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The Synchrotron Cosmic Web 

›  Intergalactic shocks accelerate electrons and amplify magnetic fields 
(Keshet et al. 2004; Hoeft & Brüggen 2007; Battaglia et al. 2009; Araya-Melo et al. 2012) 

-  faint synchrotron radiation should trace large-scale structure and cosmic filaments 
→  direct image of large-scale structure of the Universe 
→  laboratory for studying particle acceleration in low-density shocks 
→  magnetic field strength of the intergalactic medium 
→  direct discriminant on competing models for origin of cosmic magnetism 

›  Signal should dominate other radio signals on scales ~ 10′ to 1o at frequencies ~100 MHz 
 

Injected fields vs primordial fields (Donnert, Dolag et al. 2008) 
MHD simulation of magnetised large-scale 

structure (Brüggen et al. 2005) 



Diffuse Emission: MWA vs LOFAR 

Diffuse polarisation with the MWA – all baselines 
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Diffuse polarisation with the MWA – discarding B < 32λ 

Diffuse Emission: MWA vs LOFAR 
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Diffuse Emission: MWA vs Parkes 

S-PASS survey at 2.3 GHz (Carretti et al. 2011)  



Diffuse Emission: MWA vs Parkes 

MWA at 150 MHz (André Offringa) 



Diffuse Emission: MWA vs Parkes 

MWA at 150 MHz (André Offringa) 



›  Direct detection (Bagchi et al. 2002; Wilcots 2004; Vazza et al. 2014)  

-  predicted brightness ~1.8 mJy/arcmin2 at 150 MHz   
-  faint emission, Galactic foregrounds, point-source confusion 
-  MWA GLEAM: confusion limit ~1.5 mJy/arcmin2 at 150 MHz 
-  increasing the baselines: improvement to ~0.5 mJy/arcmin2 

›  Polarisation (Rudnick & Brown 2008) 

-  higher sensitivity due to greatly reduced confusion 
-  fainter signals, complex foregrounds, depolarisation 

›  Statistical detection (Brown et al. 2010, 2011) 

-  stacking at peripheries of clusters 
-  cross-correlation with tracers of large-scale structure 

Detecting the Synchrotron Cosmic Web 

Coma field at 400 MHz (Kronberg et al. 2007) 

3C 31 and NGC 315: total intensity and 
diffuse polarisation (Rudnick & Brown 2008) 2MASS galaxy distribution vs 1.4 GHz radio emission (Brown 2011) 



Radio Probes of the Thermal Cosmic Web 
X

u et al. (2006) 

signal-to-noise ratios (SNRs) to yield astrophysi-
cally interesting constraints for either parameter
and show no evidence of scattering.

Our FRBs were detected with DMs in the
range from553 to 1103 cm!3 pc. Their highGalactic
latitudes (jbj > 41!, Table 1) correspond to lines
of sight through the low column density Galactic
ISM corresponding to just 3 to 6% of the DM
measured (10). These small Galactic DM con-
tributions are highly supportive of an extragalac-
tic origin and are substantially smaller fractions
than those of previously reported bursts, which
were 15% of DM= 375 cm!3 pc for FRB 010724
(4) and 70% of DM = 746 cm!3 pc for FRB
010621 (5).

The non-Galactic DM contribution, DME, is
the sum of two components: the intergalactic
medium (IGM; DMIGM) and a possible host gal-
axy (DMHost). The intervening medium could be
purely intergalactic and could also include a con-
tribution from an intervening galaxy. Two op-
tions are considered according to the proximity
of the source to the center of a host galaxy.

If located at the center of a galaxy, this may be
a highly dispersive region; for example, lines
of sight passing through the central regions of
Milky Way–like galaxies could lead to DMs in
excess of 700 cm!3 pc in the central ~100 pc (11),
independent of the line-of-sight inclination. In
this case, DME is dominated by DMHost and re-
quires FRBs to be emitted by an unknownmecha-
nism in the central region, possibly associated
with the supermassive black hole located there.

If outside a central region, then elliptical host
galaxies (which are expected to have a low electron
density) will not contribute to DME substantially,
and DMHost for a spiral galaxy will only contrib-
ute substantially to DME if viewed close to edge-
on [inclination, i > 87! for DM > 700cm!3pc;
probability!i > 87!" " 0:05]. The chance of all
four FRBs coming from edge-on spiral galaxies
is therefore negligible (10!6). Consequently, if the
sources are not located in a galactic center, DMHost

would likely be small, and DMIGM dominates.
Assuming an IGM free-electron distribution, which
takes into account cosmological redshift and as-
sumes a universal ionization fraction of 1 (12, 13),
the sources are inferred to be at redshifts z = 0.45
to 0.96, corresponding to comoving distances of
1.7 to 3.2 Gpc (Table 1).

In principle, pulse scatter-broadening mea-
surements can constrain the location and strength
of an intervening scattering screen (14). FRBs
110627, 110703, and 120127 are too weak to
enable the determination of any scattering; how-
ever, FRB 110220 exhibits an exponential scat-
tering tail (Fig. 1). There are at least two possible
sources and locations for the responsible scatter-
ing screens: a host galaxy or the IGM. It is pos-
sible that both contribute to varying degrees.

For screen-source, Dsrc, and screen-observer,
Dobs, distances, themagnitude of the pulse broad-
ening resulting from scattering is multiplied by
the factor DsrcDobs=!Dsrc + Dobs"2. For a screen
and source located in a distant galaxy, this effect

probably requires the source to be in a high-
scattering region, for example, a galactic center.

The second possibility is scattering because
of turbulence in the ionized IGM, unassociated
with any galaxy. There is a weakly constrained
empirical relationship betweenDM andmeasured
scattering for pulsars in the MW. If applicable to
the IGM, then the observed scattering implies
DMIGM > 100cm!3 pc (2, 15). With use of the
aforementioned model of the ionized IGM, this
DM equates to z > 0:11 (2, 12, 13). The prob-
ability of an intervening galaxy located along the
line of sight within z " 1 is #0.05 (16). Such a
galaxy could be a source of scattering and dis-
persion, but the magnitude would be subject to
the same inclination dependence as described for
a source located in the disk of a spiral galaxy.

It is important to be sure that FRBs are not a
terrestrial source of interference. Observations at
Parkes have previously shown swept frequency
pulses of terrestrial origin, dubbed “perytons.”
These are symmetric W > 20 ms pulses, which
imperfectly mimic a dispersive sweep (2, 8). Al-
though perytons peak in apparent DM near
375 cm!3 pc (range from ~200 to 420 cm–3 pc),

close to that of FRB 010724, the FRBs presented
here have much higher and randomly distributed
DMs. Three of these FRBs are factors of >3
narrower than any documented peryton. Last, the
characteristic scattering shape and strong disper-
sion delay adherence of FRB 110220 make a
case for cold plasma propagation.

The Sun is known to emit frequency-swept
radio bursts at 1 to 3GHz [typeIIIdm (17)]. These
bursts have typical widths of 0.2 to 10 s and
positive frequency sweeps, entirely inconsistent
with measurements of W and a for the FRBs.
Whereas FRB 110220 was separated from the
Sun by 5.6°, FRB 110703 was detected at night
and the others so far from the Sun that any
solar radiation should have appeared in multi-
ple beams. These FRBs were only detected in a
single beam; it is therefore unlikely they are of
solar origin.

Uncertainty in the true position of the FRBs
within the frequency-dependent gain pattern of
the telescope makes inferring a spectral index, and
hence flux densities outside the observing band,
difficult. A likely off-axis position changes the in-
trinsic spectral index substantially. The spectral

Fig. 1. The frequency-integrated flux densities for the four FRBs. The time resolutions match the
level of dispersive smearing in the central frequency channel (0.8, 0.6, 0.9, and 0.5 ms, respectively).
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signal-to-noise ratios (SNRs) to yield astrophysi-
cally interesting constraints for either parameter
and show no evidence of scattering.

Our FRBs were detected with DMs in the
range from553 to 1103 cm!3 pc. Their highGalactic
latitudes (jbj > 41!, Table 1) correspond to lines
of sight through the low column density Galactic
ISM corresponding to just 3 to 6% of the DM
measured (10). These small Galactic DM con-
tributions are highly supportive of an extragalac-
tic origin and are substantially smaller fractions
than those of previously reported bursts, which
were 15% of DM= 375 cm!3 pc for FRB 010724
(4) and 70% of DM = 746 cm!3 pc for FRB
010621 (5).

The non-Galactic DM contribution, DME, is
the sum of two components: the intergalactic
medium (IGM; DMIGM) and a possible host gal-
axy (DMHost). The intervening medium could be
purely intergalactic and could also include a con-
tribution from an intervening galaxy. Two op-
tions are considered according to the proximity
of the source to the center of a host galaxy.

If located at the center of a galaxy, this may be
a highly dispersive region; for example, lines
of sight passing through the central regions of
Milky Way–like galaxies could lead to DMs in
excess of 700 cm!3 pc in the central ~100 pc (11),
independent of the line-of-sight inclination. In
this case, DME is dominated by DMHost and re-
quires FRBs to be emitted by an unknownmecha-
nism in the central region, possibly associated
with the supermassive black hole located there.

If outside a central region, then elliptical host
galaxies (which are expected to have a low electron
density) will not contribute to DME substantially,
and DMHost for a spiral galaxy will only contrib-
ute substantially to DME if viewed close to edge-
on [inclination, i > 87! for DM > 700cm!3pc;
probability!i > 87!" " 0:05]. The chance of all
four FRBs coming from edge-on spiral galaxies
is therefore negligible (10!6). Consequently, if the
sources are not located in a galactic center, DMHost

would likely be small, and DMIGM dominates.
Assuming an IGM free-electron distribution, which
takes into account cosmological redshift and as-
sumes a universal ionization fraction of 1 (12, 13),
the sources are inferred to be at redshifts z = 0.45
to 0.96, corresponding to comoving distances of
1.7 to 3.2 Gpc (Table 1).

In principle, pulse scatter-broadening mea-
surements can constrain the location and strength
of an intervening scattering screen (14). FRBs
110627, 110703, and 120127 are too weak to
enable the determination of any scattering; how-
ever, FRB 110220 exhibits an exponential scat-
tering tail (Fig. 1). There are at least two possible
sources and locations for the responsible scatter-
ing screens: a host galaxy or the IGM. It is pos-
sible that both contribute to varying degrees.

For screen-source, Dsrc, and screen-observer,
Dobs, distances, themagnitude of the pulse broad-
ening resulting from scattering is multiplied by
the factor DsrcDobs=!Dsrc + Dobs"2. For a screen
and source located in a distant galaxy, this effect

probably requires the source to be in a high-
scattering region, for example, a galactic center.

The second possibility is scattering because
of turbulence in the ionized IGM, unassociated
with any galaxy. There is a weakly constrained
empirical relationship betweenDM andmeasured
scattering for pulsars in the MW. If applicable to
the IGM, then the observed scattering implies
DMIGM > 100cm!3 pc (2, 15). With use of the
aforementioned model of the ionized IGM, this
DM equates to z > 0:11 (2, 12, 13). The prob-
ability of an intervening galaxy located along the
line of sight within z " 1 is #0.05 (16). Such a
galaxy could be a source of scattering and dis-
persion, but the magnitude would be subject to
the same inclination dependence as described for
a source located in the disk of a spiral galaxy.

It is important to be sure that FRBs are not a
terrestrial source of interference. Observations at
Parkes have previously shown swept frequency
pulses of terrestrial origin, dubbed “perytons.”
These are symmetric W > 20 ms pulses, which
imperfectly mimic a dispersive sweep (2, 8). Al-
though perytons peak in apparent DM near
375 cm!3 pc (range from ~200 to 420 cm–3 pc),

close to that of FRB 010724, the FRBs presented
here have much higher and randomly distributed
DMs. Three of these FRBs are factors of >3
narrower than any documented peryton. Last, the
characteristic scattering shape and strong disper-
sion delay adherence of FRB 110220 make a
case for cold plasma propagation.

The Sun is known to emit frequency-swept
radio bursts at 1 to 3GHz [typeIIIdm (17)]. These
bursts have typical widths of 0.2 to 10 s and
positive frequency sweeps, entirely inconsistent
with measurements of W and a for the FRBs.
Whereas FRB 110220 was separated from the
Sun by 5.6°, FRB 110703 was detected at night
and the others so far from the Sun that any
solar radiation should have appeared in multi-
ple beams. These FRBs were only detected in a
single beam; it is therefore unlikely they are of
solar origin.

Uncertainty in the true position of the FRBs
within the frequency-dependent gain pattern of
the telescope makes inferring a spectral index, and
hence flux densities outside the observing band,
difficult. A likely off-axis position changes the in-
trinsic spectral index substantially. The spectral

Fig. 1. The frequency-integrated flux densities for the four FRBs. The time resolutions match the
level of dispersive smearing in the central frequency channel (0.8, 0.6, 0.9, and 0.5 ms, respectively).
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B

raun et al. (2004) 

›  Faraday rotation from background AGN 
(Xu et al. 2006; Akahori & Ryu 2010; Stasyzsyn et al. 2010)  

-  need to correct for foreground 
Galactic Faraday rotation 

›  21cm emission from the WHIM 
(Popping & Braun 2007; Popping et al. 2014) 

-  requires sensitivity to NHI < 1018 cm-2 

›  Dispersion of fast radio bursts 
(Thornton et al. 2013; McQuinn 2014) 

-  need localisations and redshifts 



›  Radio synchrotron: a key diagnostic of the cosmic web 
 

›  Upgraded MWA should have required sensitivity 

›  Will require substantial effort on processing, simulations, 
source subtraction and multi-wavelength correlations 

Summary B
rüggen et al. (2005) 

P
opping et al. (2009) 
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