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Abstract: The existence of independent, yet time correlated, Extensive Air Showers (EAS) has been
discussed over the past years, with emphasis on possible physical mechanisms that could justify
their observation. The detector network of the Extreme Energy Events (EEE) Collaboration, with
its approximately 60 cosmic ray telescopes deployed over the Italian territory, has the potential to
search for such events, employing different analysis strategies. In this paper, we have analyzed a
set of EEE data, corresponding to an approximately five month observation period, searching for
multi-coincidence events among several far telescopes, within a time window of 1 ms. Events with
up to 12 coincident telescopes have been observed. Results were compared to expectations from a
random distribution of events and discussed with reference to the relativistic dust grain hypothesis.

Keywords: cosmic rays; dust grains; extensive air showers; EEE experiment; multi-coincidence events

1. Introduction

After travelling, often for millions of years, through the interstellar and intergalactic
medium, primary cosmic particles may impact on the top of the Earth atmosphere, creating,
through a variety of physical processes, complex structures, which we denote as Extensive
Air Showers. Investigation of these showers has become, since their discovery almost one
century ago, a powerful strategy to better understand the properties (energy, direction,
and mass composition) of the primaries, their origin, and the accelerating mechanisms.
Significant progress has been made on each of these aspects over the last decades via the
use of large arrays of detectors, able to measure the correlated arrival of different secondary
products from the shower.

It has been long debated whether physical mechanisms may exist that are able to
produce independent, yet time correlated, showers separated by large distances, possibly
hundreds or thousands of kilometers, on the Earth surface (see Figure 1). In such a case, a
different strategy to search for multi-shower events must be adopted, because the surface
to be covered would not allow the deployment of individual detectors over the entire area
of interest with the required granularity. The answer to this question may come, at least
partially, from a sparse array of detectors with a reasonable sensitive area, distributed over
a large territory. Apart from the question of the very existence of such events, one of the
main difficulties in designing a detection setup well suited to this purpose is the present
uncertainty regarding their arrival rate and the range of distances where one may expect
such correlations.

The mechanisms, which in principle could justify the existence of such exotic events,
are still poorly known, and, even in those few cases where it has been possible to arrive
at quantitative estimates of the expected rate and of typical separation distances between
correlated showers, the uncertainties in the different parameters of the model make such
estimates only a very crude guess, by several orders of magnitude.

Two different classes of models may in principle be involved in the production of
correlated showers in the Earth’s atmosphere. The first class assumes the existence of two
primary cosmic rays, which should be correlated from their origin, travelling over very
large distances without significantly losing their momentum correlations. This hypothesis
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is actually very difficult to accept, because it would imply primaries travelling at the speed
of light and without electric charge (photons or neutrinos), to keep their time correlation
and to avoid deflections by magnetic fields along their travel.
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be searched for by a time correlation analysis of cosmic ray data collected by the EEE network over
the Italian territory.

The second class is based on the possibility that a single primary particle may lo-
cally interact, for instance within the Solar System, producing two or several correlated
secondaries, which in turn could be at the origin of independent EASs developing in the
Earth atmosphere. This hypothesis seems more promising, because it involves a variety of
different possibilities and physical interaction mechanisms that could be worked out to
arrive at quantitative estimates, although within a large range.

One such mechanism, and probably the only one that has been largely exploited, is
the Gerasimova-Zatsepin (GZ) effect [1], where the photodisintegration of a heavy primary
nucleus in the solar radiation field is assumed. It has been shown by different authors [2–10]
that this mechanism could predict the production of two correlated showers impinging on the
Earth at distances varying between 10 and 1000 km, with estimated rate expectations from
10−3 to 1 event per km2 per year, depending on the mass and energy of the primary nucleus,
and on the influence of the interplanetary magnetic field. Because of these large uncertainties,
it is nearly impossible to devise precise experimental conditions to test the existence of such
events and to measure their rate, if observed.

Searching for these events has involved, so far, the use of a number of detectors
deployed at large distances and taking data for a long time, usually in the context of a
wide program of cosmic ray measurements, along with careful analysis strategies to see if
anomalous events can be found in the bulk of the collected datasets.

A few attempts to look for any coincidence event between far detectors have revently
been carried out [11–15], mostly with scintillator-based detection stations, but no clear
positive evidence has been reported until now. More recently, the EEE Collaboration, which
operates a network of approximately 60 cosmic ray telescopes based on Multigap Resistive
Plate Chambers, installed in High School locations over the Italian territory, has reported a
few candidate events, observed in a period covering several years of data collection. These
potential candidates were observed through two different analysis strategies.

The first analysis involved 10 EEE sites, where two telescopes were installed in the
same metropolitan area, within a relative distance of 1 km or less, thus detecting standard
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Extensive Air Showers. All possible combinations between shower events detected in each
site were then analyzed within time windows between 1 and a few 10−5 s, comparing the
number of observed events in each interval to the estimated random background. This
strategy allowed the reporting of a few candidate events, with a p-value smaller than 0.05,
over a data-collection period of several years [16,17].

A second method was employed, looking at possible coincident events between
any pair of telescopes in the network, selecting only multi-track events detected in each
telescope in order to reduce the spurious rate and to better select individual shower events.
Even in this case, the time window of where to search for any enhancement with respect to
the expected random background was progressively reduced, from 1 to a few 10−5 s, and a
slight excess was found with respect to the estimated background, in a time window of
less than 10−4 s [18].

In this paper, we report a preliminary result of a new, different analysis strategy, which
searches for multi-coincidence events, i.e., events which simultaneously involve the arrival
of particles to several telescopes located at distances larger than the typical size of standard
individual air showers (a few km). This strategy could be particularly suited to the study
of exotic events where several, not merely two, independent showers propagate in the
Earth atmosphere, leading to secondary particles being detected at large relative distances.
In such a case, a possible physical mechanism able to justify events with this topology
would be the arrival of different primaries at the top of the atmosphere, separated by large
distances, but with a common origin. This in turn could be related to a “super-primary”
object, able to produce time correlated fragments at heights larger than 10–15 km from the
ground, but still not too far away from the Earth. In this context, relativistic dust grains [19]
have been sometimes considered as potential candidates for such mechanisms.

Some considerations regarding the properties of dust grains and their possible con-
nection to extensive air showers are discussed in Section 2, while Section 3 is devoted to
demonstrating the main parameters of the EEE cosmic ray telescopes network employed
in the present analysis, along with the running conditions. Section 4 reports the analysis
strategy and the results of this investigation. Some concluding remarks and outlook are
finally discussed in Section 5.

2. Dust Grains and Extensive Air Showers

Relativistic dust grains have been previously discussed [19] as possible candidates to
explain the existence of the largest extensive air showers created in the Earth atmosphere.
Cosmic dust grains consist of small particles of solid material dispersed in interstellar
space. The size of these particles may vary from just a few molecules to grains with a size of
100 µm. A typical dust grain, however, contains from 106 to 109 atoms and has a diameter
of 10−8 to 10−7 m (i.e., 10 to 100 nanometers).

Concerning their composition, they are primarily composed of elements that are
abundant in the Universe. After hydrogen and helium, the most abundant elements are
oxygen, carbon, and nitrogen. These three elements, along with magnesium, silicon, and
iron, could be the most important components of interstellar dust.

Recent results concerning the presence of dust grains in the Solar System were obtained
from the Cassini Cosmic Dust Analyzer (CDA) [20], which detected dust particles from
10−6 m to 10−9 m, measuring their charge, speed, and composition. Apart from the icy
dust typical of the Saturn system, evidence has been found of a different class of interstellar
dust, containing calcium, carbon, iron, magnesium, silicon, sulfur, and other materials,
which points out the interstellar nature of these particles. It transpired that they were able
to traverse the Solar System due to their speed (higher than 70,000 km/h), which was too
fast for the Solar System’s gravity to capture them.

It has been speculated by several authors that dust grains may attain relativistic
energies. A mechanism of statistical acceleration due to the collisions of such particles with
magnetized clouds was proposed by Fermi [21]. According to this mechanism, dust grains
may achieve energies up to 1013–1014 eV, which results in speeds above the thermal velocity
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of the medium (suprathermal velocity). After that, the grain moves in a homogeneous
magnetic field, H0, and may be further accelerated by the magnetic pumping mechanism,
due to field irregularities of strength, kH0, over length scales smaller than the grain Larmor
radius [22]. These irregularities produce an increase in momentum, irrespective of the
value of k. Although the value of k is not known, it has been argued [23] that even a value
of the order of 5 would be compatible with observed polarimetric effects.

When a cosmic dust grain enters the atmosphere, it may undergo fragmentation due
to the air molecules, producing a beam of energetic ions and nuclei. Nuclear interactions
start to be relevant at heights of the order of 50 km from the Earth. Most of the EASs
detected at the Earth originate from nuclei that interact at heights in the order of 10–15 km
from the Earth. Previous speculations concerning dust grains fragmenting in the region
50–100 km from the Earth considered the possibility of producing many small showers
as the result of the interaction of the fragmentation products. The overall effect of these
multiple showers would be, however, a single shower much wider than the usual showers
initiated by single nuclei. Although showers with sizes exceeding a few km have not
been observed so far, this also depends on the typical structure of the arrays being used
to reconstruct them. Presently, only the Pierre Auger Observatory [24] and the Telescope
Array [25], with typical sizes in the order of a few 103 km2, have the potential to observe
correlated particles at distances in the order of 10–50 km, depending on appropriate choices
of the detection trigger, so the existence of overlapping showers that could mimic a single
shower of even larger dimensions cannot be ruled out.

It must be considered that small amounts of air molecules are still present at heights
larger than 100 km, which conventionally marks the border of space from the atmosphere.
As an example, while 90% of the atmospheric mass lies within 16 km of the sea level,
approximately 3 × 10−7 of this mass is presently outside 100 km, and satellites may
experience a non-negligible atmospheric drag, even at altitudes exceeding 500 km. This
may justify possible interactions and the consequent disruption of dust grains, even at
distances much larger than previously considered, with a diverging beam of secondary
particles producing, in turn, energetic showers propagating in the Earth atmosphere as
independent cascades. While, at present, no detailed calculation exists regarding this
interaction process and the subsequent formation of independent, yet correlated, extensive
air showers, with an estimation of the expected abundance of such events, we may at
least qualitatively consider that several independent showers could develop, even at large
relative distances, of the order of several hundred km. Even though such events have not
been observed so far, the EEE network has the capability to quantitatively investigate the
possible existence of such events, or to set an upper limit to their abundance, due to its
sparse configuration over a large territory, its high duty cycle, and overall time exposure.

3. The EEE Network

The EEE Collaboration designed, more than 15 years ago, an array of charged-particle
tracking telescopes, based on Multigap Resistive Plate Chambers (MRPC), to be employed
within educational and scientific initiatives. Currently, approximately 60 telescopes have
been built and installed across Italy and CERN, mostly inside high school buildings, with a
direct involvement of students and teachers in the construction, installation, maintenance,
and data monitoring. Apart from a few towns, which host two or more telescopes in
the same area, the separation distance between individual telescopes exceeds the size of
individual showers, allowing for the study of potential long-distance correlations.

The distribution of all the accessible distances between any two telescopes is shown
in Figure 2. The peaks at very small distances correspond to those telescope pairs located
in the same town (relative distances smaller than 3 km), which will be excluded from
the present analysis. Apart from that, a broad distribution is evident, which covers from
approximately 20 km to more than 1200 km.
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Figure 2. Distribution of the distances between two telescopes within the EEE network. The peaks at
very small distances correspond to those telescope pairs located within the same metropolitan area.
All the other pairs exhibit a broad distribution, covering relative distances between approximately
20 km and more than 1200 km.

The EEE network and the performance of the individual detectors have been described
in many previous papers [26,27]. Here we will only briefly recall its main features and
working parameters.

A typical EEE telescope consists of three large area (approximately 160 × 82 cm2)
MRPCs. Each MRPC has six gas gaps obtained by a sandwich of seven thin glass plates
spaced apart by 300 µm, with a continuous flow (1–2 L/h) of a gas mixture of C2H2F4
(98%) and SF6 (2%). A high voltage to the chambers, in the range 18–20 kV, is provided
by DC/DC converters. To measure the hit coordinates, the detector is segmented with
24 copper strips (2.5 cm wide, with 0.7 cm pitch), giving the transverse coordinate, while
the other (longitudinal) coordinate is given by the time difference between the signals
arriving at the two strip ends, measured by TDCs, for an overall number of channels of
144. Spatial resolution is of the order of 1 cm and 1.5 cm on the transverse and longitudinal
coordinates, respectively. The average time resolution on the time-of-flight between the
chambers is 240 ps. Most of the MRPCs (77%) have a detection efficiency higher than 90%.

Data acquisition and control is carried out by a LabView software, with the possibility
to remotely control most of the telescope operations. For the purpose of synchronizing
the events measured by each telescope, the various stations are equipped with a GPS unit,
stamping in time the events with a resolution of about 40 ns.

Tracking of the charged particles traversing the telescope is achieved by reconstruction
of the hits on each chamber, merging the hits into clusters, and then fitting the various
cluster combinations with straight lines. Multi-track events, although with a low rate
(0.1–1% with respect to single-track events), are also observed and analyzed.

Different analyses of data collected by the EEE network have been carried out over the
past years [16–18,28–31], including measurement of the local cosmic ray flux, the study of
Forbush variations, the search for anisotropies, and the detection of Extensive Air Showers.
The search for long distance correlations is one of the main physics topics of interest for the
EEE Collaboration, as discussed in the Introduction.

4. Running Conditions and Analysis Strategy

A dataset collected by the EEE network over a period of several months (October
2018—February 2019) was considered in the present analysis. All collected data from
the different telescopes were processed on a day-by-day basis to build daily spectra of
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the number of telescopes in coincidence within a time interval of 1 ms. No cut on the
relative orientation between the tracks detected in different telescopes was assumed to
select the events. All spectra were then summed to get the number of events as a function
of the number of telescopes in coincidence within 1 ms. A minimum bias requirement was
introduced to select the events, namely, reliable GPS information and at least one good
track reconstructed in each telescope. Over a period of approximately 5 months, apart from
a few days for maintenance or hardware problems, the average number of operational
telescopes was approximately 30. However, because this number differed from day to day,
as shown in Figure 3, the actual number of operational telescopes in each day was taken
into account to estimate the spurious coincidence rate.

Figure 3. Average number of EEE operational telescopes over the period October 2018–February
2019. Spurious coincidence rate was evaluated on a daily basis, taking into account the effective
number of working telescopes.

Searching for events that involve k telescopes within a time interval, ∆t, it is important
to evaluate the number of expected spurious events, to compare the two distributions, and
evaluate the significance of a k-fold coincidence event.

The spurious rate Rspurious for a specific combination of k telescopes may be estimated by

Rspurious ~ k (Rsingle)k ∆t k−1 (1)

where Rsingle is the average rate of each individual telescope, which in our dataset was
about 29 Hz. As an example, the estimated spurious rate for a specific combination of
3 telescopes would be about 0.073 Hz, equivalent to 6300 spurious events/day within a
time window of 1 ms, compatible with the typical site-to-site distances at the speed of light.
This means that no meaning could be associated to a mere coincidence between 3 detectors
with such a large value of the coincidence time window.

Of course, for an increasing number of fired telescopes in the same event, the estimated
rate of random events will rapidly decrease, and for n = 10, it can be estimated to be
4 × 10−12 Hz. However, looking for any multiple coincidence between a large number of
detectors, we have to consider the number of possible combinations of k telescopes over an
overall number, n, of working telescopes, provided by:

Cn,k =

(
n
k

)
=

n!
k!(n − k)!

=
1
k!

k−1

∏
i=0

(n − i) (2)

which increases rapidly with k and n.
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Figure 4 shows, as blue squares, the expected spurious rate (within a time window
of 1 ms) for any specific combination of k telescopes out of an overall number n = 30. The
number of combinations of k telescopes is shown in the same plot with red symbols. It
increases up to k = n/2, then decreases again. The overall spurious rate, arising from any
coincident event involving k telescopes, is also plotted in Figure 4 as green triangles. These
values can be taken as an estimate of the coincidence rate, which can be expected when a
k-fold coincidence is observed with a number of operational telescopes of 30.
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n = 30 operational telescopes within a time interval of 1 ms and assuming an average rate of 29 Hz for
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5. Results

The number of coincident events arising from a k-fold coincidence between k, far
telescopes (relative distance larger than 5 km), is shown in Figure 5. The statistics refer
to a data taking period of about 5 months. With these statistics, a few events with up
to 12 telescopes, detecting a muon track within an interval of 1 ms, were even observed.
The probability to observe an event with k coincident telescopes roughly scales by an
order of magnitude for each telescope added. This means that, for our experimental setup
and running conditions, the possibility to observe events with an even larger number of
telescopes is strongly limited by the statistics. As an example, a factor 10 in data collection
(from 5 months to about 4 years) would be required to observe a few events involving at
least 13 telescopes.

Concerning the significance of this distribution, we carried out an analysis of the
expected number of spurious events in the same conditions, i.e., with an average counting
rate of each telescope as extracted from the data and taking into account the effective
number of operational telescopes on a day-by-day basis over all the 5 months period.

To compare the experimental distribution with the expected random trend, we plotted
the ratio between the two distributions, as a function of the number of telescopes, in
Figure 6. As it can be seen, the experimentally observed distribution is compatible with the
expected trend of spurious coincidences, showing no excess of observed events, at least for
a number of telescopes, of the order of 10 or smaller. A very slight excess was observed for
k = 11 and 12, although the ratio is still compatible with unity within the statistical error.
This allows the estimation of an upper limit, in our conditions, of a few events per year.



J 2021, 4 846
J 2021, 4 FOR PEER REVIEW  9 
 

 
Figure 5. Experimental distribution showing the number of observed coincident events (within a 
time window of 1 ms) between k telescopes, as a function of k. A few events involving up to 12 
telescopes were observed, with roughly a scale factor of 10 for each additional telescope considered 
in the coincidence. 

To compare the experimental distribution with the expected random trend, we plot-
ted the ratio between the two distributions, as a function of the number of telescopes, in 
Figure 6. As it can be seen, the experimentally observed distribution is compatible with 
the expected trend of spurious coincidences, showing no excess of observed events, at 
least for a number of telescopes, of the order of 10 or smaller. A very slight excess was 
observed for k = 11 and 12, although the ratio is still compatible with unity within the 
statistical error. This allows the estimation of an upper limit, in our conditions, of a few 
events per year. 

 
Figure 6. The ratio between experimental and spurious expected distributions of the number of ob-
served coincident events (within a time window of 1 ms) between k telescopes is reported as a func-
tion of k. 

Some attempt was made to check whether the observed events with a large number 
of coincident telescopes (11 and 12) were associated either to peculiar observation days or 
to a particular range of distances between the sites, but apparently they are distributed 
more or less randomly in time and with no preference for geographical distributions, 
which is compatible with observing spurious events. 

  

Figure 5. Experimental distribution showing the number of observed coincident events (within
a time window of 1 ms) between k telescopes, as a function of k. A few events involving up to
12 telescopes were observed, with roughly a scale factor of 10 for each additional telescope considered
in the coincidence.

J 2021, 4 FOR PEER REVIEW  9 
 

 
Figure 5. Experimental distribution showing the number of observed coincident events (within a 
time window of 1 ms) between k telescopes, as a function of k. A few events involving up to 12 
telescopes were observed, with roughly a scale factor of 10 for each additional telescope considered 
in the coincidence. 

To compare the experimental distribution with the expected random trend, we plot-
ted the ratio between the two distributions, as a function of the number of telescopes, in 
Figure 6. As it can be seen, the experimentally observed distribution is compatible with 
the expected trend of spurious coincidences, showing no excess of observed events, at 
least for a number of telescopes, of the order of 10 or smaller. A very slight excess was 
observed for k = 11 and 12, although the ratio is still compatible with unity within the 
statistical error. This allows the estimation of an upper limit, in our conditions, of a few 
events per year. 

 
Figure 6. The ratio between experimental and spurious expected distributions of the number of ob-
served coincident events (within a time window of 1 ms) between k telescopes is reported as a func-
tion of k. 

Some attempt was made to check whether the observed events with a large number 
of coincident telescopes (11 and 12) were associated either to peculiar observation days or 
to a particular range of distances between the sites, but apparently they are distributed 
more or less randomly in time and with no preference for geographical distributions, 
which is compatible with observing spurious events. 

  

Figure 6. The ratio between experimental and spurious expected distributions of the number of
observed coincident events (within a time window of 1 ms) between k telescopes is reported as a
function of k.

Some attempt was made to check whether the observed events with a large number of
coincident telescopes (11 and 12) were associated either to peculiar observation days or to
a particular range of distances between the sites, but apparently they are distributed more
or less randomly in time and with no preference for geographical distributions, which is
compatible with observing spurious events.

6. Conclusions

A preliminary analysis of a reasonably significant dataset of events collected by
the EEE network has been carried out to search for anomalous events involving a large
number of telescopes deployed at large separation distances over the Italian territory.
The simultaneous arrival of secondary cosmic particles to different telescopes, within a
time window of 1 ms, was searched for. The experimental distribution of the collected
events, as a function of the number of coincident telescopes, was extracted and compared
with the expectation for the random background, as estimated by the average rate of the
telescopes and the number of operational sites on a day-by-day basis, over a period of
5 months. With the present collected statistics, events with up to 12 coincident telescopes
were observed. The experimental distribution was seen to be in general agreement with
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the expected random contribution. A slight excess was only observed for the events
involving the largest number of telescopes (>10), although it was still compatible with a
null contribution.

The results allow a very rough estimation of the abundance of such events, which
could be, in our current running conditions, less than a few events per year. This is merely
a very crude estimate, because many factors, especially the relative distances between the
observation sites, may contribute to the possibility to detect multi-coincidence events over
large distances. The topology of the EEE network is particularly suited to carry out a search
in this direction, because it covers a large range of separation distances with a few dozen
stations and a broad distribution of the distances, thus making no a priori selection on
the distance of interest, as happens in any experimental setup based on a few detectors
deployed in a regular pattern.

The ratio between the number of events involving k and k + 1 detector stations was
found to be of the order of 10. Because, in our dataset (about 5 months), a few events with
k = 12 were observed, roughly a factor 10 in statistics, in the data collection time, is required
to detect events with k = 13. This is within the present potential of the EEE network, due
to the statistics collected over several years and an expected larger average number of
operational telescopes, from 30 to approximately 50. A further step may then be planned
to extend the present analysis, which will involve additionally checking for the existence
of potential multi-coincidence candidate events in a larger dataset or setting a new lower
limit to their abundance.
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