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Abstract. The present study aims to illustrate the work in real time and in the condi-
tions of geomagnetic storm of the developed empirical model for forecasting the crit-
ical frequencies of the ionosphere for the territory of Bulgaria. The task of creating 
a methodology for determining the critical frequencies is the main activity after the 
completion of the work of the “Plana” ionospheric station for the vertical sounding. 
For this purpose, a team from Department of Geophysics at the National Institute of 
Geophysics, Geodesy and Geography (NIGGG) – Bulgarian Academy of Sciences 
developed a method for determining the critical frequencies of the ionosphere based 
on Total Electron Content (TEC) data. The methodology allows continuing the prepa-
ration and publication of forecasts for the radio wave propagation on the territory 
of Bulgaria, which are used by governmental institutions and are freely available to 
radio amateurs through the website of the NIGGG. In the present work, a compari-
son is made between the critical frequencies of the ionosphere obtained by TEC for 
Bulgaria and the data from the vertical sounding at Rome station (RO041, 41.9°N, 
12.5°E). The choice of this ionospheric station is related to the fact that this station 
is located at the geographic latitude coinciding with the latitude of Sofia, which sug-
gests similar characteristics of the ionosphere. The difference in local time is also 
reported. The comparison between the data of the Rome ionospheric station in and 
those determined according to the TEC data for Bulgaria shows that the deviations 
are close to those obtained in the comparison with the data of Plana ionospheric sta-
tion for the period 1995-2014. The described results show that the created empirical 
model for reconstruction of the critical frequencies by TEC data on the basis of a 
previous period allows predicting the current state of the ionosphere even in the con-
ditions of geomagnetic disturbances.
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Introduction

One of the main tasks related to determining the parameters of a given radio path 
requires the knowledge of the most essential ionospheric characteristics obtained from the 
ionospheric stations by the vertical sounding of the ionosphere. Due to the absence of a 
station for vertical sounding of the ionosphere, an empirical model has been developed 
(Bojilova and Mukhtarov, 2021; Mukhtarov and Bojilova, 2021a), which allows to calculate 
estimated values of the critical frequency of the ionospheric F region (foF2) by TEC data 
(Mukhtarov et al., 2021b). The method published in (Bojilova and Mukhtarov, 2021) for 
determining the critical frequency of the ionosphere foF2 from TEC data is based on the 
linear-quadratic relationship between the two ionospheric characteristics established by re-
gression analysis. The values of TEC (which is an integral of the electron concentration by 
height above a certain point on the Earth’s surface) are formed predominantly at heights 
close to the height of the maximum electron density, which uniquely determines the critical 
frequency. This is the maximum radio frequency that is reflected by the ionosphere during 
vertical propagation of radio waves. For this reason, the relationship between TEC and foF2 
values turns out to be sufficiently stable and allows the critical frequency of the F region to 
be calculated from the TEC data with accuracy acceptable for practical purposes. The fea-
tures of the diurnal and seasonal variability of the values are reflected in the model. 

By comparing the measured and modeled values for the period 1995-2014, it was 
found that the Root Mean Square Error (RMSE) of the model foF2 values is about 
0.5 MHz (Mukhtarov and Bojilova, 2021a). It is well known that the main changes in 
the ionosphere are related to changes in solar extreme ultraviolet, ultraviolet radiation 
and geomagnetic activity. It is geomagnetic activity and geomagnetic storms that cause 
anomalies in the variations of the elements of the Earth‘s magnetic field (Metodiev and 
Trifonova, 2021). Also these effects cause anomalies both in the ULF RANGE (Chamati, 
2020; Chamati 2021a; Chamati, 2021b) and not least in the ionosphere and the radio com-
munication frequency range (Mukhtarov et al., 2011; Mukhtarov and Pancheva, 2012, 
Bojilova and Mukhtarov, 2020). 

Everything described so far gives reason to make a comparative analysis, illustrating 
the reliability of the proposed methodology for reconstructing foF2 based on TEC data 
for Sofia and data from the vertical sounding of the ionosphere based on Rome data. The 
obtained results confirm that the proposed dependency sufficiently accurately manages to 
solve the tasks set by the Ministry of Defense and the practical needs of environmental 
technologies (Lakov et al., 2018; Ivanova et al., 2018, Syrakov et al., 2013; Gadzhev et 
al., 2015).

Data and methods

Due to the lack of vertical sounding data on the territory of Bulgaria, in the present 
study a comparison was made between the modeled values of foF2 over Bulgaria with 
those measured at the Rome station (RO041, 41.9°N, 12.5°E). A comparison of the coor-
dinates of this station with the coordinates of the Plana station (SQ143, 42.6°N, 23.4°E) 
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shows that the two stations have practically the same geographic latitude with a difference 
in longitude 10.9°. This means that the local times at these two stations differ by 44 min-
utes. When comparing hourly values, this difference can be taken as one hour. The data 
for the ionospheric station Rome (Station Code: RO041, 41.9°N, 12.5°E) are taken from 
the GLOBAL IONOSPHERE RADIO OBSERVATORY (GIRO) freely available to users 
at the following link: https://giro.uml.edu/didbase/scaled.php. Data from GPS satellite 
navigation has wide application in geophysics and geodesy (Vassileva and Atanasova, 
2016; Василева и Атанасова, 2016; Atanasova et al., 2021). The data for the critical 
frequencies over Bulgaria are calculated by an empirical model from TEC (Bojilova and 
Mukhtarov, 2021; Mukhtarov and Bojilova, 2021a). To solve the task of forecasting foF2 
according to TEC were used data from Center for Orbit Determination in Europe (CODE) 
- ftp://ftp.unibe.ch/aiub/CODE/. In the examples of geomagnetic storms shown, the Kp-
index is received from: Goddard Space Flight Center: https://omniweb.gsfc.nasa.gov/.

Results

In the next few examples, various comparisons are made between the data for Rome 
and the reconstructed data for Sofia. The purpose of this analysis is to show that the pro-
posed methodology for reconstructing critical frequencies based on TEC data for a given 
past period is sufficiently good and reliable for forecasting the ionosphere over Bulgaria 
in real time and during geomagnetic storms.
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Fig. 1. Monthly medians of the critical frequency foF2 at sta-
tions SQ143 and RO041 for 2012.

Fig. 1 shows a comparison between the monthly hourly medians of the two stations 
for 2012. For the selected year, there are measured values from Rome- Italy and Sofia- 
Bulgaria. In the figure the data from Rome has been shifted by one hour, which approxi-
mately compensates for the difference in local times.
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The year 2012 occupies approximately the same place in 24th Solar Cycle as 2022 
occupies in the next one. As can be seen from Fig.1 the medians of the two stations are 
sufficiently close in value to justify the use of the Rome station data to estimate the pre-
diction during 2022. 
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Fig. 2 shows the mean deviation and RMSE between the SQ143 data and RO041 
for each calendar month for 2012. It can be seen from Fig.2 that the mean deviation of the 
data from Bulgaria compared to the data from Rome for 2012 is 0.068 MHz and RMSE 
is 0.742 MHz. These deviations are calculated based on all hourly values for that year.

Fig. 2. Means and standard deviations between the data of sta-
tions SQ143 and RO041 for 2012.

Fig. 3. Monthly medians of reconstructed critical frequency 
foF2 for Bulgaria and RO041 data for 2022.
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Fig. 3 shows the behavior of the monthly hourly medians from the Rome iono-
spheric station and the reconstructed values for Sofia in 2012. The figure shows the good 
coincidence between the two data types. The monthly medians also show a distinct sea-
sonal variability of foF2 characterized by lower values of critical frequencies in summer 
and their increase in winter conditions. The physical explanation of the obtained result is 
due to the so-call winter anomaly in the ionosphere. In particular, the winter anomaly is a 
phenomenon consisting in the fact that mid-latitude hourly median daytime foF2 value is 
greater in winter than in summer conditions at approximately the same solar activity level 
(Yasyukevich, et al., 2018).
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Fig. 4. Means and standard deviations between reconstructed crit-
ical frequency foF2 for Bulgaria and the measured data of RO041 
for 2022.

Fig. 4 shows the behavior of the mean deviations and RMSE for each calendar 
month from 2022 for data from Rome and Sofia. The data for Sofia are model values 
derived from TEC. The mean deviation calculated on the basis of the hourly values is 
0.069MHz, and RMSE is 0.741MHz. These values practically coincide with the analo-
gous ones in 2012, which means that the deviations between the foF2 values for the two 
stations in both cases are dominated by the natural heterogeneity of the ionosphere and 
not by the inaccuracy of the reconstruction. The obtained acceptable errors give reason 
to analyze cases of geomagnetic storms as an additional conformation about the validity 
and significance of the proposed methodology for reconstructing the critical frequencies 
based on TEC data for the territory of Bulgaria.

The behavior of the reconstructed critical frequencies for Bulgaria compared to the 
critical frequencies measured in Rome during ionospheric disturbances from geomagnet-
ic origin is shown in Fig. 5 and Fig. 6. The two disturbances in March 2022 (see Fig. 5) 
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Fig. 5. Course of the reconstructed critical frequencies for Bulgaria and 
measured in Rome station from 7 to 15 March 2022.

and May 2022 (see Fig. 6) are relatively weak. During the first geomagnetic storm, the 
geomagnetic activity index Kp reaches 4 on 11 March and reached to 6 on 13 March (see 
Fig. 5 top panel). All this indicates that the considered geomagnetic storm is of Minor 
type. From Fig. 5 it follows that during the anomalies the deviation between the two 
types of ionospheric data increased. This phenomenon is explained in the first place by 
the different character of the variations in TEC and foF2 during such type of anomalies. 
As an integral quantity, TEC also depends on the behavior of the electron density above 
the maximum, which is inaccessible for vertical sounding of the ionosphere and where 
physical processes differ from those at lower heights (Mukhtarov and Pancheva, 2012). 
The different local time has an additional influence on the differences. It is well known 
that the ionospheric response to geomagnetic disturbances has a significant dependence 
on the local time (Mukhtarov et al., 2013).
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In Fig. 6 shows a comparison of the behavior of the ionosphere based on data from 
Rome and reconstructed values for Sofia. The one shown in Fig. 6 critical frequency 
response illustrates the behavior of the two types of ionospheric data during the weak 
geomagnetic disturbance in summer conditions. From the top panel of Fig 6 it can be seen 
that the Kp index reaches to 5 on 27 and 28 May 2022. At the moment of the first max-
imum during 27 May, the critical frequencies begin to increase relative to the average, 
but subsequently there is a sharp decrease, which is essential for radio communications. 
In general, the response is predominantly negative, which is characteristic of the season 
during which the storm occurs. Analogous to Fig. 5 during the anomalies the deviations 
of both types of data increase. 

Fig. 6. Course of the reconstructed critical frequencies for Bulgaria and 
measured in Rome station from 25 to 30 May 2022.
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Summary

In the present investigation, a comparison of the obtained model values of the crit-
ical frequency of the ionospheric F region for Bulgaria and the data of vertical sounding 
from the Rome ionospheric station is presented. The use of data from the Rome iono-
spheric station for control the forecasting of the ionosphere over Bulgaria is due to the 
fact that Rome station is the only nearby working station at geographic latitude coinciding 
with the territory of Bulgaria. The detailed analysis presented in the article of the values 
of the critical frequency foF2 reconstructed by TEC data for Bulgaria in 2022 shows that 
in the absence of data from vertical sounding of the ionosphere, the use of the empirical 
model for preparing radio wave propagation forecasts by TEC data is justified due to the 
accuracy sufficient for practical needs. A comparison of the resulting mean and RMSE 
errors shows that the values are of sufficiently good accuracy for practical purposes. From 
the comparison of the reconstructed data in 2022 with the data from the same type (by 
geographic location) station Rome. It is found that the differences are the same compared 
to the differences between the data from the vertical sounding in Sofia and Rome in 2012. 
The created model based on regression analysis between data from the vertical sounding 
and TEC for the period 1995-2014 turns out to be sufficiently accurate during the next 
11-year cycle of solar activity. In addition, the behavior of foF2 during two geomagnetic 
storms in 2022 is considered. The presented comparison between the Rome data and the 
reconstructed Sofia data shows the good similarity and the clearly expressed seasonal re-
sponse of the ionosphere under conditions of geomagnetic disturbances. All the obtained 
results show that the model created and published on the website of the National Institute 
of Geophysics, Geodesy and Geography for forecasting the critical frequencies based on 
TEC data for the territory of Bulgaria sufficiently accurately and satisfactorily manages to 
reconstruct and describe the behavior of the ionosphere above the country.
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Прогнозирането на критичните честоти на йоносферата 
над България през 2022

П. Мухтаров, Р. Божилова

Резюме: Настоящата работа има за цел да илюстрира работата в реално време и в 
условията на геомагнитни бури на разработения емпиричен модел за прогнозиране 
на критичните честоти на йоносферата за територията на България. Задачата за съз-
даване на методика за определяне на критичните честоти е поставена след прекратя-
ването на работата на йоносферната станция „Плана“ за вертикалното сондиране на 
йоносферата. За тази цел колектив от департамент „Геофизика“ при Националния 
институт по Геофизика, Геодезия и География (НИГГГ) към Българската академия 
на науките разроботи метод за определяне на критичните честоти на йоносферата 
по данни на тоталното електронно съдържание (TEC). Методиката позволява да 
бъде продължено изготвянето и публикуването на прогнози за разпространение на 
радиовълните на територията на България които се ползват от държавни органи 
и са достъпни за радиолюбители посредством Интернет страницата на НИГГГ. В 
настоящата работа е направено сравнение между определените посредством TEC 
критични честоти на йоносферата за България и данните от вертикалния сондаж в 
станция Rome (RO041, 41.9°N, 12.5°E). Изборът на тази йоносферна станция е свър-
зан с това, че тя се намира на географска ширина съвпадаща с географската ширина 
на София, което предполага близки характеристики на йоносферата. Отчетена е и 
разликата в локалното време. Сравнението между данните на йоносферна станция 
Рим и определените по TEC данни за България показва, че отклоненията са близки 
до тези, получени при сравнението с данните на йоносферна станция Плана за пе-
риода 1995-2014 г. Описаните резултати показват, че създаденият емпиричен модел 
за реконструиране на критичните честоти по данни на ТЕС на базата на предходен 
период позволява да се прогнозира и актуалното състояние на йоносферата дори и 
в условията на геомагнитни смущения.
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