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The Orientation of the Local
Interstellar Magnetic Field
M. Opher,1* E. C. Stone,2 T. I. Gombosi3
The orientation of the local interstellar magnetic field introduces asymmetries in the heliosphere
that affect the location of heliospheric radio emissions and the streaming direction of ions from the
termination shock of the solar wind. We combined observations of radio emissions and energetic
particle streaming with extensive three-dimensional magnetohydrodynamic computer simulations of
magnetic field draping over the heliopause to show that the plane of the local interstellar field is ~60°
to 90° from the galactic plane. This finding suggests that the field orientation in the Local
Interstellar Cloud differs from that of a larger-scale interstellar magnetic field thought to parallel
the galactic plane.
he heliosphere created by the supersonic
solar wind is compressed by the motion of
the Sun relative to the local interstellar
medium, producing a comet-like shape with an
extended tail. The solar wind abruptly slows,
forming a termination shock as it approaches contact with the interstellar medium at the heliopause.
Beyond the heliopause, the interstellar wind contains mainly hydrogen and helium, both as neutral

T

atoms and as ions that carry the frozen-in interstellar magnetic field.
Recent Voyager observations of ions streaming from the termination shock (1, 2) have led to
the suggestion that north-south and east-west
asymmetries of the heliosphere are induced by
the interstellar magnetic field (3). However, the
inferred field direction from the model of (3) was
parallel to the hydrogen deflection plane (HDP)
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of progressively more complex hydrocarbon molecules, from benzene to PAHs and ultimately to
aerosol particles with ~260-nm radii. The existence of ~40,000-amu aerosols, formed by the
growth of complex organic compounds in the
upper atmosphere, appears to answer the longunresolved question of the origin of tholin precursors found at Titan. The chain of molecular
growth that we have identified in this study is
similar to that first identified in the Miller-Urey
experiments (3). We suspect that the ultimate
destination of these large organic molecules and
aerosols lies in the organic haze layers in Titan’s
stratosphere (3, 4). However, depending on the
dynamic effects of atmospheric and induced corotational electric fields on these particles, they
might also escape Titan’s atmosphere to become
the source of PAHs observed to collect on the
surfaces of Saturn’s icy moons (34, 35).
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rather than the galactic plane (GAL). On the basis
of the polarization of light from nearby stars,
Frisch (4, 5) suggested that the galactic magnetic
field is parallel to the GAL. However, the direction of the galactic magnetic field is deduced
from measurements averaged over a much larger
distance (light-years). A direction parallel to the
HDP was suggested by Lallement et al. (6) for
the local interstellar field, on the basis of solar
Lyman-a radiation that is resonantly backscattered by interstellar hydrogen atoms. The HDP is
tilted from the ecliptic plane by 60° and differs
from the GAL by 60°. We used Voyager 1 and 2
observations in conjunction with a magnetohydrodynamic model to discriminate between these
two planes and to constrain the orientation of the
local interstellar magnetic field.
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In the past 20 years, Voyager 1 (V1) and 2
(V2) have been detecting radio emissions in the
outer heliosphere at frequencies from 2 to 3 kHz
(7–9). The radio emissions were detected each
solar cycle: first in 1983–1984 during solar cycle
21 (7), second in 1992–1994 during solar cycle
22 (8), and most recently during solar cycle 23
(9). The currently accepted scenario is that the
radio emissions are generated when a strong
interplanetary shock produced by a period of
intense solar activity reaches the vicinity of the
heliopause and moves into the interstellar plasma
beyond (9, 10). Radio direction-finding measurements from V1 and V2 have been used to determine the positions near the heliopause at
which the radio emissions are generated (11)
(Fig. 1). The sources lie along a line that passes
near the nose of the heliosphere that roughly
parallels the GAL. The GAL is 120° from the
ecliptic plane (12). Because the galactic magnetic
field is oriented nearly parallel to the GAL, Kurth
and Gurnett (11) suggested that the local inter-

stellar magnetic field (in the local neighborhood
of the Sun) was also parallel to the GAL.
However, Gurnett et al. (13) recently pointed
out that at Earth’s bow shock and interplanetary
shocks, the radio emission occurs where the
magnetic field lines are tangential to the shock
surface, and they suggested that heliospheric radio emissions occur where the local interstellar
magnetic field is tangential to the surface of the
shock that excites the plasma (or B·n = 0, where
B is the magnetic field and n is the shock
normal). They concluded that the condition B·n =
0, combined with the source location observed by
the two Voyager spacecraft, implies that the local
interstellar magnetic field is perpendicular to the
GAL. This direction differs from the earlier suggestion (9) and is within 16° of the HDP.
The interstellar magnetic field is frozen into
interstellar plasma that is deflected around the
heliopause, causing the field to drape over the
heliopause. As a result, the region where B·n = 0
will depend on the shape of the heliopause,

Fig. 1. (A and B) Radio source location as a function of the interstellar
magnetic field (BISM) direction in (A) the HDP plane and (B) the GAL
plane (with a = 45°). The surface of the heliopause is shown from upwind
with respect to the interstellar wind. The isocontours show the strength of
the radial component of the interstellar magnetic field, Br, on the
heliopause. The green band is the location of the radio sources (at Br = 0).
The red arrows show the direction of BISM. (C and D) Same as (A) and (B)
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which is distorted by pressure of the local interstellar magnetic field. For intensities around a
few microgauss, the ambient interstellar magnetic pressure is comparable to the gas pressure,
with the magnetic pressure increasing in those
regions where the interstellar flow decreases as it
approaches the heliopause. We investigated how
the proposed location of the radio sources (where
B·n = 0 on the surface of the heliopause) varies
with the orientation and strength of the local
interstellar magnetic field.
We considered several directions of the
interstellar magnetic field—the HDP, the GAL,
and the plane perpendicular to the radio source
plane (13) (PPG)—with different inclination
angles a (the angle between the interstellar
magnetic field and interstellar wind velocity). In
the model coordinate system, where b is the
angle between the interstellar magnetic field and
the solar equator, the HDP corresponds to b =
60°, the GAL to b = 120°, and the PPG to b = 44°
(12). Assuming a spherical interplanetary shock,

but converted to ecliptic coordinates for BISM in (C) the PPG (with a =
30°) and (D) the GAL (with a = 45°). The direction of the nose of the
heliosphere (diamond) and the GAL (black line) are indicated for
reference. The radio sources detected by V1 and V2 are shown as solid
circles. Note that the colors are inverted from (C) to (D) because the
interstellar magnetic direction was inverted from (A) to (B) (see red
vectors in the insets).
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Fig. 2. (A and B) Streaming of TSPs from the MD point to V1 for the interstellar magnetic field in (A)
the HDP (with a = 45°) and (B) the GAL (with a = 45°). The interplanetary magnetic field is carried
radially outward by the solar wind, forming a spiral on a conical surface. The conical surfaces coinciding
with the V1 trajectory are shown. V1 is first connected to the shock along the spiral magnetic field lines
that contact the shock at the MD point. The solar magnetic field lines that intersect V1 are colored as
follows: black, the 0 AU field line intersecting the shock where V1 crosses the shock; red and blue,
magnetic field lines 2.0 AU and 3.0 AU upwind, respectively, from the 0 AU line; green, the
nonspherical termination shock. The magenta arrow indicates the streaming direction of the TSPs from
the shock along the field line to V1. (C and D) Similar plots for V2, showing field lines 3.0 AU (red) and
5.0 AU (blue) upwind of the 0 AU line. Note that in both views the solar magnetic field spirals clockwise
with increasing distance outward. (E and F) Summary of the streaming of TSPs from the MD point back
to V1 and V2. The nose direction (diamond) and the GAL are indicated.
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coordinate system, V1 is at 29.1° latitude and
213.4° longitude and V2 is at –31.2° latitude and
178.4° longitude, which ignores the 7.25° tilt of
the solar equator with respect to the ecliptic plane.
Figure 1 indicates that the heliopause is
strongly influenced by the interstellar magnetic
field direction; the heliopause is asymmetric both
north-south and east-west and has a plane of symmetry approximately parallel to the plane of the
local interstellar magnetic field. As a result, the
heliopause surfaces for HDP and GAL field orientations are almost mirror images of each other.
With BISM parallel to the GAL (with a = 45°,
Fig. 1D), the region where Br = 0 is almost
perpendicular to the GAL, which is inconsistent
with the radio observations. With BISM in the
PPG with a = 30° (Fig. 1C) produces the best
agreement with the Voyager radio observations,
as suggested by Gurnett et al. (13). The HDP
orientation differs from that of PPG by only 16°
and is also in general agreement, as suggested
by the similarity of the regions with Br = 0 in
Fig. 1A (HDP) and Fig. 1C (PPG). The offset of
~15° between the observations and the region
with Br = 0 for the model in best agreement
(Fig. 1C) indicates that the accuracy of the
model is not adequate to distinguish between
the PPG and HDP field orientations.
We also investigated the effects of changing
the interstellar wind direction to 5° above the
ecliptic plane [in the solar ecliptic coordinate system, the interstellar wind direction is 255°
(longitude) and 5° (latitude)] and changing the
intensity of BISM from 1.8 mG to 2.5 mG. For both
cases, the change in the predicted location of radio
sources was minor (12). As a increases from 15°
to 60°, the Br = 0 band moves counterclockwise,
with the best agreement for a = 30° to 45° (12).
The second set of observational data that we
used to constrain the orientation of the local interstellar magnetic field was the streaming ions
from the termination shock. V1 crossed the termination shock at 94 AU in December 2004 and
is now beyond 100 AU in the heliosheath (1, 2, 14).
V2 is already detecting signs of the upcoming
shock (2, 15) and is expected to cross the termination shock within the next 1 to 2 years. In
mid-2002, V1 began observing enhanced intensities of ions streaming from the shock (16, 17).
The beams of energetic termination shock particles (TSPs) were streaming outward along the
solar spiral magnetic field. The strong upstream
TSP beams were observed much of the time until
V1 crossed the shock at 94 AU. The streaming
along the magnetic field upstream of the shock
source was expected to be inward along the spiral
field if the termination shock were spherical.
However, the observed flow was outward along
the field, requiring a shock source located inward
along the spiral field several AU closer to the Sun
than is V1. With a nonspherical shock, V1 could
be connected to the termination shock along
magnetic field lines that crossed the termination
shock and crossed back to the supersonic solar
wind. This led to the suggestion that the upstream
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the tangential field condition for the radio sources
translates to Br = 0, where Br is the radial component of the interstellar magnetic field. For each
modeled direction of the interstellar magnetic
field, we compared the expected location of the
radio sources (Br = 0 at the heliopause) with the
observed location of the radio sources detected
by V1 and V2.
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beaming resulted from a blunt (18) or asymmetric
shock (2). The asymmetric shock could result
from an interstellar magnetic field inclined in a
particular direction (19, 20). In a recent report (3),
we showed that an interstellar magnetic field in
the HDP could distort the termination shock in a
direction that explains the TSPs streaming
outward at V1.
Figure 2 shows that for BISM parallel to the
HDP, the longitude of the MD point (the minimum radial distance of the termination shock to
the Sun) is greater than the longitude of V1, so
the TSPs will stream outward along the spiral
field. In the heliospheric southern hemisphere the
longitude of V2 is greater than that of the MD
point of the shock, so the TSPs will stream
inward toward V2, as is observed. However, for
BISM parallel to the GAL, the MD in the northern
hemisphere shifts to a smaller longitude than V1,
so that the TSPs would stream inward toward V1,
opposite to what is observed.
In this calculation we did not include the
neutral hydrogen atoms that interact with the ionized component by charge exchange. Although
the inclusion of the neutral atoms will tend to
symmetrize the solution and quantitatively affect
the degree of asymmetry, the general character of
the asymmetry is expected to remain the same,
with the plane of symmetry of the distorted helio-

pause determined by the plane of the local interstellar magnetic field (21, 22). Thus, it would be
expected that different orientations of the local
interstellar magnetic field would result in the
same qualitative differences in the predicted radio
source locations and streaming directions of upstream ions as described here. On the basis of
those differences, and assuming that the source of
radio emission is the region where the field
draped on the heliopause is perpendicular to the
radial direction, we find from Voyager observations that the plane of the local interstellar magnetic field is not parallel to the GAL but is 60° to
90° from that plane (rotated clockwise from a
view from the Sun). This suggests that the field
orientation in the Local Interstellar Cloud differs
from that of a larger-scale interstellar magnetic
field thought to parallel the GAL.
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Ultralow Friction of Carbonate Faults
Caused by Thermal Decomposition
Raehee Han,1* Toshihiko Shimamoto,2† Takehiro Hirose,2‡ Jin-Han Ree,1 Jun-ichi Ando3
High-velocity weakening of faults may drive fault motion during large earthquakes. Experiments on
simulated faults in Carrara marble at slip rates up to 1.3 meters per second demonstrate that
thermal decomposition of calcite due to frictional heating induces pronounced fault weakening
with steady-state friction coefficients as low as 0.06. Decomposition produces particles of tens
of nanometers in size, and the ultralow friction appears to be associated with the flash heating
on an ultrafine decomposition product. Thus, thermal decomposition may be an important process
for the dynamic weakening of faults.
he strength of seismogenic faults, which is
frictional resistance to fault slip during
earthquakes, has been a major subject of
debate in fault mechanics for 30 years (1, 2).
Although the stress–heat flow paradox for the
San Andreas fault (no heat-flow anomaly,
contrary to the prediction from in situ stress

T

1
Department of Earth and Environmental Sciences, Korea
University, Seoul 136-701, South Korea. 2Division of Earth
and Planetary Sciences, Graduate School of Science, Kyoto
University, Kyoto 606-8502, Japan. 3Department of Earth and
Planetary Systems Science, Hiroshima University, HigashiHiroshima 739-8526, Japan.

*To whom correspondence should be addressed. E-mail:
rhhan@korea.ac.kr
†Present address: Department of Earth and Planetary Systems Science, Hiroshima University, Higashi-Hiroshima 7348526, Japan.
‡Present address: Instituto Nazionale di Geofisica e Vulcanologia, 00143 Rome, Italy.

878

measurement and laboratory data of rock friction)
favors extremely low fault strength (3, 4), reasons
for the weakness have been unclear. Recent work
has shown that the dynamic weakening of faults
during seismic slip can be caused by mechanisms
such as frictional melting (5–9), thermal pressurization (10–13), and silica-gel formation (14, 15).
Fault gouge was also shown to exhibit pronounced slip weakening at high slip rates (16),
presumably because of flash heating (13). Some
analyses have predicted that slip-weakening distance, over which the initial peak friction drops to
steady-state dynamic friction (8, 12), and fracture
energy (13, 16) are of the same order as those
parameters that are determined seismologically,
narrowing the gap between laboratory studies of
fault mechanics and seismology. Modeling the
generation of large earthquakes is now becoming
possible on the basis of the measured mechanical
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and transport properties of fault zones. Moreover,
the dynamic weakening of faults may explain the
lack of heat-flow anomaly after earthquake
events along the San Andreas fault.
Thermal decomposition of rock-forming minerals at high ambient temperature and pressure
can dramatically lower the strength of rocks because of the buildup of pore fluid pressure and
the associated reduction of effective normal stress,
provided that the sample is effectively undrained
(17). Even at shallow crustal levels with low
ambient temperature, thermal decomposition may
occur at an elevated temperature because of
coseismic frictional heating along fault zones.
We demonstrated that a carbonate fault can lose
frictional strength almost completely because of
the thermal decomposition of calcite caused by
frictional heating during high-velocity friction
experiments on Carrara marble at seismic slip
rates.
Forty-two friction experiments were conducted on precut bare surfaces of a pair of solid
cylindrical specimens of Carrara marble (~99%
calcite) at room temperature and room humidity.
The experiments were carried out at normal
stresses of 1.1 to 13.4 MPa and at equivalent slip
rates of 0.03 to 1.30 m s−1, with a rotary-shear,
high-velocity friction apparatus at Kyoto University (18). The diameter and length of the specimen were 21.8 to 24.8 mm and about 20 mm,
respectively (19). Because there is a slip-rate gradient across the fault due to cylindrical specimen
geometry, we use the term “equivalent slip rate”
(“slip rate” or “velocity” hereafter) (7, 18, 19).
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