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Abstract: Active galactic nuclei (AGN) at the centres of galaxies can cycle between periods of activity
and of quiescence. Characterising the duty-cycle of AGN is crucial for understanding their impact on
the evolution of the host galaxy. For radio AGN, their evolutionary stage can be identified from a
combination of morphological and spectral properties. We summarise the results we have obtained in
the last few years by studying radio galaxies in various crucial phases of their lives, such as remnant
and restarted sources. We used morphological information derived from LOw Frequency ARray
(LOFAR) images at 150 MHz, combined with resolved spectral indices maps, obtained using recently
released images at 1400 MHz from the APERture Tile In Focus (Apertif) phased-array feed system
installed on the Westerbork Synthesis Radio Telescope. Our study, limited so far to the Lockman
Hole region, has identified radio galaxies in the dying and restarted phases. We found large varieties
in their properties, relevant for understanding their evolutionary stage. We started by quantifying
their occurrences, the duration of the ‘on’ (active) and ‘off’ (dying) phase, and we compared the
results with models of the evolution of radio galaxies. In addition to these extreme phases, the
resolved spectral index images can also reveal interesting secrets about the evolution of apparently
normal radio galaxies. The spectral information can be connected with, and used to improve, the
Fanaroff–Riley classification, and we present one example of this, illustrating what the combination
of the LOFAR and Apertif surveys now allow us to do routinely.

Keywords: radio continuum; galaxies; galaxies; active

1. Introduction

Since the first studies were conducted on active galactic nuclei (AGN), it has been
suggested that the release of energy from super-massive black holes (SMBH) goes in cycles,
with alternating periods of activity and periods of quiescence, see, e.g., [1–4] and references
therein. In recent years, this characteristic of AGN has become even more relevant because of
the role the energy released by the SMBH (in its active phase) can have on the gas content and
star formation of the host galaxy. According to cosmological simulations, describing galaxy
formation and evolution [5–8], this impact of the AGN has to be recurrent, repeating multiple
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times in the life of a galaxy (also known as the feedback cycle) in order to reproduce the growth
of the SMBH, as well as the star formation history we observe in the Universe (see e.g., [9–11]).

An active SMBH can manifest itself in different ways, depending on various properties
of the host galaxy [12,13]. The presence of radio emission and radio jets is one of these
manifestations. In radio galaxies, the presence of aged and recurrent activity is long known.
This has been mostly supported by the serendipitous discovery of objects, such as double–
double radio galaxies, i.e., radio galaxies with pairs of radio lobes along the same projected
jet axis, which are interpreted as the result of interrupted and restart jet activity, [2,14–16],
or by studies selecting objects with specific properties, for example those having an ultra
steep radio spectrum, i.e., where the electrons are not replenished because the nuclear
activity has stopped and, therefore, considered to be dying sources (see, e.g., [17,18] and
the discussion below).

However, a more complete and quantitative characterisation of the life cycle of radio
galaxies, the cycling between active, dying and restarting phases, requires a more systematic
search and larger samples, especially for catching the most elusive phases in this cycle: the
remnant and restarted phases. This has only now become possible thanks to the large and
deep radio surveys at low radio frequencies that are becoming available.

To achieve the goals of obtaining larger (and less biased) samples of remnant and
restarted radio galaxies, and a more systematic and quantitative assessment of the life
cycle, two elements are important: (1) being able to trace the morphology and structures
on different scales (i.e., the presence of extended, low surface brightness amorphous
features, while at the same time, having high spatial resolution to identify the presence
of compact structures); and (2) obtaining the (resolved) spectral information down to the
lowest frequencies. The relevance of tracing low surface-brightness structures was already
highlighted in the study of [19] and is motivated by the fact that, when the activity stops,
every compact structure (such as cores, hot spots, etc.) disappears fairly quickly (as short
as ∼1 Myr, Ref. [20]), while more slowly, the larger radio galaxy lobes expand and lose
energy, becoming fainter. Deriving the time scales of the latter is one of the goals of our
project. At the same time, a relatively high spatial resolution allows us to properly separate
these diffuse components from any compact structures, if present. Images of the spectral
index α (defined through S ∝ ν−α, where S is flux density and ν the frequency) distribution
across a source can act as a ‘fossil record’ tracing the history of the radio emission over long
timescales (see, e.g., [1] for more details). The low-frequency emission (i.e., below 1 GHz)
is the last part of the spectrum that is affected by radiative losses, meaning it is detectable
for a longer period, while it can also still contain the signature of the injection spectrum of
the original electrons. Based on synchrotron theory, we know that, in a system of particles
emitting synchrotron radiation under the effect of a magnetic field, the energy loss is higher
for high-energy particles (dE/dt ∝ ν2). This means that, over time, the spectrum steepens,
starting from the higher frequency end. Thus, the presence of a break in the power-law
shape of the spectrum with a steepening of the spectral index at higher frequencies can
been used as an indicator for the ageing of the electrons. Furthermore, if the steepening
is particularly large, with spectral indices steeper than α = 1.2 (i.e., ultra-steep spectrum,
USS), it is the signature of plasma devoid of any fresh particle injection [21]. Therefore, this
provides a key signature for tracing remnant radio galaxies: inactive or dying radio AGN
where the central engine has stopped or its activity is substantially dimmed. The lower
the frequency at which this ultra steepening occurs, the larger the time-span (for a given
magnetic field) since the last re-acceleration of the electrons has occurred and, thus, the
older the remnant source is.

Finally, the co-existence of USS emission from ‘old’ plasma with an active central
region can be used to identify situations in which different populations of electrons co-exist
originating from different phases of activity, as in restarted radio AGN (see below the
case of 3C 388). Although uncertainties related to, for example, non-uniform magnetic
fields, can complicate the interpretation, observing extreme spectral indices can provide
unambiguous evidence of both stopped and restarted activity.
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2. LOFAR and Apertif: The New Possibilities they Offer

Based on what we have mentioned above, the morphology of sources traced at low
frequencies by deep surveys, combined with resolved spectral index studies down to low
frequencies, are powerful tools for achieving the goal of characterising the life cycle of
radio galaxies. We are doing this by searching for remnant and restarted radio galaxies
that correspond to the most elusive and least known phases of the life cycle. For our study
we mostly use the LOw Frequency ARray (LOFAR, [22]) and the APERture Tile In Focus
(Apertif) surveys [23], although other radio telescopes, in particular the Giant Metrewave
Radio Telescope (GMRT) and the Very Large Array (VLA), can be particularly useful for
follow-up observations (e.g., at higher spatial resolution).

2.1. LOFAR Surveys and Deep Fields

LOFAR is, by now, a mature radio telescope that has provided a large number of
interesting new results to understand radio sources (see, e.g., [24]). For the present study,
an important characteristic of LOFAR is the fact that, next to the presence of long baselines
giving high angular resolution allowing to identify compact structures, LOFAR has a
dense coverage of short baselines making it sensitive to low surface brightness emission.
Important for building good statistics of rare objects is the fact that LOFAR is performing
large surveys as well as deep observations of famous fields. The LOFAR Two-Metre Sky
Survey (LoTSS) at 150 MHz aims to cover the entire northern sky and the first data release
is described in [25]. The images produced have a median noise level of S144 MHz = 71 µJy
beam−1 and a spatial resolution of 6′′. The deep images of famous fields, among which the
Lockman Hole (LH) field used for the project presented here, reach median sensitivity of
S144 MHz ≤ 30 µJy beam−1 (e.g., [26], see also the A&A Special Issue (Volume 648, 2021)
describing the data release of the images).

LOFAR can observe at frequencies even lower than 150 MHz and the LOFAR LBA Sky
Survey (LoLSS) aims to cover the entire northern sky in the frequency range 42–66 MHz,
with a resolution of 15′′. This survey is ongoing and a first data release, albeit at lower
spatial resolution than the final survey (45′′) due to limitations in the calibration and
pipeline, as published in [27].

2.2. The Apertif Surveys at 1400 MHz

The APERture Tile In Focus (Apertif) phased-array feed (PAF) system was recently
installed at the Westerbork Synthesis Radio Telescope (WSRT) and operates at 1400 MHz
(see [23]). Using the PAFs in the focus of each WSRT dish, 40 partially overlapping primary
beams are formed in the sky simultaneously, which in practice means that the system is
equivalent to 40 old WSRT single receiver systems observing in parallel and, thus, having
a much larger field of view. The total area covered in one observation by such a mosaic is
about 3.5◦ × 3◦, reaching a spatial resolution of about 12′′ × 12′′/ sin δ. Apertif is used as a
survey instrument, and the Apertif imaging surveys started on 1 July 2019, with the aim of
covering up to ∼2500 square degrees of the northern sky.

The first data from the Apertif surveys—providing radio continuum, H I and polari-
sation images and cubes—have become publicly available in the first data-release, which
was done in November 2020. More details are given in the documentation accompanying
this release1. The released continuum images produced by the current pipeline reach
typical rms noise of ∼40 µJy (Adams et al. in prep, Kutkin et al. in prep). Because of
their resolution, observing frequency, and sensitivity, the Apertif surveys provide an ideal
complement to the surveys done with LOFAR. In particular, the spatial resolution of the
final images from the lower-frequency LOFAR survey, LoLSS [27], will be fully comparable
to the one of Apertif; thus, providing an ideal match, covering from 54 to 1400 MHz.

3. Lessons Learned from Single Object, Low-Frequency Studies

Before addressing the selection and study of larger samples, we briefly discuss some
highlights of what we have learned in recent years from single-object studies and, in
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particular, from adding the low frequency information from LOFAR. Such studies have
allowed us to explore candidate remnant and restarted radio galaxies in order to expand
our knowledge of their properties. Here, we briefly summarise the results obtained for
three objects. These results will then be used to guide the selection criteria for obtaining
larger samples as described in Section 4.

The first object is the so-called blob 1, presented in [28]. This object was discovered
with LOFAR as a large (700 kpc), amorphous, and low surface-brightness structure. The
remnant nature was first suggested based on the morphology and then confirmed by the
sharp frequency break observed at high frequencies (>1400 MHz). With multi-frequency
observations, we traced the radio spectral energy distribution (SED) and found not only an
extreme spectral index above 1400 MHz (typical of remnant sources), but also a very large
spectral index curvature (SPC) between frequencies below and above 1400 MHz (see [28]).
The modelling of its spectrum with standard models of radiative evolution allowed us to
constrain the age and the duration of the active vs. dying phases.

In the case of blob 1, a relatively short active phase (15 Myr) was followed by a
significantly longer time (∼60 Myr) spent in the remnant phase. This source is a remnant
located in a low-density environment, i.e., outside a galaxy cluster, unlike where most of
the remnant sources were considered to reside [17]. Despite having confirmed (based on
their spectrum) that its large scale lobes are not fuelled anymore with fresh particles, we
detect in blob 1 a faint core [28], suggesting that either the black-hole emission never really
stops and continues at low levels, or the nucleus has restarted its activity very recently.

The results on blob 1 show that remnant radio galaxies exist that are not (yet) charac-
terised by ultra-steep spectra (USS) at low frequencies, i.e., the extreme spectral indices
have not yet reached the low frequencies. This can be taken as an indication of their
relatively young age (since the activity stopped) and/or of a particularly low magnetic field
in these remnant sources. Thus, from blob 1, we have learned that using USS as selection
criterion may result in an incomplete inventory of remnant radio galaxies and that the
presence of a weak core cannot be excluded in remnant sources.

The importance of adding the resolved spectral information down to low frequencies
has also been demonstrated for the case of B2 0924+30, until recently and before the
discovery of blob 1, the most well known remnant radio galaxy not residing in a cluster
environment [29]. The distribution of the total intensity and of the low-frequency spectral
index from our LOFAR study [30] are shown in Figure 1. They illustrate how the low-
frequency spectral index can reveal more details on the nature and evolution of the source.
The addition of the low frequency information to that of the high frequencies studies [31]
has allowed us to study the spectral index properties over a large band (up to 5000 MHz).
Using this combination, it was found that the lobe spectral index is somewhat flatter at
low frequencies and, interestingly, the flatness is more pronounced at the outer edges
of the lobes (see Figure 1). The flatter spectral index at low frequency and the spectral
index gradient indicates a recent switch-off of the source. Furthermore, the flatter regions
at the edges, reminiscent of old hot spots, suggests that B2 0924+30 could be a fading
Fanaroff–Riley type II (FR-II) source, i.e., the youngest regions are found towards the outer
edges of the lobes, and the oldest are the regions towards the host galaxy. Thus, the spectral
properties (more than the morphology) may give indication on the type of progenitor of the
radio source and on the timescales of the evolution of the remnant sources. In the case of
B2 0924+30, it suggests that, after ∼50 Myr, we can still see some difference in the spectral
index at the location of the termination of the jets [30].

The resolved spectral index images have also shown the possibility of tracing restarted
activity. The radio galaxy 3C 388 was, until recently, the only object where two regions
within the lobes with very different spectral properties were found [32]. This was taken
as an indication of two epochs of activity—one representing remnant emission from a
past phase of activity and one representing a recent restarted phase. This scenario was
confirmed by our study expanding the frequency range using LOFAR data [33] in which we
derive a total source age of <80 Myr and a quite fast duty cycle of about ton/ttot∼60%. The
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analysis also shows that mixing of electrons from the two phases may also be happening,
complicating the age estimates.

Figure 1. Left: total intensity (red) of B2 0924+30 showing the diffuse, amorphous, and low-surface brightness structure
superposed to an optical image (the galaxies are shown in white, background in black). Right: the spectral index between
140 and 609 MHz, showing that flatter spectral indices are found towards the outer edges of the lobes, Ref. [30]. Figures
taken from [1,30].

In summary, these studies have shown us that remnant and restarted radio galaxies
can have a variety of properties and that a corresponding variety of selection criteria should
be used in order to have a (as complete as possible) census of these objects. They also
illustrate that, although observations at more frequencies are necessary for a complete
study, the low-frequency part is very useful and provides important constraints.

4. Building Large Samples of Remnant and Restarted Radio Galaxies

As discussed above, the new, deep radio surveys will allow us to build statistically
interesting samples of remnant and restarted radio galaxies, and to derive, in a robust way,
their occurrence and their properties. A first project attempting this was carried out by [34],
who selected sources in the Lockman Hole (LH) region over an area of about 20 deg2—
centred on RA 10h47m00s, Dec +58◦04′59′′. A description of the region and of the initial
LOFAR work can be found in [35], while more recent and deeper LOFAR observations of
this area are presented in [26,36].

The results described in Section 3 provided the basis for applying a broader range of
selection criteria to extract candidate remnant and restarted radio galaxies, which go beyond
the selection of, respectively, USS extended sources and/or double–double radio galaxies.

For the selection of remnant radio galaxies, in addition to USS properties, we consider
the lack of compact structures, the presence of extended low surface brightness emission
at low frequencies, and a low core prominence (i.e., defined as CP = Score/Stotal). The
above-mentioned criteria have proven to be successful. Indeed, for most objects selected
with these criteria, the classification as remnant radio galaxies has been confirmed for the
majority of these objects by follow-up observations [37].

In addition, to identify candidate restarted radio galaxies, we combined the selections
based on morphological properties (such as double–double structures) with cases where
a prominent core (i.e., CP > 0.1; [34]) was embedded in extended low surface brightness
emissions. This follows the assumption that a remnant phase—characterised by the amor-
phous, low-surface brightness structure—is followed by a restarted phase that makes the
central region particularly bright. We also selected, as candidate restarted sources, those
that had steep spectrum cores (i.e., steeper than α = 0.5), which we took as an indication
that the nuclear region hosts newly formed jets that were already quite prominent but that
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were not identified as such at the resolution of the available observations. A comparison
sample of active radio galaxies was also identified in order to derive the relative occurrence
of remnant and restarted radio galaxies and to compare the properties of the host galaxies
among these various source classes. A full description of the selection criteria for the
samples and of the results is given in [34] (see also Section 6).

This work can now be complemented with the information on the resolved spectral
index obtained using the combination of LOFAR images at 150 MHz and Apertif images
at 1400 MHz. A first proof-of-concept was presented in [38]. Despite being limited to a
relatively small area (about 6 deg2 of the LH region), and despite using Apertif science
verification data, this study did show the potential of adding the spectral information (even
if limited to two frequencies only).

Now that more Apertif observations are available, we can further investigate the
properties of the resolved spectral index distribution for all of the remnant and restarted
sources selected in our previous studies ([34,39] in the LH area covered by LOFAR).

5. Exploring the Spatially-Resolved Spectral Indices Distribution of Radio Galaxies in
the Lockman Hole Region

As the observations of the Apertif surveys proceed, we have now collected data
covering most of the LOFAR LH field. Because of the smaller field-of-view compared to
LOFAR and the overlap between different Apertif observations, the images from the beams
of 12 Apertif pointings were used to cover the LOFAR LH area and to obtain uniform noise
levels over the area. The Apertif images were made using the automatic pipeline, Apercal
(Adebahr et al. submitted). The present version of this pipeline has a number of limitations
(e.g., no direction dependent calibration) and artefacts are still present around the brightest
sources in some of the images. However, these artefacts do not affect sources studied here.
The quality (and spatial resolution) of the images will improve when a new version of the
pipeline (currently being developed) will be available.

The images from all individual Apertif beams were combined—after being convolved to
the same angular resolution—into a mosaic image. This was done using the standard script
for Apertif data described in Kutkin et al. in prep2. The mosaic obtained has a resolution of
19× 15 ArcSection. The noise level ranges between 35 and 40 µJy beam−1 in the regions not
affected by imaging artefacts. The flux scale of the Apertif mosaic was checked against the
NVSS, as was previously done for the image covering a smaller part of the LH area ([38]).
Similarly, a difference of about 10% in the flux scale was found and corrected for. The flux
scale of the LOFAR image was checked and corrected as discussed by [36].

The spectral index image was obtained following the procedure described in [38].
The LOFAR image was convolved to the same angular resolution as that of the Apertif
mosaic, resulting in an image with average rms noise of ∼130–160 µJy beam−1, increasing
toward the edges of the field. The final spectral index image was obtained by combining
the spectral index image of the regions detected at both frequencies (obtained by clipping at
5-σ, i.e., 0.8 mJy beam−1 for LOFAR, and 0.2 mJy beam−1 for Apertif) with the image of the
spectral index limits for regions detected by LOFAR but not by Apertif. This ensures the
possibility of revealing regions with (ultra-)steep spectra, something particularly relevant
for our characterisation of remnant and restarted sources. Figure 2 shows a small region
of the full spectral index image. This zoom-in clearly illustrates the potential for resolved
spectral index studies as it shows the variety in the spectral index properties of the sources
in the field. Here, we focus on the spectral properties of the restarted and remnant radio
galaxies that were already selected and included in the sample of [34]. The selection of new
candidates based only on the spectral properties (as done in [38] for a small region of the
LH) will be done in a future study. In Figure 3, we show some examples of the resolved
spectral index distribution in our target sources and below we describe their properties.

We should point out that, as discussed in more detail in [38], the edges around the
sources, where the spectral index appears to become flatter, correspond to those areas
where only LOFAR had detected emission, and a fixed upper limit to the Apertif flux
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(5-σ = 0.2 mJy beam−1) was used to calculate the spectral index lower limits. While the
LOFAR flux, as expected, decreases towards the edges of the sources, the Apertif fix flux
limit does not: the apparent flattening, therefore, indicates that the lower limit to the
spectral index is less stringent at the edges of the sources [38]. The flattening is, therefore,
not significant.

Figure 2. A relatively small region (about 40 arcmin2) extracted from the 20 sq deg spectral index image of the Lock-
man Hole area. Spectral indices are derived between 150 and 1400 MHz (LOFAR-Apertif) with a spatial resolution of
19 × 15 ArcSection. The LOFAR image has been convolved to this resolution. The contours (from 0.8 mJy beam−1 to 1 Jy
beam−1 in steps of a factor 4) represent the LOFAR emission. The colour scale represents the spectral index values: red
colours indicate steep spectrum regions, blue colours the regions with flat spectrum. Some of the spectral indices are lower
limits, i.e., in regions undetected by Apertif the limits are derived assuming for the 1400 MHz flux an upper limit of 5-σ,
where σ = 40 µJy. See text and Figure 3 for details. Sources undetected by LOFAR, but detected by Apertif (i.e., with strong
inverted spectrum), are not considered in this image.

In the top row of Figure 3, three examples of remnant radio galaxies are shown, where
USS emission dominates the whole extent of the source, over hundreds of kpc. Interestingly,
all three sources are undetected by Apertif and, therefore, the derived spectral indices are
lower limits. The actual spectral indices are steeper than what is shown in the figure. The
relatively uniform spectral indices throughout the source could be, at least partly, due to
the limited angular resolution of the observations, and will need to be further explored
with higher spatial resolution observations. However, the observations also indicate that
the USS emission reaches large distances from the core. This suggests that, after the nuclear
supply of fresh electrons switches off, emission with increasingly steep spectrum remains
visible for a relatively long time (even for sources outside galaxy clusters, such as the three
remnant radio sources discussed in this paragraph, see also Section 6). Ages since the last
re-acceleration of the electrons of up to ∼300 Myr have been estimated in [38], and are
confirmed by the extended USS sources found also by the present work.

The middle row in Figure 3 shows examples of sources originally selected by [34]
as candidate restarted radio galaxies, according to the criteria of low CP and low surface
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brightness of the extended emission. The objects in Figure 3 show that the central region
(characterised by a standard spectral index) is surrounded by low surface brightness emission
which has a very steep spectral index (steeper than α∼1–1.2) at low frequencies. This suggests
the presence of the remnant large-scale emission, possibly originated from a previous phase
of activity. Thus, the additional information of the spectral index distribution further supports
the restarted classification. The extreme spectral indices (in some cases only a limit could
be derived so the actual value of α is even steeper) cannot be explained by only a change in
magnetic field between the central region and the USS diffuse large-scale emission.

Figure 3. Examples of resolved 150–1400 MHz spectral index images from the LH area, illustrating cases of remnant (top
row), restarted candidates (middle row), and not-confirmed remnant radio galaxies (bottom row) from [34,39], see text
for details. The complex structure of the spectral index is clearly seen in some of these objects. The contours represent
the 1400 MHz emission from Apertif. Regions where no contours are drawn, correspond to Apertif non-detections. In
these regions, the spectral index values are lower limits (i.e., the actual spectral index is steeper than what indicated). For
the three remnant sources in the top row, Apertif does not detect emission over the full source, and these are entirely USS
sources. The white bar indicates 100 kpc (assuming an average redshift of these sources, z∼0.5, see [34,37]). The colour scale
is the same as in Figure 2. The artificially flatter spectral index at the edge of the sources results from using a fixed value for
the 1400 MHz flux (5-σ) in case of Apertif non-detection, see Section 5.

These results confirm the classification scheme of the restarted sources and the ro-
bustness of the criteria for selecting these objects. The search for steep spectrum cores
(another potential indicator of the presence of restarted emission) will, instead, require
higher spatial resolution observations.

The bottom row in Figure 3 shows other interesting examples illustrating how the
resolved spectral index can add additional information about the nature of the sources.
These sources were among the candidate remnant radio galaxies originally selected by [39],
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mostly based on low surface brightness and/or low CP from the LOFAR images. However,
this classification has been questioned by the follow-up work (using 6000 MHz VLA
observations) described in [37], mostly based on the lack of steepening of the spectrum at
high frequencies. The complex distribution of the spectral index supports this conclusion,
even if regions with USS emission are observed. The structure at 1400 MHz obtained
from Apertif, illustrated by the contours in Figure 3, clearly appears different from the
amorphous morphology of the confirmed remnant radio galaxies in the top row.

The images in Figure 3 show that these sources have cores that are relatively prominent,
as seen from their flatter spectral index. Interestingly, the object in the middle of the bottom
row shows a region of flatter spectral index on the E side, possibly tracing a sharp bend
of an active jet. In the radio galaxy on the right, the inverted spectrum on the northern
edge clearly identifies a background/foreground radio source, likely unrelated to the radio
galaxy. Further multi-frequency observations will be needed to fully understand the nature
of these sources.

Thus, despite being limited to two frequencies, the resolved spectral index images
have further confirmed the classification of remnant and restarted radio galaxies and
helped in better characterising the properties of these objects, as we will summarise in the
next section.

6. General Findings on Remnant and Restarted Radio Galaxies

Examples of radio galaxies satisfying the various selection criteria for remnant and
restarted, are shown in Figure 4. The study of the spectral indices presented in this paper
further supports the criteria used. From our studies, we find that the fraction of remnant
relative to the comparison sample of active radio galaxies is ∼9% ([34,37,39]). For the
candidate restarted radio galaxies, the fraction is more uncertain and ranges between ∼7%
and 15% [34,38].

Figure 4. Examples of remnant and candidate restarted radio galaxies (from [34,38]). They were selected using different
criteria. From left to right: two examples of remnant radio galaxies, the first selected based on the morphology of the
emission at low frequencies from the LOFAR image [34], the second based on USS spectral indices [38]. The next three
panels show examples of candidate restarted radio galaxies, the first two selected based on morphology [34], the third based
on spectral index [38]. In the total intensity images, the black contours refer to the LOFAR emission, the white contours to
FIRST data, and the yellow circle indicates the position of the optical counterpart (taken from [37]). The black contours in
the spectral index maps represent the 1400 MHz emission from Apertif. As in Figure 3, the regions where no contours were
drawn indicate regions undetected by Apertif, corresponding to spectral index lower limits.

The radio luminosities of these objects were found to have median values of log
L150 MHz/W Hz−1 25.1, and 25.5 for candidate restarted and remnant radio galaxies, re-
spectively. These values are similar to what is found for sources in the comparison sample
(see [34] for more details). Thus, the sources in our sample are not representative of the
most powerful radio galaxies, and this has likely also implications for the way they evolve.

We summarise below some of the main results obtained by [34,37,39] and from the
work presented here.
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• A number of remnant radio galaxies show USS emission throughout their full extent
of many hundreds of kpc, (see, e.g., Figures 3 and 6 in [38]). These represent the
oldest remnant sources that we detect and have ages up to a few hundreds Myr, since
the last reacceleration of electrons, derived under the assumption of equipartition
conditions between particles and the magnetic field (assuming a typical magnetic
field of ∼3 µG [38]).

• Not all remnant sources are characterised by USS emission [37,39]. In a number of
cases (including blob 1, see Section 3), the steepening of the spectrum only occurs
at high frequencies [37]. The lack of a core (or CP lower than expected for an active
radio source of a given radio luminosity), together with the amorphous, low surface-
brightness structures, independently confirm the remnant nature of the emission. The
spectral properties indicate that there is a variety in the evolutionary stages at which
we observe the remnant sources (e.g., relatively recently switched off vs. extremely
old) [39].

• Interestingly, remnant radio galaxies are not preferentially found in galaxy clusters
as earlier suggested (see [34,37] for more details). Thus, the long timescales during
which the remnant emission can be observed may be related to the fact that these are
relatively low-luminosity sources where jet-driven turbulence (and perhaps reacceler-
ation connected to it) plays an important role. This could also result in the relatively
uniform distribution of the spectral index values across the remnant sources. Alter-
natively, this could be due to the break frequency being below the observed range of
frequencies [17]. The objects in our sample may evolve differently compared to the
most powerful radio galaxies modelled by [40], typically found to be over-pressured
with respect to their environment.

• We also confirmed the presence of cores in some of the remnant sources as it was
found for blob 1 (see Section 3). Interestingly, some of the USS remnant sources show
the presence of a faint radio core (see the discussion in [37]). This suggests that either
the activity never completely stops (i.e., it only strongly dims, perhaps as a result of
a change in the SMBH accretion state), or that, at least in some cases, we are seeing
the beginning of a restarted phase. These hypotheses will have to be explored using
high-resolution images (VLBI, see, e.g., [41]), and by obtaining spectral indices across a
broader range of frequencies (e.g., to see whether peaked emission is seen, suggesting
the presence of a young radio source).

• Related to this, from the resolved spectral indices, we find cases of active emission
surrounded by the remnant emission (characterised by the USS). These objects are
very interesting because they suggest that, indeed, the nuclear activity has restarted
while the remnant emission from the previous phase of activity is still visible. This
indicates that the duty cycle can be relatively fast, estimated around a few tens of Myr.

These results allow us to add some important timescales to the life cycle of radio
galaxies, as illustrated in Figure 5, and further discussed below. They are also particularly
relevant for constraining theoretical modelling of radio source evolution. The models
presented in [39,40,42–44] suggest that the observed fraction of remnant sources can be
explained if these structures fade on timescales of at most a few ×108 yr, due to both
radiative losses and dynamical expansion. Furthermore, the semi-analytic model described
in [44] shows that a power-law distribution for the ages of the sources (p(ton) ∝ t−1) is
better at describing the data. The best fit to the data was obtained for a high fraction of
short-lived sources (i.e., ton < 100 Myr, see [44] for details).

Thus, as mentioned above, remnant radio galaxies characterised by extended regions
of ultra-steep spectrum emission likely represent the oldest tail of the age distribution. The
second object from the left in Figure 4 shows an example of this.

On the other hand, the remnant radio galaxies selected based on their morphological
properties [39], are likely observed soon after the radio source switched off and are expected
to evolve quickly due to dynamic expansion. It is also interesting to note that extreme cases
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of short-lived radio galaxies (i.e., sources that die before growing to tens of kpc sizes) have
been reported by a number of studies ([45,46] and references therein).

The finding of a duty-cycle that can be relatively fast is further confirmed by the pres-
ence of sources in a restarted phase, while the remnant emission is still visible. Timescales
of a few tens of Myr, after which a new phase of activity appears to have been derived
from their spectral properties (see, e.g., [33,38,47,48]) and are confirmed by some of the
objects presented in this work. These timescales are consistent with what is derived for
double–double radio galaxies, a particular class of restarted sources [14,15], as well as with
the ages of radio galaxies derived from the work done to build X-ray cavities (e.g., [49]).
All of these features and timescales are summarised in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Sketch based on the results obtained in the Lockman Hole region by [34,37–39]. See Section 6 for more details. The
example of remnant and restarted radio sources are taken from Figure 4.

Although the results presented here have been mostly obtained thanks to the avail-
ability of low frequency surveys, it is important to stress that the multi-wavelength studies,
in particular by adding high frequencies, as well as the expansion to high spatial resolution
are essential additions for obtaining the complete picture. An other useful addition is the
information on polarisation for characterising the conditions of the radio plasma. This
information is, at present, limited to a small number of remnant and restarted radio galaxies
(see, e.g., [50–53]), but it is expected to rapidly expand in the near future, as part of the
deliverable of the new large radio surveys.

Going back to the original motivation of this work, it is worth it to connect, at least to first
order, the results obtained from the study of the life cycle of radio galaxies with the timescales
of the recurrent nuclear activity predicted by numerical simulations of galaxy evolution.

Many suggestions have been made about the origin of recurrent nuclear activity. They
include intrinsic reasons, such as radiation pressure instability within an accretion disk
(e.g., [54]), the cycle of fuelling of the SMBH (e.g., [9,11]), and external reasons, such as
galaxy interactions and mergers.

The expected timescales of active and non-active phases have been predicted for
the cycle of fuelling expected for the Chaotic Cold Accretion model [11]. According to
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this model, which has been suggested for jet-mode, inefficient AGN, the intermittency of
the activity is connected to the discrete nature of the fuelling clouds, which are formed
by condensing out of the hot halo as a result of thermal instabilities. Losing angular
momentum via recurrent inelastic collisions, they ‘rain’ down onto the SMBH and feed
it. Thus, it is interesting to see that the predictions of this scenario (see, e.g., Figure 15
in [11]), show that the balance between heating and cooling creates a loop of about 20–50
Myr between the peaks of activity. This is, to the first order, consistent with what was
obtained from our study for the restarting radio AGN.

This is promising, although the work done so far is based on limited statistics, limiting
also the possibility to undertake detailed comparisons with the models. Furthermore,
refining the derived timescales will require a more realistic description of the ongoing
processes. Nevertheless, these initial results show the potential to dramatically expand this
field by making use of the currently available surveys.

7. Not Only Extreme Spectral Indices Are Interesting. . .

As shown by the extensive literature available on the topic, spatially resolved spectral
index images can trace the history of the relativistic electrons in a more subtle way than
total intensity emission alone. Furthermore, at low frequencies, the spectral signatures can
last longer; therefore, providing a ‘fossil’ record of the evolution of the radio source, as
described for some examples in Section 3.

Thus, the properties of the resolved low-frequency spectral index offer a powerful way
to trace the history of radio sources in general and their progenitors, not only limited to
remnant and restarted sources. Indeed, the analysis of the spectral properties could also be
relevant for better tracing the Fanaroff–Riley classification of radio galaxies, the details of
which have been recently questioned by [55,56]. Using the LOFAR survey, [55] have shown
the presence of a population of low-luminosity radio galaxies with FR-II morphology.
A possible scenario to explain the origin of this population is that these low-luminosity
FR-II objects are older sources, which have begun to fade from their peak radio luminosity
(e.g., [57]): the spectral properties can be useful for exploring this scenario.

A possible test case is the radio galaxy B2 1321+35, whose low frequency spectral
index map we present here for the first time. For study of the spectral properties of this
object, we used the images obtained from the Apertif and LOFAR surveys, as described in
Section 2. Thus, this work illustrates the good quality of the data, now mostly public, and
that detailed spectral index studies can be routinely done with these data.

The radio morphology of B2 1321+35 observed by Apertif at 1400 MHz and the spectral
index between 150–1400 MHz are shown in Figure 6. This object has been discussed in
a number of studies [18,58]. Interestingly, it was found by [58] to have a spectral index
steepening (between 49 and 2.8 cm) in the direction perpendicular to the major axis. The
possibility of this indicating ‘leaking’ across the boundary of the radio jets was suggested
by [58,59]. The spectral index distribution at low frequencies obtained by combining the
150 MHz data from LOFAR and the 1400 MHz image of Apertif, indeed shows particularly
steep spectra away from the jet axis. However, the interesting feature from the low-
frequency spectral index is the possible presence of flatter regions at the end of the radio
jets, reminiscent of what usually seen in FR-II sources. These regions (in pink in Figure 6)
have average spectral index values α150

1400∼0.65, flatter than any other structure in the source.
Backflow of plasma (i.e., stream-like structures) is also seen emerging from these regions to
the southeast and northwest of the lobes.

The spectral properties are interesting and puzzling because the source does not
show hot spots in total intensity (see the left panel in Figure 6) and following the classical
definition of surface brightness (≥0.6 mJy arcsec−2) and surface brightness contrast with
respect to the entire lobe (≥4, [60]), it clearly shows a (lobed) FR-I morphology. The radio
luminosity at 1400 MHz of ∼ 1024 W Hz−1, is also typical of this type of sources.

Lobed FR-I radio galaxies with similar properties have been seen before, in particular
in [61], where in some of the sources, ‘cap’ regions were identified at the end of the jet,
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sometimes associated with the region of flatter spectral indices. This is clearly different
from what happens in the ‘tailed’ FR-I radio galaxies (like 3C 31), where the spectral
index steepens at larger distances from the radio core. Our results for B2 1321+31 show
that detailed spectral index distribution can be now routinely derived for all of the radio
galaxies in the area covered by LOFAR and Apertif.

Figure 6. B2 1321+31 as seen at 1400 MHz from Apertif (left). On the right, the spectral index image obtained combining
Apertif 1400 MHz and LOFAR 150 MHz data. The flatter regions at the end of the jets, reminiscent of hot spots can be
seen. The steepening toward the central region is also a possible indication of the presence of a backflow, characteristic of
FR-II-like sources.

The flattening seen in the region at the end of the jet for a (lobed) FR-I of low-power
object, such as B2 1321+31, could perhaps be connected to the population of low-luminosity
radio galaxies with FR-II morphology, highlighted by [55,56] as described above. When
adding the spectral index information, we could speculate that B2 1321+31 may represent
an example of such low-luminosity FR-II that has already aged and is found in an advanced
stage of evolution. In B2 1321+31, the fading of the FR-II structure has resulted in a lower
luminosity, but also in fading of the hot spots, which now can only be recognised in the
spectral properties at low frequencies. Further support to this interpretation is the very
weak VLBI core (peak flux 3.7 mJy; [62]) which suggests a core prominence lower than
what typically observed in FR-I.

With the LOFAR and Apertif surveys, this kind of studies can now be routinely done
over large areas and for many different types of sources. The low-frequency spectral index
can be investigated over the entire overlapping area of the LOFAR and Apertif observations
at an unprecedented depth for such a large sky area and with good angular resolution. This
offers the opportunity to investigate in more detail the evolutionary stage of a source in
connection with the morphological classification. This would allow to investigate whether
the spectral properties found in B2 1321+31 are common in extended radio galaxies and, if
so, for which population.

8. Conclusions

In this paper, we summarised some of the recent results on the study of the life cycle of
radio galaxies, obtained by focusing on the elusive phases of remnant and restarted radio
sources. The results presented here were obtained by using LOFAR images at 150 MHz—for
the selection based on the morphology—in combination with Apertif images at 1400 MHz
to derive spatially resolved, spectral information at low frequencies. Our results show
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that these sources have a larger variety of properties compared to what was previously
found. This variety is likely the result of differences in their evolutionary stage and their
progenitors.

Many radio sources with extended USS emissions were found. This can be used
for understanding, in more detail, the evolution of the radio emission after the nuclear
activity stops. Interestingly, we are also finding objects with USS emission, surrounding
a relatively bright radio core. We identify these as restarted radio sources. They could
indicate a relatively fast duty-cycle for switching on and off. If this is confirmed, it would
have important implications for understanding the role of feedback from radio AGN.

The resolved spectral index images can also provide important information on the
evolution of radio sources, especially now that recent results have questioned the assump-
tion of a sharp separation between FR-I and FR-II radio galaxies. The large and deep low-
and mid-frequency surveys that are becoming available make it possible to use the spectral
information for a better understanding of this classification.

The results presented here are limited to high-band antenna (HBA) LOFAR observa-
tions at 150 MHz. However, data from low-band array (LBA) at even lower frequency
(∼60 MHz) are now becoming available [27], which is highly relevant for the topics dis-
cussed here. These data have a very similar spatial resolution and comparable depth (for
steep spectrum sources) as the Apertif survey, making an ideal combination for extending
the spectral index studies to the range 60–1400 MHz.
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Abbreviations
The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

AGN active galactic nucleus
Apertif APERture Tile In Focus
CP core prominence
FIRST faint images of the radio sky at twenty-centimeters
FR-II Fanaroff–Riley class II
GMRT giant metrewave radio telescope
HBA high-band array
LBA low-band array
LH Lockman Hole
LoLSS LOFAR LBA Sky Survey
LOFAR LOw Frequency ARray
LoTSS LOFAR Two-Metre Sky Survey
NVSS The NRAO VLA Sky Survey
PAF phased-array feed
SMBH super massive black hole
SED spectral energy distribution
SPC spectral index curvature
USS ultra steep spectra
VLA very large array
VLBI very long baseline interferometry
WSRT Westerbork synthesis radio telescope

Notes
1 http://hdl.handle.net/21.12136/B014022C-978B-40F6-96C6-1A3B1F4A3DB0, accessed on 20 October 2021.
2 https://github.com/akutkin/amosaic, accessed on 20 October 2021.
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