient (ITG) mode at low 8 (8 =0.64%) for Ro/Lt = 6.66 and R,/
L,¢=28, as shown in ¢ and is the kinetic ballooning mode (KBM) at high

(B =1.28%) for Ry/Lt = 6.66 and Ry/L,¢= 33.5,as shown in d, where Ro/Ltand Ry/L,¢
are the logarithmic gradients normalised by the major radius of the torus Ro. The
TAE is unstable at a low wavenumber (n = 2), whereas the microinstabilities are
unstable at high wavenumbers (n > 6). b Alfvén wave continuum of # = 2 mode, real
frequency of n = 2 TAE at high f in a, and eigenfunction |$(n,m)|. ¢ Thermal ion heat

¢ 0002 4 0.004 ——
0.0018 - E 0.0035|- TAE+_'II_'urb—a— i
0.0016 R 0.003 urb |
= 0.0014 1=
= 0.0012} | Z 0.0025 4
£ 0.001F 4 £ 0.002f N
0.0008" 1 o 00015 J
S 0.0006- ool ]
0.0004( TAE+Turb :
0.0002 Turb 0.0005 4
o : ! L 0 ! |
25 30 35 40 45 55 6 65 7
Ro/ Lni R/ Lt

flux Q; in the presence of TAE driven by fast ions (TAE + Turb) and that in the
absence of fast ions (Turb) as a function of the fast-ion density gradient Ry/L,,¢ for
turbulence at low 8 (ITG) as simulated by GKNET. The heat flux Q; due to the TAE-
turbulence interaction (TAE + Turb) decreases with increasing drive of TAE Ry/L,q,
and the thermal ion heat transport is suppressed in the presence of a stronger TAE.
d Heat flux as a function of the bulk temperature gradient Ry/Ly for turbulence at
high 8 (KBM). In the presence of TAE (TAE + Turb), the TAE-turbulence inter-
action increases Q; at high gradients, whereas the interaction decreases Q; at low
gradients.

mechanism. The former has been well-established by previous works. In
addition, our work demonstrates that the latter can be a main mechanism
for a relatively large value of y1ag/Yrurb- The TAE vortex flow shearing can
be an extension of the shearing by axisymmetric zonal flows, and thus the
influence of the TAE vortex flow shearing can be related to the parameter
P1AE/YTurb- We remark that zonal flow-induced shearing can be enhanced
and dominate the vortex flow-induced shearing with increasing yr,r when
there are multiple unstable TAEs*. However, the physics of vortex-induced
shearing and that of zonal flow-induced shearing are very similar, and
characterisation by the parameter is still useful even in that case.

The TAE vortex flow is different from the zonal flow by having a non-
zero real frequency and a spatial variation in the poloidal direction. If the
TAE vortex flow pattern changes in time too rapidly, it can reduce the
effectiveness of shearing microturbulence eddies’. However, the TAE
rotation rate slows down significantly in the nonlinear saturation regime.
Therefore, the TAE vortex induced shearing is effective and exhibits a
similar suppression effect on the turbulence eddy size as familiar from the
vortex flow in magnetic islands”~™. In addition, concerning the mode
structure of TAE in the poloidal direction, its effect on the shearing is weak
compared to (d*¢/dr’)*>".

Discussion

We have investigated the influence of fast-ion-driven AEs on the plasma
thermal confinement, which is a critical fusion-relevant issue. We have
identified a key parameter that characterises the changes in the heat
transport of thermal ions due to nonlinear interactions between the TAE
driven by fast ions and the microturbulence driven by the ion-temperature
gradient in tokamak plasmas. The parameter is the ratio of the growth rate of
the TAE to that of the microturbulence, y1ag/yTur, and the thermal heat
transport is mitigated at yrag/yun > 0.5. This characterisation based on the
key dimensionless parameter, successfully covers the trend of experimental
results from JET, ASDEX-Upgrade, and DIII-D, where a variety of AEs play
a role. The experimental results indicate lower values of normalised heat
fluxes compared with those from GKNET. This observation may imply that
the suppression effect of AEs on turbulent transport is more pronounced
than what is anticipated by the GKNET simulations. While we cannot justify
that the growth rate describes the nonlinear saturated state in general a
priori, it turns out to be a useful indicator to characterise the changes in
turbulent transport due to the presence of TAE for the cases we have

simulated. Of course, there exists a theoretical possibility of one type of
instability with a lower growth rate but with a larger scale may dominate
turbulent transport in the nonlinear saturated regime®*. Although it is
parameterised by the linear growth rates, the underlying physical
mechanism for the transport reduction at high values of yrag/yrum is the
shearing of microturbulence eddies by the large-scale E x B flow associated
with TAE. It is noted that the simple parameter yrag/y1urb can be calculated
from linear simulations, which require significantly less computational
resources than nonlinear simulations. Because of this reduced numerical
cost, the parameter can be useful not only in understanding the results from
current experiments, but also as the first step in predicting the performance
of burning plasmas in future devices. We note that multiple fast-ion species
effects are not included because of numerical reasons. Simulations with
multiple fast-ion species and a much higher energy of fast ions, such as
3.5 MeV alpha particles, will be pursued in the near future, as well as the
validation of the parameter characterisation for experimental magnetic field
configuration, density, and temperature profiles.

Methods

Simulation details

Turbulent transport in the presence of the TAE-turbulence interaction is
simulated using the global gyrokinetic simulation code GKNET”. The time
evolution of the distribution function is solved based on the gyrokinetic
equation***' coupled with Maxwell’s equation to obtain the electrostatic and
vector potentials. The gyrokinetic equation is derived from the Boltzmann
equation by removing the gyrophase angle dependence of the particle dis-
tribution function coming from fast cyclotron motion around the ambient
magnetic field B,**"', and describes the spatiotemporal evolution of the
distribution function f{r, 6, {, Vip s s where the two velocity coordinates are
the parallel velocity v and magnetic moment y=m | v,|"/(2B,), where
v=vBy/By + v,. The toroidal coordinates of the particle gyrocenter posi-
tion (r, 6, {) are shown in Fig. 1a. The Fourier expansion is used along the
toroidal direction, so that the distribution function can be written as f{r, 6, {,
Vit £) = 20 fults 0, vy, s 1) exp(ind), where n is the toroidal wavenumber.
The nonlinear interactions between the TAE, turbulence, and zonal flows
are represented in terms of the Poisson bracket in the gyrokinetic equation.
The nonlinear interplay between different modes is validated by confirming
the conservation of perturbed entropy in the toroidal wavenumber space in
GKNET™.
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To understand the basic physics of the interactions between TAE and
turbulence, we consider typical turbulence driven by the ion-temperature
gradient (ITG) and typical TAE in a normal magnetic shear tokamak
plasma with a circular cross-section instead of an experimental configura-
tion. Global simulations are necessary to capture the global spatial structure
of TAE, which has alow toroidal wavenumber. We consider a typical case in
which the TAE directly interacts with the ITG turbulence with the gap of the
Alfvén wave continuum located at the middle of the minor radius 7. Here, we
describe the setup of the nonlinear simulations of this plasma. The back-
ground magnetic field By = (0, By, Byo) is characterised by the safety factor
q(r) = rByo/(RoBgo), representing the twist of the magnetic field lines, where
Ry is the major radius of the torus. The safety factor, the temperature and
density profiles are q(r) = 1.65 + 1.5(r/a + 0.15)°, ny(r) = 1y, exp[—6/Lys
tanh((r—1,)/8,)] and T(r) = Tos exp[—0,/Lt tanh((r—r0)/6,)], respectively,
where ry = a/2, §, = 0.3a and Ry/L,; = 2.22. Here, s =, i, and f represent the
electron, ion, and fast-ion species, respectively, and a is the minor radius and
a/Ry = 0.2. There is no source or sink of heat and particles in the system. The
simulation domain is 0.1 < r/a < 0.9, and fluctuations are set to vanish at the
boundary. Plasma parameters are px = 1/100, Tod To; = 25, my/m,, = 100, ng;/
n0.=0.975 and ngdng.=0.025, and N,x Ngx N, x N, =128 x 256
x 64 x 16 grid points are employed'"””. The toroidal direction is treated with
spectral methods with 30 even modes, and the collisions are calculated using
the Lenard-Bernstein operator. The simulation cost for studying the
interaction between the TAE and turbulence is very high because of the
following requirements that should be satisfied simultaneously. The first is
the time-scale resolution and duration of the simulation. The highest fre-
quency of fluctuations in the gyrokinetic simulations of plasmas with fast
ions is the real frequency of the TAE, denoted as w4, and wa0t =0.02 « 1 is
satisfied in our simulations, where 6t is the minimum time-step width. We
successfully obtained the nonlinear saturated state of TAE and turbulence in
the presence of their nonlinear interactions. If the conditions were not
satisfied, a nonlinear saturated state could not be established. This obser-
vation also demonstrates that the simulation duration was sufficiently long.
Second, simulating turbulence requires high resolution in the configuration
space, particularly in the directions normal to the magnetic field, to resolve
the fine-scale structure of turbulence eddies. In addition, simulating the TAE
requires a high resolution in the velocity space to capture the wave-particle
resonance, especially in the parallel direction along the field line.

Growth rate and frequency of TAE and microturbulence

When the amplitude of the fluctuation is infinitesimally small, the nonlinear
terms in the gyrokinetic equation can be neglected. As a result, the time
evolution of the Fourier components of the fluctuations can be written in the
form of f,, = g, exp(y(n)t—iw(n)t), where y(n) and w(n) are the linear growth
rate and real frequency of the fluctuation for a toroidal wavenumber #,
respectively. Figure 5a shows the linear growth rate and real frequency as
functions of toroidal wavenumber. The TAE is unstable at a low toroidal
wavenumber 7 =2, and thus yrag =y(n =2). The microinstabilities are
unstable at high wavenumbers n > 6, and their growth rates peak at n = 12;
therefore yryr, = y(n = 12). The microinstability is the ITG mode for low f3
(8=0.64%), while it is the kinetic ballooning mode (KBM) for high
(B =1.28%). The real frequency of the TAE w = 0.3 [va/Ry] =3.7 [v1i/Ry] for
high 5 lies within the gap in the Alfvén wave continuum, as shown in Fig. 5b.
We will report the benchmarking of GKNET for some experimental cases in
our next paper.

Definition of ion heat flux
The turbulent heat flux of thermal ions is given by

Coga) (] o

where p;=[((my)/2 + pBo)f; dv’ and  gq; = [{v(miv)’/2 + pBo)fi); dv,
where (...); and (...) denote the gyro-average and flux surface average,

Q;=Re

respectively. The ion distribution function f;, electrostatic potential ¢, and
vector potential A are obtained from nonlinear gyrokinetic simulations
using the GKNET code. In the figures, Q; is averaged over the radius r and
over a time window in the nonlinear steady state of turbulence.

Plasma profile scans of thermal ion heat flux

Thermal temperature gradient Ry/Ly and fast ion density gradient Ro/L,¢
scans of the thermal ion heat flux Q; were performed using the GKNET
code. The logarithmic gradient is normalised by the major radius of the
torus Ry. The heat flux Q; in the presence of fast ions is indicated by
“TAE + Turb”, while Q; in the absence of fast ions is indicated by "Turb”.
Figure 5¢ shows that Q; due to the turbulence at low 8 with fast ions
(TAE + Turb) decreases with increasing drive of TAE Ry/L,s while Q
without fast ions (Turb) remains unchanged. Thus, the thermal ion heat
transport is suppressed in the presence of a stronger TAE. It is useful to note
that the influence of nonlinear interactions between the TAE and turbulence
on the thermal heat transport correlates with the linear growth rate of the
TAE, yrag. Figure 5d shows that the thermal ion heat flux Q; due to tur-
bulence at high 8 (Turb) increases with increasing temperature gradient Ry/
Ly, as expected. In the presence of TAE driven by fast ions (TAE + Turb),
the TAE-turbulence interaction increases Q; at high gradients, whereas the
interaction decreases Q; at low gradients. Therefore, there also exists a
correlation between the influence of TAE-turbulence nonlinear interactions
on thermal transport and the linear growth rate of the microinstability Y1y,
which is a strong function of Ry/Lt. The same behaviour with respect to Ry/
Ly is found for turbulence at low 8. Thus, these results are common to both
turbulence at low 8 (ITG) and turbulence at high 3 (KBM). We verified that
the changes in the heat flux are not due to profile relaxation caused by the
growth of the TAE.

Here, we briefly discuss the influence of the energy and fraction of fast
ions on changes in turbulent transport. Figure 6 shows that the values of the
energy and fraction of fast ions affect the changes in turbulent transport and
the growth rate of the TAE in a similar way. Thus, prap/yrub can char-
acterise the trend of the changes in turbulent transport when the interaction
between the TAE and turbulence is active.

Evaluation of heat flux and key parameter from experimental data
The values of the normalised heat flux QiragTurb/Qirurb and the key
parameter yrag/Prub are approximately evaluated by using data from the
published work for ASDEX-Upgrade discharge #39230", DIII-D discharge
#159243%, JET discharge #94701'°”, and JET discharge #73224”. For
example, for ASDEX-U#39230", y,r = 0.095 [c/a] and ppug = 0.18 [c/al,
so that Yap/Yrurb = 0.53. The normalised heat flux is approximated to Q;rag
+Turb/ QiTurb = 0.3 for the average over 0.3 < py,, < 0.6. For DIII-D#159243%,
yae = 3.23 x 10* [1/s] and ppyq = 2.2 X 10* [1/s] as written in page 3, so that

N

Tor/ Toi=25 Nof/Npe=2.5% Ly scan —o—

15 1 73 | TorToi=30 Nor/Nge=2% L =28 *
5 TofToi=20 NoNge=2.5% Ly=33.5  x
\E 1 Tor/ Toi=20 Noi/Npe=2.5% L =42 *

e x

i

2
505 * B

0 L L L L L

L
0 02 04 06 08 1 1.2 1.4
YraE / Yrum

Fig. 6 | Influence of the energy and fraction of fast ions on changes in turbulent
transport. Normalised thermal ion heat flux with fast ions Qitag + Turb/QiTurb @S @
function of yrag/YTarb- The points connected by a red curve correspond to the fast-
ion density gradient L,¢scan of the GKNET simulations for ITG turbulence at low 8
for the energy and fraction of fast ions Tog/ To; = 25 and nog/ng. = 2.5%, respectively.
The other three points represent Qi + Turb/ Qiturb for the three sets of values of

different energies and fractions of fast ions: Tog/ To; = 30, ngf/ige = 2% and L,,¢=28;
Toe To; = 20, ngg/nge = 2.5% and L,,¢= 33.5; Tog/ To; = 20, nodnge = 2.5% and L,,¢ = 42.
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YAE/PTurb = 1.47. The normalised heat flux is approximated to Qirag+Turb/
Qiturb ~ 0.4 based on the statement ”a reduction of the thermal ion heat
transport by more than a factor of 2” in the “Abstract” section™.

Data availability
The data that support the findings of this study are available on request from
the corresponding author.

Code availability
The GKNET code is available from the corresponding author upon rea-
sonable request.
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