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To fully comprehend the nature of the propagation and acceleration mechanisms of TeV cosmic
rays it is essential to study their energy spectrum with great precision and high statistics. To this
matter a new generation of cosmic-ray experiments, like the HAWC observatory, has been built to
enable unprecedented measurements of the cosmic-ray spectrum at TeV energies. In this work, we
present a measurement of the total energy spectrum of cosmic rays from 10 TeV up to 1 PeV using
HAWC. The events were collected from January 2017 to December 2020. CORSIKA/QGSJET-
II-04 simulations were employed to estimate the energy of the cosmic-ray primaries. In this study
we applied the Bayes’ unfolding method on the measured air-shower energy distribution of the
data in order to obtain the all-particle cosmic-ray energy spectrum. We found that the spectrum
shows a break at (28.1+1.3

−1.2) (stat) TeV with a statistical significance of at least 4.2 𝜎. At this
energy the spectral index changes from 𝛼1 = -2.41 ± 0.01 (stat) to 𝛼2 = -2.73 ± 0.01 (stat). Our
result is consistent with previous reports about the presence of a spectral break.
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1. Introduction

What’s the origin of cosmic rays and what are their acceleration and propagation mechanisms?
These questions have been in the air since the discovery of this radiation more than 100 years
ago and, although nowadays there are many different astrophysical models based on theory and
experimental results (see for example [1–4]) that try to provide some answers, the mystery has not
been fully resolved. Some clues to answer the above questions may be found in the energy spectrum
of cosmic rays. In the recent years, experiments like ATIC-02 [5], ARGO [6], CREAM [7],
DAMPE [8], GRAPES-3 [9], HAWC [10], NUCLEON [11], and TIBET [12], have contributed to
the measurement of the total cosmic-ray energy spectrum in different energy regimes. In particular,
HAWC’s measurement reveals the existence of a new break at tens of TeV. This result is supported
by the observations made by NUCLEON, that also show a bend in the energy spectrum in the same
energy regime.

The High Altitude Water Cherenkov (HAWC) observatory is an experiment specifically de-
signed for the measurement of gamma rays and cosmic rays at TeV energies. Its main array is
made up of 300 water Cherenkov tanks filled up with ultra pure water (60 ML of water in total),
distributed over a flat area of 22000 m2, and located at the slope of the Sierra Negra, Puebla,
Mexico, at an altitude of 4100 m above sea level. Each Cherenkov detector has 4 photomultipliers
(PMTs) deployed at the bottom of the instrument, giving a total of 1200 in the array. Related to
cosmic-ray studies, the HAWC collaboration has contributed with the measurement of the total
energy spectrum in the energy region from 10 to 500 TeV [10] and of the energy spectrum of the
mass group of H+He from 6 to 158 TeV [13].

This particular study provides an updated result on the all-particle cosmic ray energy spectrum
measured by HAWC, extending the measurements up to 1 PeV and improving the estimation of the
statistical and systematic uncertainties. We reconstructed the total spectrum by the implementation
of an unfolding algorithm based on the Bayes theorem [14–16], which was applied to an experimental
HAWC data sample with 3.8 years of effective time.

2. HAWC simulations and data sets

For the reconstruction of the energy spectrum and to study the systematic errors of the result
we made use of MC simulations generated with CORSIKA (v760) [17]. Given the need to focus
this work, we will only focus in the most relevant steps in the generation of the simulations, for
more details and information the reader is referred to [13, 18]. To start with, low energy cosmic
ray air shower events (E < 80 GeV) and hadronic interactions with higher energies (E ≥ 80 GeV)
were generated with CORSIKA, making use of the hadronic interaction models FLUKA [19] and
QGSJet-II-04 [20], respectively. To reproduce how the incoming shower’s particles interact with
HAWC’s Cherenkov detectors we made use of GEANT4 [21]. In total there are 8 species simulated
in the MC data (H, He, C, O, Ne, Mg, Si and Fe) with an 𝐸−2 differential energy spectrum and
arrival directions in the zenith angle range \ = [0◦, 65◦]. The MC simulations were weighted to
have a broken power law spectra according to a cosmic-ray composition model obtained from fits
to direct measurements [7, 22–25]. Since protons are the most abundant nuclei in the TeV region,
the simulations for these primaries were employed for the energy calibration procedure of the data
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which is based on a log-likelihood analysis that compares probability tables generated for protons
of different energies, charge distributions and zenith angle intervals using QGSJET-II- 04 with the
experimental events. The HAWC data that we selected for this work were measured during the
time period between January 1, 2017 and December 31, 2020. To reduce the effect of systematic
errors in our study, we only selected events that were successfully reconstructed (according to the
procedure detailed in [18]), with zenith angles smaller or equal to 35𝑜, that activated a minimum
of 60 photomultipliers (PMTs) within a radius of 40 m from the core of the event and produced
singal in more than 30% of the active PMT at the moment of the detection. Finally, those events
that have the shower core mainly inside HAWC’s physical area were selected. The energy, angular
and shower core resolutions were estimated via MC simulations, resulting in 29%, 0.5𝑜, and 11.8
m, respectively at E = 1 PeV. After applying the selection cuts to the experimental data, we had a
total of 5.6 × 1010 shower events.

3. Reconstruction procedure of the energy spectrum

We start our analysis by the reconstruction of the energy distribution, 𝑁 (𝐸𝑟𝑒𝑐), from our
measured data (see Fig. 1). We then proceed to correct the energy distribution for migration effects,
this will grant us a more reliable result of the reconstruction of the energy spectrum. For this task,
we implemented an unfolding method based on the Bayes theorem [14–16], where we make use of
a response matrix, 𝑃(𝐸𝑟𝑒𝑐 |𝐸), which is derived from MC simulations (see Fig. 2, left).

Figure 1: Energy distribution histogram, 𝑁 (𝐸𝑟𝑒𝑐), derived from the selected data after the event selection
criteria (see section 2).

Now that we have the unfolded energy spectrum, 𝑁 (𝐸), from the experimental data, we are
almost ready to reconstruct the energy spectrum, but we need one more element, the effective area
(see Fig. 2, right), which is estimated from MC data as follows [10]:

𝐴eff (𝐸) = 𝐴thrown · 𝜖 (𝐸), (1)

where 𝜖 (𝐸) is the efficiency for detecting a shower event with true energy 𝐸 , and 𝐴thrown is the
simulated throwing area, which has been projected and averaged over the solid angle.
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Finally, the total energy spectrum of cosmic rays is reconstructed with the following formula:

Φ(𝐸) = 𝑁 (𝐸)
Δ𝐸 𝑇 ΔΩ 𝐴eff

, (2)

where Δ𝐸 is the bin width of the energy distribution, 𝑇 is the total effective time of observation,
which corresponds to 3.8 years for this work, and ΔΩ is the differential solid angle.

Figure 2: Left: The response matrix, 𝑃(𝐸𝑟 |𝐸), that is used in our analysis was estimated from the simulations
described in section 2. Right: Effective area as a function of the true primary energy, 𝐸 . This quantity also
comes from the MC simulations and it is used in the calculations for the reconstruction of the total energy
spectrum. It is compared with HAWC’s physical area (dashed line).

3.1 Results

The main result from our analysis is shown in Fig. 3, left. In here, the energy spectrum
is presented with its statistical errors (which include the limited statistics from both the data and
the response matrix), and the systematic uncertainties. At bin log10(𝐸/GeV) = 5.9, the statistical
error is found between ±2.2%, while the systematic uncertainties go from +10.3% to −10.5%. For
this work, we covered the most relevant sources of systematic errors, like the effective area, and
resolution of the PMTs, the late light effect and the charge resolution of the PMTs [18], the relative
abundances of cosmic rays, the unfolding technique (by evaluating the dependence on the prior
distribution and the smoothing algorithm, and by using Gold’s algorithm for the energy spectrum
reconstruction [26]), and the differences between experimental runs (which were divided in intervals
of one month). We found that the dominant sources of systematic errors at log10(𝐸/GeV) = 5.9
are the differences per run, the late light effect and the resolution of the PMTs.

As in [10], the observed total spectrum from Fig. 3 seems to follow a broken power-law
rather than a power-law. We fitted our result inside the interval log10(𝐸/GeV) = [4, 6] with both
hypothesis and then compare the results by using a statistical analysis to see which scenario is
preferred. For the analysis, as a test statistics we employed the difference of the chi-squares that are
found for both fits. The power-law formula is given by

Φ(𝐸) = Φ0𝐸
𝛾1 , (3)
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where Φ0 is a normalization parameter and 𝛾1 is the spectral index. Likewise, the broken power
law is defined as

Φ(𝐸) = Φ0𝐸
𝛾1

[
1 +

(
𝐸

𝐸0

) 𝜖 ] (𝛾2−𝛾1 )/𝜖
, (4)

where 𝐸0 is the position of the change in the spectral index, 𝛾1 and 𝛾2 are the spectral indexes
before and after the break, and 𝜖 is a parameter that measures the break’s sharpness. For the fits
we followed the 𝜒2-minimization procedure described in [27], taking into account the statistical
correlation between the measured points.

The fit results for the power-law scenario are Φ0 = 104.31±0.01 m−2 s−1 sr−1 GeV−1 and
𝛾1 = −2.62 ± 0.01 with 𝜒2

0 = 2059.31 for a total of 8 degrees of freedom. On the other hand, the fit
with the broken power-law formula gave Φ0 = 103.46±0.03 m−2 s−1 sr−1 GeV−1, 𝛾1 = −2.41 ± 0.01,
𝛾2 = −2.73 ± 0.01, and 𝐸0 = (28.1+1.3

−1.2) TeV with 𝜒2
1 = 10.38 for 5 degrees of freedom. 𝜖 was

fixed to a value of 3. The observed test statistics is TS𝑜𝑏𝑠 = 2048.93. The next step was to obtain
the 𝑇𝑆 distribution by assuming that the spectrum is best described by a power-law scenario. To do
so we generated random toy spectra from a parent power-law distribution using the results of the
fit with Eq. 4. We found no TS values above TS𝑜𝑏𝑠, thus the p-value is less than 1 × 10−5, which
implies a significance of at least 4.2𝜎 (stat) that the result is not described by the simple power-law
hypothesis.

Figure 3: Left: The all-particle cosmic-ray energy spectrum measured by HAWC, unfolded from data taken
during an effective time of 3.8 years (black dots). To better observe the shape of the spectrum, it is multiplied
by an energy factor of 𝐸2.6. Systematic uncertainties on the flux are represented by the gray error band,
while the statistical errors are represented by bars. In this case, we compare our result to the one of the H +
He component of cosmic rays from [13]. Right: HAWC’s total energy spectrum (this work) fitted with the
power-law formula from eq. (3) (green dotted line) and the broken power-law formula from eq. (4) (pink
line).

Finally, we compared the spectrum obtained in this work to the results from other direct and
indirect experiments in Fig. 4. For the comparison, we selected the measurements from ATIC-02
[5], NUCLEON [11], ARGO-YBJ [6], ICETOP [28], KASCADE [29, 30], TAIGA-HiSCORE [31],
TIBET [12] and TUNKA-133 [32].
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Figure 4: Comparison of the measurements of the spectrum from different cosmic-ray experiments (ATIC-
02 (violet open triangles) [5], NUCLEON (red crosses) [11], ARGO-YBJ (violet crosses) [6], ICETOP (pink
dots and green open circles) [28], KASCADE (orange squares and green squares) [29, 30], TAIGA-HiSCORE
(green circles) [31], TIBET (upward blue triangles and downward blue triangles) [12] and TUNKA-133 (red
stars) [32]) with our result of the HAWC all-particle energy spectrum of cosmic rays (black circles, this
work).

4. Discussion

In the present analysis, we have confirmed that the all-particle energy spectrum of cosmic
rays is best described by a broken power-law in the energy range between 10 TeV and 1 PeV (see
Fig. 3) with a significance of 4.2 𝜎. This has also been observed in [11] and [10]. When
comparing our result against other measurements (c.f. Fig. 4), we observe a good agreement with
measurements from NUCLEON [11] within systematic errors. Also, at energies close to 10 TeV,
HAWC’s data points are in agreement with ATIC-02 [5] data, and at energies closer to 1 PeV,
our result is in agreement with TAIGA-HiSCORE [31] observations. On the other hand, HAWC’s
measured energy spectrum is above the results from ARGO-YBJ [6], ICETOP [28], and TIBET
[12]. In comparison to HAWC’s previous analysis [10], we reduced the systematic uncertainties of
the HAWC energy spectrum. For example, at 𝐸 = 100 TeV, the systematic uncertainty was reduced
from -24.8%/+26.4% to -5.5%/+9.3%. In Fig. 3, left, we compare the total spectrum with HAWC’s
recent measurement of the H + He spectrum [13]. The later also shows evidence of a softening
in the TeV region, specifically at 24 TeV. The fact that the feature in the total spectrum is located
at higher energies than in the case of the spectrum of the light mass group could be due to the
contribution of the heavy nuclei to the total intensity of cosmic rays.
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5. Conclusions

HAWC’s result on the all-particle energy spectrum from 10 TeV up to 1 PeV provide a bridge
between direct and indirect measurements, along with the data from the NUCLEON satellite [11].
In this region the results of both experiments on the total spectrum of cosmic rays are in agreement
within systematic uncertainties. For this work, we introduced an improved analysis of HAWC data
on air showers induced by TeV cosmic rays, which allowed us to reconstruct the energy spectrum
in the energy interval from 10 TeV up to 1 PeV. The present analysis on the all-particle energy
spectrum shows a knee-like structure around 28 TeV with a significance of at least 4.2𝜎 (stat).
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