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The Pierre Auger Observatory measures cosmic rays with energies between 1017.5 eV and 1020 eV,
based on air shower sampling at ground, complemented with shower development measurements
with a smaller duty-cycle. The cross-section for the primary interaction of 1018 eV protons with
air has been measured by analysing the maximum of shower development in the atmosphere. This
corresponds to a centre-of-mass energy of 57 TeV, and the LHC results show the same evolution
of the proton-proton cross-section at intermediate energies. The depth of shower maximum is
sensitive to cross-section and primary mass. Its energy evolution indicates a change towards the
behavior expected for heavier primaries or larger cross-sections. We will show also the results on
other observables related to primary nuclear mass composition.
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1. The Pierre Auger Observatory and the Highest Energy Beams

The Pierre Auger Observatory is a hybrid detector in which cosmic ray showers are sampled
with a ground array of 3000 km2 and imaged by surrounding fluorescence telescopes, allowing for
direct observation of the shower development in a subset of the data sample. Details can be found
in [1]. The observatory aims at exploring the highest available energy beams for particle physics
studies and to study their astrophysical origins.

Different nuclei, photons and neutrino primaries can be identified through the characteristics
of the showers they initiate in the atmosphere. Heavy nuclei, with a high interaction cross-section,
will initiate showers high up in the atmosphere and, with a high multiplicity, the showers will
develop faster and will produce a larger number of muons than a proton initiated shower. Photons
will interact later and nearly all their energy will be transferred to a similar electromagnetic cascade
but with fewer muons. Neutrinos are the only primaries that can transverse all of the atmosphere
horizontally and interact only close to the Observatory, so they can be distinguished from other
horizontal showers, in which the electromagnetic component has been absorbed and only muons
are left. Neutrons and protons will be indistinguishable, except for the fact that, as other neutral
particles, the arrival directions of neutrons can be related to their source positions, even at low
energies.

The collaboration has conducted dedicated searches for all neutral primaries but no positive
indications were found so far. Limits on neutrons, photons and neutrinos are described in [2, 3, 4],
respectively. Both photons and neutrinos are expected to be created in the interaction of hadronic
primaries with the CMB. The corresponding fluxes at Earth are expected to be small, but the sen-
sitivity of Auger will soon reach the upper bound of the predictions for primary protons. Other
production mechanisms are already severely constrained by the present limits. We concentrate
here on the exploration of the charged nuclei beams.

2. FD measurements of Xmax:
proton-air interaction cross-section and nuclear beam composition

One of the main variables to distinguish primary nuclei is the atmospheric depth at which the
shower reaches the maximum number of particles, Xmax = X1 + ∆X , determined by the point of
first interaction (X1) and the slant depth needed for the shower to develop up to its maximum (∆X).
Both components are smaller, and have less fluctuations, for showers initiated by heavy primaries,
with a large interaction cross-section and the energy subdivided between several nucleons. An
exponential tail at high Xmax, visible in figure 1, is dominated by the primaries with the deepest X1.

In [5], an unbiased sample of high Xmax events between 1 and 3 EeV is selected to mea-
sure the cross-section of inelastic proton-air collisions. The proton-proton inelastic cross-section
at
√

s=57±6 TeV is obtained using the Glauber formalism: the value of 92±7 (stat)+9
−11(syst)±7

(Glauber) mb is in good agreement with the extrapolation from the LHC measurements by almost
one order of magnitude in energy. The main systematics uncertainties arise from the modeling
of hadronic interactions, namely their elasticity, and possible beam contamination by photon and
Helium primaries. While direct photon limits constrain the upward errors, for Helium a 25% con-
tamination is assumed for reference and leads to a higher downward error.
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Figure 1: The left plot shows the exponential fit to the tail of the Xmax distribution; the right plot shows the
derived proton-proton inelastic cross-section [5].

Measurements at still higher energy could also be possible in Auger, as long as the relative
presence of Helium can be assumed to be limited. At present, the evolution of the first two moments
of the Xmax distributions are used to extract information about the nuclear mass composition of the
samples.

As shown in [7], 〈Xmax〉 depends linearly on the average of the logarithm of the nuclear mass
〈lnA〉, while its dispersion depends both on the 〈lnA〉 and σ2(lnA). A conversion relation between
the moments of Xmax and lnA can be obtained in the framework of a given hadronic interaction
model. Fig 2 shows how the present Auger results indicate that while at low energies the data is
compatible with a proton dominated beam, the average nuclear mass increases with energy, with
increasingly smaller dispersions. Such a scenario would have strong implications to astrophysics
source modeling, but this interpretation depends on the validity of the hadronic interaction mod-
eling at high energy. Naturally, the mixture between nuclei within hydrogen and iron defines a
possible region in the 〈lnA〉.vs.σ2(lnA) plane even without strong assumptions on the sources.
Given lower systematic uncertainties, the data can be used in the future to constrain the hadronic
interaction model properties and the extrapolation of low energy laboratory measurements to ener-
gies beyond the LHC.

3. SD measurements of muons:
total number of muons and muonic shower development

The FD data is limited in statistics and the SD can be used to extend the available beam
energies even further, giving also independent measurements in the overlap region. Of special
importance are the measurements based on muons, more closely related to the hadronic shower
core and undetected by the FD. In the Pierre Auger Observatory, ground measurements are made
by Water Cherenkov Detectors, sensitive to a combination of electromagnetic and muonic signals.

The fraction of muon signal at a 1000 m from the core1 varies as a function of zenith angle. For
10 EeV showers, it goes from around 50% at the median angle of 38o up to 90% for very inclined
showers, of 60o. This evolution has been consistently obtained by two different methods [8] which

11000 m is the reference distance at which the energy estimator is defined.
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Figure 6: Conversion to �lnA� and σ2
lnA using various hadronic interaction models. The red bands indicate the systematic

uncertainties.([19]).

In [23] we have selected all showers (411) measured in280

hybrid mode with an energy between 100.8 and 101.2 EeV.281

For each of those showers, we have generated Monte Carlo282

events with similar energies selecting those which also283

matched the measured longitudinal profile. Then, for those284

matching events, the predicted lateral distribution of the285

signal has been compared to the data recorded by the SD.286

The Monte Carlo predictions have been found to be sys-287

tematically below the observed signals, regardless of the288

hadronic model being used. To match the lateral distribu-289

tions we introduced two parameters that have been adjusted290

to the data. These parameters are RE which acts as a rescal-291

ing of the shower energy, and Rµ which acts as a muon size292

rescaling factor. The values that best reproduce the data293

are shown on Fig. 7 for a set of proton showers only and294

for a set showers from a mixed composition sample whose295

global Xmax distribution matches that of the data.296

In all case the Rµ rescaling factor is larger than one, indi-297

cating a deficit in the predictions, while for RE it is compat-298

ible with 1 for the mixed set and also for the pure proton set299

but only within the systematic uncertainties (mainly origi-300

nating form our absolute energy scale). Independent analy-301

ses using inclined showers or relying on the distinct signal302

shape left by muons in the WCD also point to a deficit of303

muons in the simulations [21, 22].304

In another study, based purely on the SD data we have305

reconstructed the muon production depth profile (MPD,306

[20]). From this profile it is possible to extract the depth of307

maximum production of the muons that reach the ground308

(Xµ
max ) which is also a mass indicator as it is linked to the309

longitudinal evolution of the EAS in the atmosphere.310

An interesting aspect of this study is that it gives us a311

second observable, similar to Xmax, that can be converted312

into �lnA�. It is therefore tempting to convert both our313

Xmax and Xµ
max data into �lnA� using the same interaction 314

model. The result of such conversion is shown on Fig. 8 315

for two models. In the first case, with EPOS-LHC, the 316

two observables convert into an incompatible mass value. 317

According to the model authors [53] this is linked to 318

the better representation of the rapidity gap distribution 319

of the new LHC (p-p). Of course, UHECR collision in 320

atmosphere are not p-p collisions but at least p-Air collisions 321

if not higher masses. The observed apparent contradiction 322

could then simply point at collective effects of the nuclei 323

collisions in the atmosphere. The representation from the 324

second model, QGSJetII-04, seems better but in that case 325

the rapidity gap distribution from the model is in poorer 326

agreement with the LHC data. While one cannot conclude 327

on the quality of a given model from this plot alone, this 328

analysis shows the interest and the power of UHECR data 329

to constrain high energy interaction models. 330

5 Anisotropies 331

The Auger collaboration has also performed extended anal- 332

yses of the UHECR arrival direction distributions in several 333

energy ranges and different angular scales [24, 25, 26, 27]. 334

Some particularly interesting results come out of the 335

analysis of the first harmonic modulation in the right as- 336

cension distribution of the events [24]. The results of these 337

analysis on the equatorial dipole amplitudes is shown on 338

Fig 9 for an extended range in energy covering nearly 4 or- 339

ders of magnitude. While no clear evidence for anisotropy 340

has been found yet it is remarkable to see that in the range 341

from 1 to 10 EeV, 3 points are above the 99% CL line, i.e. 342

only one percent of isotropic samples would show an equal 343

or larger amplitudes. 344

Figure 2: The top plots show the evolution of the first moments of the Xmax distribution with energy; the
lower plots show how they can be interpreted in terms of the logarithm of primary mass, within each hadronic
interaction model [6, 7].

explore the fact that muons leave a large signal concentrated in time, while the electromagnetic
component of the shower is smoother and spread in time. The ratio of the muon measurement to
the expectation for proton primaries is constant within uncertainties, but at a value 40% higher,
similar to the expectation for iron primaries. An independent method [9], using events above 62o,
finds that the disagreement with the predictions increases with energy, from log(E/eV)=18.5 to
19.5, pointing to a higher deficit of muons in the models at higher energies. These results, shown
in figure 3, seem to be incompatible with the average mass results obtained from the electromag-
netic shower in the overlaping energy region. The quantification of this incompatibility and of the
slopes of the evolution of the number of muons with zenith angle and energy is still limited by the
systematic uncertainties in the energy scale and energy calibration of the experiment, even if they
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Figure 3: The left plot shows the evolution of the number of muons with zenith angle, as measured by
different methods in relation to the expectations of protons simulated with QGSJetII-04 at 10 EeV; the right
plot shows the evolution with energy for the number of muons in inclined events at zenith angle of 60
degrees [8, 9].
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Figure 4: The left plot shows the longitudinal profile of muon production in an event with E = (92±3) EeV,
with an associated fit to extract X µ

max; the next panels show the 〈lnA〉 as extracted from 〈Xmax〉 and 〈X µ
max〉

for QGSJetII-04 (middle) and EPOS-LHC (right), respectively from ref. [12].

were significantely improved recently [10].
The compatibility between electromagnetic and hadronic shower description can be further

checked by the analysis of the longitudinal development of the muonic component. The Pierre
Auger Collaboration uses muon arrival times at each SD station to construct a muon production
longitudinal profile, similar to the electromagnetic profile observed in the FD, and measure the
position of its maximum, X µ

max, for each event. In fact, muons travel in nearly straight lines at
approximately the velocity of light from their production point near the shower axis, and their
delay relative to the shower front can be converted to a production point given they are identified
at a sufficiently large distance from the shower core. The resulting longitudinal profile is shown in
figure 4 (left).

The analysis in [11] uses events at 60o and log(E/eV ) > 19.1 to construct a new “elongation
rate” of the showers. The total number of muons is not used directly, though high numbers al-
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low a better reconstruction of the profile of each event. A systematic uncertainty of 17 g/cm2 is
dominated by differences in the shower shapes expected in different hadronic interaction models.
Notice that X µ

max shares with Xmax the information on X1 or the primary cross-section, but is dif-
ferently sensitive to ∆X , as the maximum production of muons is reached before the maximum
number of electromagnetic particles. Xmax−X µ

max tends to be fairly constant irrespective of the pri-
mary particle considered, but the expected value depends on the details of the shower development
implemented in each hadronic interaction model.

As for 〈Xmax〉, also 〈X µ
max〉 can be converted to 〈lnA〉, in the context of each hadronic interac-

tion model, giving a strong direct test of each implementation, as shown in figure 4. Independent of
the primary interaction cross-section, this difference tests other particle physics variables like the
multiplicity, elasticity or the baryon to meson ratio, and the consistency of the shower description.
As an example, we have checked that in the present implementation of EPOS-LHC there is an
inconsistency that did not exist before, and which is thought to be due to the tuning of the model to
reproduce the rapidity gap distributions measured by ATLAS at the LHC [13].

4. Summary and outlook

The Pierre Auger Observatory aims at using the highest energy beams to study particle physics,
as well as to study their astrophysical origin. The Xmax measurements are compatible with a proton
dominated flux at the EeV scale allowing for a measurement of the proton-air interaction cross-
section, which can be converted to proton-proton inelastic cross-section at a centre-of-mass energy
of around 60 TeV, consistent with the extrapolation from the LHC measurements at 7 TeV. This is
the first measurement at the Pierre Auger Observatory of a direct particle physics parameter, and
sets a good calibration point for future analyses.

At higher energies, the nuclear composition seems to be more complex. The analysis of the
same basic variable, the depth of electromagnetic shower maximum, in terms of the logarithm
of nuclear mass indicates that this increases with energy, but with decreasing fluctuations. This
behaviour can in the future be used to constrain the hadronic interaction models that favor un-
physical interpretations of the data.

Hadronic interaction model testing at very high energy is mostly limited by systematic uncer-
tainties on the energy scale and calibration of the detector, which has recently been improved. New
measurements on the number of muons at ground indicate that hadronic models tend to predict less
muons than observed in data, compatible with a even heavier composition than that indicated by
the electromagnetic shower development data.

Auger has developed a new method to test the hadronic shower development by construct-
ing the longitudinal profile of muon production. This new muonic shower maximum extends the
electromagnetic shower maximum analysis to higher energies with a similar trend, approaching the
expectations for heavier showers as the energy increases. The difference of the electromagnetic and
muonic shower maxima - reflected in their different interpretation in terms of 〈lnA〉 - is insensitive
to the first interaction point and thus less sensitive to the cross-section and instead can be used to
test the other parameters relevant for high energy shower development, opening the way to new
measurements in the future.
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