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Nowadays, due to the wide application and importance of active control methods such as 

Dielectric Barrier Discharge (DBD) plasma actuators, they are used in industries such as 

aerospace, propellers, and wind turbines to reduce the flow separation region and vortices 

around these objects (important applications). Accordingly, theories that can improve the 

efficiency in the aviation industry have drawn much attention. The larger the flow 

separation region around the airfoil, the more the vortices and return flows, and the larger 

the drag force. This leads to undesirable dissipation, especially in fuel, and instability of 

the aircraft (importance of the research work). The drag coefficient has a significant effect 

on the performance of the airplane, especially at high velocities. Hence, a method that can 

control the air flow on the airfoil and decrease the drag coefficient and the associated 

dissipation will be helpful. In this research, the airflow over a NACA0012 airfoil has been 

designed and analyzed in ANSYS Fluent software. In this method, two-dimensional airfoil 

aerodynamics is considered, and the high-Re airflow around the airfoil is analyzed. 

Moreover, the UDF code of the plasma is defined as a body force at an optimal and 

sensitive location of the airfoil (flow separation region). Subsequently, the drag coefficient 

is evaluated at a constant Re and different angles of attack. As a result, the drag coefficient 

at different angles of attack is smaller for when plasma is defined on the airfoil (plasma-

on) compared to when plasma is inactive (plasma-off). Furthermore, it is shown that the 

pressure distribution around the airfoil is improved using plasma actuators. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The characteristics of the aerodynamic force have significance in engineering and 

scientific applications such as aircraft, ships, helicopters, compressors, turbines, fans, pumps, wind 

tunnels, hydraulic canals, mills, and numerous other industries [1]. However, the most important 

application of aerodynamics is in aerospace and automotive engineering. Nowadays, aerodynamics 

has gained importance in the aviation industry, and engineers attempt to design aircraft wings such 

that the least air resistance and smallest flow separation region are obtained. The drag coefficient 

is used to indicate the aerodynamic state and can affect other factors such as maximum velocity, 

stability, fuel consumption, etc. A critical angle in an aircraft is a situation when the flow 

separation region behind the airfoil increases with an increase in the angle of attack, resulting in a 

sudden decrease in the lift coefficient and a strong increase in the drag coefficient. This eventually 

leads to a stall of the aerodynamic section and is generally undesirable because it causes energy 

dissipation and a reduction in aircraft efficiency [2, 3].  

Given the wide application of the phenomenon of flow around rigid objects, the study of 

momentum transfer has always drawn the attention of researchers. Theories that can somehow 

improve the efficiency of surfaces facing the fluid flow are of considerable interest. Aspects such 

as computing the aerodynamic forces and pressure distribution, investigating vortex separation and 

mechanisms governing the formation of vortices and the growth downstream of the flow are 

known as challenging problems in this field. Nowadays, the use of plasma actuators has attracted 

attention due to the possibility of creating a body force and, therefore, controlling the airflow 
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around rigid objects. These actuators are among the most proposed methods in flow control due to 

their availability, lack of need for special repairs, a very short response time, and low energy 

consumption [4].  

This research aims to examine the drag coefficient and pressure distribution around the 

NACA0012 airfoil using plasma (DBD) actuators. Among research works conducted in this area, 

one can mention the research by Corke et al. [5] who used weakly-ionized plasma actuators to 

increase the lift in the NACA0009 airfoil. They observed that the use of these actuators led to a 

simultaneous increase in the lift and drag forces, which was considered a flaw. Subsequently, they 

observed that the use of several actuators can eliminate the increase in the drag force [5]. Benard et 

al. [6] addressed the control of the lift and drag forces in the flow around a NACA0015 airfoil 

using an AC plasma actuator and demonstrated that the application of an electric field can 

simultaneously improve the lift force and reduce the drag force [6]. Morshed et al. [7] studied drag 

in 4 different profiles in a wind tunnel. After performing experiments, they discovered that created 

drag considerably depends on the shape. They also analyzed drag in 4 profiles, including sphere, 

cylinder, symmetrical airfoil (NACA 0015), and cambered airfoil (NACA 4415). These profiles 

were tested in the wind tunnel at velocities of 10, 15, 20, 25, and 30 meters per second. The 

authors concluded from their experiments that the drag created in the cambered airfoil (NACA 

4415) is smaller than those in the other profiles and that the largest drag corresponded to the 

spherical profile [7]. Roy et al. [8] studied the drag coefficient on a vehicle using serpentine 

dielectric barrier discharge actuators. They concluded that a similar linear plasma actuator cannot 

reduce the drag at the studied speeds. Furthermore, they claimed that the empirical data obtained 

for linear and serpentine plasma actuators under quiescent operating conditions indicate the strong 

effect of the serpentine design on the near-wall flow structure and the resulting drag; according to 

their results, for a specific actuator arrangement, the measured drag dropped by more than 14% 

and 10% at speeds of 26.8 m and 31.3 m, respectively, indicating an opportunity to save energy in 

full-scale ground vehicles [8]. Also, the considerable and applied research works have been done 

and analyzed about analysis of the drag force and coefficients [12-16], and the airfoil/composite 

[17-21] airfoils in the recent years. For example, a comparison study has been theoretically done to 

analyze the supersonic flow over conical bodies of three cross sections of elliptic, circular, and 

squircle shapes utilizing the method of Perturbation to get the flow variables [13]. 

In this research work, it has been used DBD actuators and the Spallart-Almaras turbulence 

model to study the drag coefficient and pressure distribution at high Re and to demonstrate the 

reduction in the drag coefficient in various angles of attack.  

 

 
2. The governing equations and methodology 
 

This study attempts to study the flow around the airfoil, NACA 0012 airfoil geometry, 

modeling and meshing of the geometry, and the effects related to plasma actuators. For this 

purpose, an airfoil is considered in the flow regime and its momentum, continuity and turbulence 

equations are solved numerically. 
 

2.1. NACA Airfoil Geometry 0012 

Here, the intended airfoil is the standard NACA0012 airfoil as one of the 4-digit NACA 

airfoils. The reason for choosing this airfoil is its wide range of applications including general 

aviation, supersonic jets, helicopter blades, ship bow, rocket fins, and many more. This airfoil has 

been used as the wing section in some aircraft, including the Cessna 152. Also, due to its 

symmetrical geometry, the manufacturing process is simple and does not require complex 

equipment. Moreover, because of being wider compared to other airfoils (with a width-to-chord 

ratio of 24%), it is easier to install electrodes and remove pressure measurement tubes from airfoil 

damping tests [2, 9]. A schematic of this airfoil and its relative coordinates is shown in Fig. 1 [10]. 
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Fig. 1. Modeled NACA 0012 airfoil coordinates view [10] 

 

 
2.2. Modeling and meshing 

The goal here is to examine the flow near an airfoil. To this end, the computational 

domain must first be drawn. Then, the domain must be meshed, and the boundary conditions must 

be specified. Finally, the results must be derived after solving the equations numerically. 

 

2.2.1 Computation space and meshing 

Fig. 2 presents a computational domain along with meshing that includes boundary 

conditions, namely flow inlet, flow outlet, and airfoil wall. As can be seen, a finer mesh is used 

near the airfoil, as the computational accuracy in these areas should be greater.  

 

 
 

Fig. 2. NACA 0012 airfoil meshing. 

 

 

2.2.2. Boundary conditions 

In this study, a Reynolds number of 1.4 × 106 is assumed for the flow around the airfoil, 

as can be calculated from Eq. (1) [8].  

 

𝑅𝑒 =
𝜌𝑣𝑐

𝜇
                                                                      (1) 

 

where “ρ” is density, “v” is velocity of the flow, “C” is the chord length of the airfoil, and “μ” is 

the dynamic viscosity of the air. Also, the problem definition and flow simulation method using 

Ansys Fluent software is as follows [8]. The reference parameters in this research are as in Table 

1. 
Table 1. Reference parameters. 

 

Unit Symbol Value Parameter 

- Re - Reynolds number 

𝑘𝑔/𝑚3 ρ 1.225 Density 

kg / m.s μ 1.7894 × 10−5 dynamic viscosity 

m C 1 Airfoil chord length 

m/s V 20 Flow velocity 
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Table 2 shows the equations in the numerical solution. As shown in the table, four 

equations are needed to model fluid motion and heat transfer in a porous medium. The first is the 

continuity equation, which states that no mass of fluid is created or destroyed. In addition, two 

momentum equations are required, one in the direction of the flow and the other normal to this 

direction. Finally, one turbulence equation is used because the modeling in this study is based on a 

one equation model. 
 

Table 2. Number of equations needed for modeling. 

 

Number Equations 

1 Continuity 

2 Navier-Stokes 

1 Turbulence 

 

 

What is stated here is for solving the flow field, meaning that plasma is inactive. With the 

addition of plasma as a body force written in C programming language using Visual Studio 

programming software, it is defined by compiling in Ansys Fluent software.  

 

 
3. Results and discussion 
 

This section studies the pressure distribution and the drag coefficient when the plasma is 

defined as a body force on the airfoil and evaluates and compares the results to those of the normal 

mode (plasma-off), including the following:   

1- Examining the pressure contours around the NACA 0012 airfoil in plasma-on and 

plasma-off modes.  

2- Examining and computing the drag coefficients in terms of the angles of attacks of 

5°, 10°, 12°, 14°, 15°, 16°, 17°, 18°, and 19° in plasma-off and plasma-on modes. 

 

3.1. Investigating the pressure contour 

In this section, the static pressure contour in the plasma-on and plasma-off modes are 

examined to know which areas of the airfoil experience the largest and smallest pressures in each 

mode. For this purpose, the analysis obtained at the angle of attack of 15°, as a large and near-

critical angle of attack, is used for comparison. 

 

3.1.1. Pressure contour in the plasma-off mode 

Fig. 3 displays the static pressure contour at a flow angle of 15°. As shown in the figure, 

the highest pressure is at the leading edge, and the smallest pressures are observed at the top of the 

airfoil; thus, the airfoil prevents the motion of the fluid. 

 

 
 

Fig. 3. Static pressure contour at an angle of attack of 15° (plasma-off). 
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3.1.2. Pressure contour in the plasma-on mode 

Fig. 4 displays the static pressure contour at a flow angle of 15° in the plasma-on mode. 

Just as the largest static pressure in the plasma-off mode was exerted at the leading edge of the 

airfoil, after defining the plasma and activating it as a body force on the airfoil, the static pressure 

at the bottom of the airfoil is increased (high-pressure region), and the static pressure is reduced at 

the top of the airfoil (low-pressure region). As seen in the figure, the pressure distribution at the 

bottom of the airfoil is considerably higher, leading to an increase in the lift force. 

 

 
 

Fig. 4. Static pressure contour at an angle of attack of 15° (plasma-on). 

 

 

3.2. Investigating the drag coefficient 

As shown in Fig. 5, the drag coefficient results when the plasma is off has been computed 

at angles of attack of 5°, 10°, 12°, 14°, 15°, 16°, 17°, 18°, and 19°. The results show that with an 

increase in the angle of attack, the drag coefficient also increases, and the largest increase in the 

drag coefficient is observed at the angles of attacks larger than 15°. For comparison and validation, 

the drag coefficient experimental results by Eftekhari et al. [11] have been used. Fig. 5 shows that 

the drag coefficients obtained in the present study are close to the experimental ones by Eftekhari 

et al. at identical angles of attack. 

 

 
 

Fig. 5. Drag coefficient results in the plasma-off mode versus angle of attack and a comparison  

with the experimental data by Eftekhari et al. [11]. 

 

 

As shown in Figs. 6. (a), (b), in the plasma-on mode, the drag coefficients at angles of 

attack similar to those for the plasma-off mode have decreased. The obtained results show that the 

dielectric barrier discharge actuators have a positive effect on the aircraft wing and reduce the drag 

force considerably. 
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(a)                                                                       (b) 

 

Figs. 6. (a) Results of drag coefficients versus angle of attack in plasma-off and plasma-on modes, (b) 

Results of drag coefficients in plasma-on and plasma-off modes compared to the experimental results by 

Eftekhari et al. [11]. 

 

 

4. Conclusions 
 

In this research, the drag coefficient results in the plasma-off mode were compared to the 

experimental results by Eftekhari et al. [11]; then, the effect of dielectric barrier discharge 

actuators on the NACA 0012 airfoil was examined to reduce the drag coefficient. The general 

results are as follows: 

 The drag coefficient results in the plasma-off mode were close to the experimental 

results by Eftekhari et al. [11] at identical angles of attack.  

 The use of dielectric barrier discharge actuators at an optimal position on the 

NACA 0012 airfoil reduces the drag coefficients at various angles, leading to less energy loss. 

 Fig. 6 indicates that in the plasma-off mode, the drag coefficients strongly 

increase from the angle of attack 15°upward, which are critical and super-critical angles of attack. 

This is generally undesirable, and by the addition of plasma as a body force, the drag coefficients 

of these critical angles decreased. 

 The largest static pressure in the plasma-off mode was observed at the leading 

edge of the airfoil, and the smallest static pressure in this mode was observed at the top of the 

airfoil; hence, the airfoil prevents the motion of the fluid. 

 After the activation of plasma (DBD) actuators, the pressure distribution at the 

bottom of the airfoil was considerably higher, leading to an increase in the lift force. 

 Plasma (DBD) actuators have a positive effect on the aircraft wing and the 

aerodynamic forces, finally resulting in improved aircraft efficiency. 

 It is recommended to install 2 or 3 dielectric barrier discharge actuators on 

different parts of the airfoil to control the flow and pressure on the airfoil. 
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