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A dedicated search for upward-going air showers at zenith angles exceeding 110° and energies E >
0.1 EeV has been performed using the Fluorescence Detector of the Pierre Auger Observatory. The search
is motivated by two “anomalous” radio pulses observed by the ANITA flights I and III that appear
inconsistent with the standard model of particle physics. Using simulations of both regular cosmic-ray
showers and upward-going events, a selection procedure has been defined to separate potential upward-
going candidate events and the corresponding exposure has been calculated in the energy range
[0.1-33] EeV. One event has been found in the search period between January 1, 2004, and December
31, 2018, consistent with an expected background of 0.27 + 0.12 events from misreconstructed cosmic-ray
showers. This translates to an upper bound on the integral flux of (7.2 +0.2) x 1072! ecm™2sr~! y~! and
(3.6 £0.2) x 1072 cm™2sr~! y~! for an E~! and E~? spectrum, respectively. An upward-going flux of
showers normalized to the ANITA observations is shown to predict over 34 events for an E~3 spectrum and
over 8.1 events for a conservative E~> spectrum, in strong disagreement with the interpretation of the

anomalous events as upward-going showers.

DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevLett.134.121003

The Antarctic Impulsive Transient Antenna (ANITA)
instruments, flown on long duration NASA balloons at
30-39 km altitudes above Antarctica, have detected radio
pulses that are consistent with coherent emission from
ultrahigh-energy cosmic-ray (UHECR) air showers. The
large horizontal polarization of the pulses is consistent with
the geomagnetic effect due to the Earth’s magnetic field [1].
The few pulses arriving from directions above the horizon
are interpreted as direct emission from air showers with
trajectories that do not intercept the surface of the ice (or
Earth, in general), here referred to as “Earth-missing
showers.” The majority of the pulses are reflected at the
air-ice interface and appear to arrive from the ice surface
(below the horizon). They thus display a characteristic
polarity inversion. In addition, several “anomalous” pulses
have been reported coming from directions below the
horizon [2-4]. These events show strong horizontal polari-
zation, but without the polarity inversion expected for
reflected pulses from UHECR showers. The first two such
events were detected with the ANITA I and III instruments,
respectively, at elevations of 27.4° [2] and 35.0° [3],
corresponding to zenith angles of 8 = 116.7° and 124.5°
at the intercept of the trajectory with the ice cap. They could

be induced by air showers developing in the upward
direction, as could be expected from tau lepton decays
produced in ultrahigh-energy tau-neutrino interactions
below the surface. However, the direction of the observed
pulses implies that the neutrinos would need to travel
about 6000-7000 km through the Earth before interacting
below the ice surface [2]. This corresponds to about 8—10
interaction lengths at the required neutrino energy FE, 2
0.2 EeV [5], causing severe attenuation and requiring a v,
flux that should have been observed with IceCube and the
Pierre Auger Observatory [6—8], the latter being particu-
larly sensitive to Earth-skimming tau neutrinos [9,10]. An
astrophysical explanation of the events under standard
model (SM) assumptions has also been severely con-
strained by IceCube [11].

The shower energy inferred from the pulse amplitudes
depends on the altitude, /, at which the shower is assumed to
start developing with respect to the ice level. Simulated
showers injected at 0 < & < 9 km indicate that the mini-
mum shower energy consistent with the ANITA I (ANITA
III) event depends on the unknown shower starting point
and is, e.g., ~0.2 EeV (~0.15 EeV) for showers starting at
h ~5 km (h > 5 km) [6]. Explanations based on subsurface
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reflections [12] or coherent transition radiation (TR),
expected as an UHECR shower intercepts the ice-air inter-
face, have also been suggested as a possible emission
mechanism. TR generated from upward-going showers
starting in the ice and intercepting the interface has been
ruled out [13], and, similarly, TR due to downward-going
UHECR showers intercepting the ice [14] is found to
have inconsistent polarity according to recent simula-
tions [15,16].

Given the difficulties in interpreting the anomalous
ANITA events, they have attracted a lot of attention.
Theoretical interpretations involving physics beyond the
SM have been put forward invoking new particles that
induce upward-going showers in the atmosphere (see, e.g.,
[17-23]). Given the relevance of these observations and
their discovery potential, a confirmation or a constraint
on upward-going air showers from an independent obser-
vation is of particular interest. In this Letter, we search for
these showers with the Fluorescence Detector of the Pierre
Auger Observatory. Similar approaches using optical
telescopes were reported in the context of searches for
Earth-skimming events induced by interactions of electron
neutrinos in the Earth’s crust [24] or by tau neutrinos
producing taus that decay in flight [25] and are also planned
for dedicated future experiments, e.g., [26].

The Pierre Auger Observatory is the largest cosmic-ray
detector ever constructed (3000 km?) for UHECR detec-
tion above 0.1 EeV [27,28]. It was completed in 2008 and
combines a surface detector (SD), an array of water-
Cherenkov detectors to detect the shower front at ground
level, and multiple telescopes, known as the Fluorescence
Detector (FD), to collect the fluorescence light emitted by
nitrogen as the shower front crosses the atmosphere above
the SD array. Three high elevation Auger telescopes
(HEATSs) were added in 2009 to better record low energy
showers [29]. UHECR showers typically develop in the
downward direction. The timing information from the SD
combined with the FD data constitutes a hybrid dataset that
allows for an improved geometrical reconstruction. The
hybrid exposure grows strongly with shower energy,
exceeding 300 km?sry for 1 EeV [30,31]. That of the
FD alone has not been investigated before, but can only be
expected to be larger.

Upward-going air showers with zenith angles larger than
110°, as considered here, are unlikely to trigger the SD, so
the search presented here uses events having only FD
information.

The standard FD reconstruction is carried out in two
stages: First, a geometrical reconstruction of the arrival
direction and the impact point of the shower on the ground
is made using the timing information from the triggered
pixels. Second, the signal traces in the pixels are exploited
to obtain the development of the energy deposition as a
function of the depth of atmosphere traversed, using the
Gaisser-Hillas profile [27,32,33].

Alternatively, a global fit (GF) reconstruction is used to
simultaneously find the arrival direction, the impact point,

and the Gaisser-Hillas energy deposition that best fit the
complete pixel data [34]. The analysis takes into account
the contribution of scattered Cherenkov light to the signal
and it can be used to combine data from several FD
locations. As it uses more information, it is more effective
in eliminating badly reconstructed events and noise. Both
the standard and GF reconstructions are applied in either
the upward or downward mode within the OFFLINE analysis
framework of the observatory [35].

When the impact point of a shower is in front of a
telescope inside the area covered by the SD, as is required
for hybrid events, the time sequence of the active pixels
clearly defines if it is an upward- or a downward-going
event. However, the sequence is reversed if the impact point
is behind the telescope (see [36]). When no SD information
is available, the reconstruction may be ambiguous with the
fits converging in both the upward and downward sol-
utions, one of them being a misreconstruction. Ordinary
cosmic-ray showers, which are reconstructed in the upward
direction, constitute an unwanted background. This is the
case for misreconstructed directions and for some Earth-
missing showers that are reconstructed with a zenith angle
exceeding 90°, relative to zenith at the center of the
SD array.

An important source of background in data is due to laser
pulses. Different types of laser shots are routinely fired
across the array from different positions at an average rate
of about 150 Hz to continuously monitor the atmospheric
quality and to test and evaluate the performance of both the
FD instrument and the reconstruction procedure [27].
These laser shots naturally mimic showers traveling in
the upward direction and are usually precisely time-tagged
so that they can be easily vetoed. However, a fraction of
order 0.01% of the laser events were not properly labeled
and cannot be vetoed. A dedicated effort has been made to
identify and discard them by making use of a sample of
10% of the available FD data up to December 31, 2018
(“burn sample”). A set of selection cuts, based on the
frequency and location of such events, has been defined to
clean the burn sample and, presumably, the full dataset of
all laser events.

Dedicated simulations of UHECR (background), as well
as upward-going showers (signal), have been produced
with CONEX [38] (we use SIBYLL2.3¢ [39,40] and URQMD1.3
[41] respectively for high and low energy hadronic inter-
actions) to optimize the final search in presence of possible
background. For the former, 166 x 10° showers of proton,
helium, nitrogen, and iron primaries have been produced in
the energy range 0.1-100 EeV. In the first batch, the
UHECR-induced showers were isotropically injected over
the surface of a sphere of radius 90 km, centered on the
array. The zenith angles, 6, relative to zenith at the array
center, extend to 100° to include Earth-missing showers. To
increase statistics, particularly for inclined events, a second
batch of 93 x 10° showers was simulated in the range

121003-5



PHYSICAL REVIEW LETTERS 134, 121003 (2025)

60°-100° (where all the background was found in the first
batch; cf. [36]. The energy distribution of the full back-
ground sample is weighted to mimic the measured UHECR
spectrum [30,42].

To study the signal, an isotropic distribution of 6 x 107
upward-going proton showers has been similarly simulated
in the range 0.03—-10 EeV. We note that, due to shower
universality [43], protons stand in for arbitrary primaries
with minimal or no loss of generality, since the first
interaction points are directly set and all calculations use
the shower energy rather than the energy of the primary
particle. The combined efficiency for triggering and recon-
structing such showers was found to be negligible for
energies below 0.03 EeV. The simulated showers are forced
to develop at a uniformly distributed altitude above the
ground (the altitude of the observatory is taken to be
1400 m above sea level), A, in the range 0 < & < 9 km with
zenith angles, measured at the exit point on the Earth,
between 110° and 180°. Altitudes & > 9 km are not
considered because the exposures of Auger and ANITA
fall down rapidly here. This is mostly for geometrical
reasons (maximum elevation angles of the Auger FD
telescopes and a narrowing Cherenkov cone in case of
ANITA). The flat distribution of shower starting points
used in the simulations is no restriction, as any distribution
can be generated from this by applying corresponding
weights to the altitude bins (see below). The ground impact
(exit) points have been sampled in a square area of
100 x 100 km? centered on the SD array. This area extends
up to ~20 km behind each FD site to include simulated
trajectories with exit points behind the field of view of a
telescope [36]. Additionally, to increase statistics in the low
energy region, 5 x 10° proton showers have been simulated
between 0.1 and 0.3 EeV with impact points contained in a
circle with a radius increasing with energy from 12 to
23 km around HEATs but otherwise with the same
distributions.

The simulation of the FD signals and trigger, and the
subsequent event reconstruction, are done within OFFLINE
to study the performance of the reconstruction algorithms.
The reconstructed zenith angles correlate well with their
true value. However, as no cuts targeted to directional
reconstruction precision were applied, a tail in 0,,. — O, is
present leading to a 68% central interval of [—1.1°, 11°] (see
Ref. [36] for further details).

The selection of candidates compatible with upward-
going showers that exit the Earth’s surface was performed
making use of simulations to reduce the large background
to a minimal level. After deciding the entire selection
strategy, it was applied to the aforementioned 10% burn
sample for verification (see Fig. 1) before it was finally
applied blindly to the full FD dataset (7.6 x 10° events). In
the first step, the aforementioned laser cuts reduce the data
sample to 4.7 x 10° events. To guarantee a minimum data
quality [31], only time periods with a clean atmosphere and

7 dn \u —O— Burnsample
102 E ~=-CR spectrum ! —a— Full data
E dE EF :
E =i —— Background simul.
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FIG. 1. Distributions of the discriminating variable /, as defined

in Eq. (1), for (i) a simulated isotropic background weighted and
normalized with the measured UHECR spectrum in the energy
range 10!7 to 10%° eV [42] (red histogram with an exponential fit
and its uncertainty band); (ii) the signal simulation with energy
10'66 to 1083 eV weighted with an E~3 spectrum and arbitrarily
normalized to one event (blue histogram); and (iii) the data
distributions, both for the 10% burn sample and the full dataset
(open and filled symbols). The cut value /. discriminating signal
and background is indicated by the vertical dashed line.

low cloud coverage [44], and only events with at least six
camera pixels contributing to the time-geometry fit of the
shower axis [28] are considered, leaving ~600 k events.
Out of these, 165000 events can be reconstructed as
upward-going in a simple time-geometry fit [28], if only
the time sequence and pointing direction of the triggered
pixels are considered.

The GF reconstruction is used to check whether the pixel
intensity is consistent with a showerlike dE/dX-profile,
eliminating many events where the dominant signal is from
Cherenkov light. Because of their time-compressed structure
they are misreconstructed as upward-going by the simple
time fit; cf. [36]. Only 2774 events survive this step. The GF
is then also applied in the downward mode and it is found that
the majority of the selected events allow both upward and
downward reconstructions. Only 986 events are left when
two further quality constraints are applied ensuring that the
interval of atmospheric slant depth, over which the shower
profile is observed, exceeds 80 g cm~2 and the reconstructed
shower maximum is above ground. To eliminate background
from misreconstructed and Earth-missing showers, a cut of
6 > 110° is applied leaving 928 events. Finally, events with
Xip = 1.230n are removed as the downward reconstruction
is clearly preferred over the upward reconstruction (the final
search criterion, discussed below, is based on comparing the
more precise likelihood ratios), reducing the sample to 255
events (cf. Fig. 1). The effects of cuts on data and simulation
are compared in the supplemental material.

A search criterion is finally needed to optimize discrimi-
nation between upward-going showers (signal) and cosmic-
ray events (background). For convenience, we use a function
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of the logarithm of the likelihood ratio of the upward and
downward modes, L/ Lgown

= arctan {In [max (Lyy, Ldown)/ Laown] % ¢}
a /2 ’

(1)

such that the discrimination variable [ ranges from
0<1<1, with larger values reflecting larger ratios
Lyp/Laown- When Ly, exceeds Ly, its value is [ = 0.
We note that, occasionally, some simulated cosmic-ray
showers can only be reconstructed as upward-going. In
such a case, the event is assigned a value of / = 1. Finally, the
scale parameter ¢ in Eq. (1) is chosen such that the signal
events uniformly cover the range [0,1]. Figure 1 presents the
resulting / distributions for both the UHECR background
(red) and the upward-going signal simulations (blue). While
the signal distribution is rather flat, the background drops
down by about 4 orders of magnitude across the range of /.

A final cut [ > [, is applied to minimize the UHECR
background while keeping a sufficiently large fraction of
the signal. To optimize /.., the [ distribution of the simulated
background has been fitted using several different trial
functions. For each fitted distribution, an optimal cut value,
[.., is chosen by performing a scan on [ to find the value that
minimizes the upper limit obtained for the integral flux of
upward-going showers, as discussed below. The flux limit
to be minimized in the /.. scan is obtained using an exposure
weighted over energy with power laws E~' and E2,
assuming uniform distribution in 4 and fixing the number
of observed events n,, to be equal to the number of events
expected from the cosmic-ray background ny,, for a given
value of /.. With these assumptions, the optimal value is
found at /. = 0.55 for both considered spectral indices
[45]. Above this value, the expected background for the full
dataset is nyp, = 0.27 4 0.12. (We note that all simulated
background events passing the / cut in Fig. 1 are found at
[ = 1. They have simulated zenith angles close to 90° and
are misreconstructed with 0. > 110°. See Ref. [36] for
further details.) Different parametrizations of the fit to the
UHECR background affect the upper limits within 10%.
This is included in the quoted uncertainty of the expected
background, nyy,.

Once a value of /.. is chosen, the full selection and search
procedure is completely defined. The sequence of selection
cuts is performed on the simulated showers in an identical
way as on the data, and it is shown to have similar effects
for both [36].

The distribution of events from the full dataset passing
the selection criteria agrees well with both the burn sample
and the background simulations (cf. Fig. 1 and [36]). After
unblinding, one candidate event with / =1 was found,
consistent with background expectations, with key features
depicted in Fig. 2. Its FD image sweeps a small portion
in the top corner of a HEAT camera, triggering only
six pixels, i.e., the minimum defined in the quality cuts.
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FIG. 2. Remaining event after the selection and search pro-
cedure. The top panel shows the triggered pixels of the camera,
the earliest one in purple and the last one in red. The bottom plot
shows the reconstructed profile that has been fit with the GF
reconstruction in the upward-going mode. The time evolution of
the signal across a pixel is divided into 50 ns bins to give
information from different atmospheric depths.

The reconstruction quality of such events is moderate and
in consequence, several poorly imaged events can be found
in the background simulations (cf. [36]).

Applying the event selection criteria to the simulated
signal allows us to calculate the effective area of the
detector for a flux of upward-going air showers as a
function of shower energy, E, and starting altitude, A.

An integral flux limit is then obtained by taking the ratio
of the maximum number of events allowed by the search to
the exposure for selected upcoming showers, (£)(E > Ey),
which is weighted with a given energy spectrum. The
maximum number of allowed events is taken to be the
Rolke limit [46] at 95% CL, N%% (nyyy, nops ), Where ngps is
the actual number of events observed after unblinding and
Ny the expected number of events for the cosmic-ray
background above the specified /. cut,

NQS% (nbkg’ nobs)

PRE> B) = TeiiE > &)

(2)

Injecting ng,, and ny, from above into this equation
and assuming power law spectra E~' and E~? in
E€0.1,33] EeV and a distribution uniform in #
and isotropic in 6, we find integral flux upper limits
at (72+£0.2) x 102! em™2sr'y™! and (3.6 £0.2) x
10720 cm~2 sr~! y~!, respectively. Preliminary results based
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FIG. 3. Exposure of the Auger Observatory (top) and the
ANITA I flight (bottom) as a function of shower energy, E,
and injection altitude, h, integrated over the zenith angle range
110° < 6 < 130° for an isotropic distribution of arrival direc-
tions. The gray area indicates insufficient statistics. In the white
cells on top of the exposure plots, we display the sums of the &
bins to facilitate comparison (see text).

on lower Monte Carlo statistics and using different energy
ranges have been presented in [45,47].

To relate the nonobservation of upward-going showers at
the Auger Observatory to the observation of the anomalous
events in ANITA, we calculate 2D exposure maps for both
observatories as a function of shower energy and shower
starting point in the atmosphere. This is done for three
zenith angle ranges: 110°-130°, 130°-145°, and 145°-180°
and is depicted in Fig. 3 (top) for the first angular bin that
largely overlaps with the ANITA anomalous events. The
acceptance of the ANITA detector to upward-going show-
ers has been calculated using an analytical approach
integrating the surface area and solid angle over a spherical
surface concentric with the Earth at altitude /. The accepted
solid angle is approximated by the maximum and minimum
off-axis angles (of the radio pulse relative to the shower
axis) within which the recorded peak amplitude is seen at
the detector above a fixed value. These angles are obtained
with a set of proton simulations at 0.1 EeV starting at &

between 0 and 9 km (above the ice surface) for zenith
angles in the range 90°-130° [6]. The pulses are assumed to
scale linearly with shower energy. Threshold values of 446
and 284 pV m~! have been used respectively for ANITA I
and III instruments [6]. The exposure for the 110°-130°
range in zenith angle has been obtained by multiplying
the effective area by the effective flight time, which is
17 (7) days for the ANITA I (III) flight [3,48]. It is
displayed in Fig. 3 (bottom) for ANITA III and has been
cross-checked modifying a Monte Carlo simulation devel-
oped for the calculation of the exposure to tau neutrinos in
the ANITA TV flight [49]. (Several authors of this Letter are
members of the ANITA Collaboration and have been
involved in these calculations.) The two exposures increase
with the energy of upward-going showers. That of the
Auger Observatory can only be calculated for showers
starting at low altitudes, /4, because it falls very rapidly with
h, and the required simulation statistics become unfeasible
to produce, particularly at lower energies. The sums of the
exposure bins in / illustrate that the sensitivity of the Auger
Observatory exceeds that of the ANITA III flight by factors
rising with energy from about 2 to 2000 for a uniform %
distribution.

Assuming that the anomalous ANITA events are indeed
produced by upward-going showers, we can then calculate
the number of upward-going showers expected in the data
of the Auger Observatory by convolving a given spectral
flux and an A distribution of the showers, with the two 2D
exposure maps. Three power law spectra, E77, with y = 2,
3, 5 have been assumed, and for each case, we consider
both a uniform distribution in 4 and that expected for
exiting taus that decay in the atmosphere. In the latter case,
expected from tau-neutrino interactions and in many of the
proposed beyond the SM scenarios, the energy E is that of
the tau leptons. The starting altitude of the shower strongly
depends on zenith angle and tau energy. The required
distribution in £ and 4 is obtained from a convolution of the
tau flux, the decay-length distribution and the distribution
of shower energy for all tau decays as obtained with
TAUOLA [50], with an average of ~50% of the tau energy.

A given energy spectrum can be normalized to the
anomalous observations demanding one expected event
after folding with the ANITA I or II exposures.
Normalizing to ANITA I (III) observation under the
assumption of an E~3 spectrum and a uniform / distribu-
tion, we expect 59 (69) events at the Auger Observatory.
Using an # distribution compatible with tau decay reduces
expectations to 37 (34) events. Assuming a very
conservative spectrum, E~3, to the event of flight T (IIT)
results in 11.7 (8.1) expected events for a uniform h
distribution and 18 (11) events for the A distribution
expected from tau decay. These numbers are to be com-
pared with one observed event compatible with back-
ground. We note that, given a spectral index, the
expected number of events obtained using normalizations
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from the two flights are similar to one another. The
significantly lower signal threshold of the ANITA III
instrument is compensated by a lower effective flight
duration.

The results of this search do not support the interpre-
tation that the anomalous pulses detected during the
ANITA I and III flights were caused by air showers sourced
from particle interactions or decays, such as by decays of
upward-going taus, the latter being the basis of proposed
explanations based on physics beyond the SM. When
comparing the results of this study with those reported
by ANITA, we note that the exposures of the two detectors
have very different dependence on shower altitude. The
Auger exposure in the gray area of Fig. 3 (top) is generally
below a few km?sryr and was set to zero because of
insufficient Monte Carlo statistics. However, the large
values in the bins at lower altitude overcompensate this
effect, unless the showers were distributed exclusively in
this yet uncovered region, and/or with mechanisms pro-
ducing showers with very different longitudinal profiles.
No simple mechanism can be anticipated to produce such
distributions. It can thus be argued that the upward-going
shower explanation is ruled out for a diffuse flux, unless the
distribution of the starting altitude of the showers was
shaped such that they would only start several kilometers
above ground or the shower profiles had unusual shapes.
Both would be inconsistent with showers originating from
known particle decays or interactions.
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