
Parallel Alignments between Magnetic Fields and Dense Structures in the Central
Molecular Zone

Xing Pan1,2,3aa, Qizhou Zhang3aa, Keping Qiu1,2aa, Dylan M. Paré4aa, David T. Chuss4aa, Natalie O. Butterfield5aa,
Robin G. Tress6aa, Mattia C. Sormani7aa, Yuping Tang8aa, Steven N. Longmore9,10aa, and Thushara Pillai11aa

1 School of Astronomy and Space Science, Nanjing University, 163 Xianlin Avenue, Nanjing 210023, People’s Republic of China
2 Key Laboratory of Modern Astronomy and Astrophysics (Nanjing University), Ministry of Education, Nanjing 210023, People’s Republic of China

3 Center for Astrophysics |Harvard & Smithsonian, 60 Garden Street, Cambridge, MA 02138, USA
4 Department of Physics, Villanova University, 800 E. Lancaster Avenue, Villanova, PA 19085, USA

5 National Radio Astronomy Observatory, 520 Edgemont Road, Charlottesville, VA 22903, USA
6 Institute of Physics, Laboratory for Galaxy Evolution and Spectral Modeling, EPFL, Observatoire de Sauverny, Chemin Pegasi 51, 1290 Versoix, Switzerland

7 Università dell’Insubria, via Valleggio 11, 22100 Como, Italy
8 Shanghai Key Lab for Astrophysics, Shanghai Normal University, Shanghai 200234, People’s Republic of China
9 Astrophysics Research Institute, Liverpool John Moores University, 146 Brownlow Hill, Liverpool L3 5RF, UK

10 Cosmic Origins Of Life (COOL) Research DAO, Germany
11 Haystack Observatory, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 99 Millstone Road, Westford, MA 01886, USA

Received 2025 June 9; revised 2025 July 29; accepted 2025 August 4; published 2025 September 24

Abstract

The recent Far-Infrared Polarimetric Large-Area Central Molecular Zone Exploration (FIREPLACE) survey with
SOFIA has mapped plane-of-sky magnetic field orientations within the Central Molecular Zone (CMZ) of the
Milky Way. Applying the Histogram of Relative Orientations analysis to the FIREPLACE data, we find that the
relative orientation between magnetic fields and column density structures is random in low-density regions
( × N2 10 10 cm22

H
23 2

2 ) but becomes preferentially parallel in high-density regions (≳1023 cm−2). This
trend is in contrast with that of the nearby molecular clouds, where the relative orientation transitions from
parallel to perpendicular with increasing column densities. However, the relative orientation varies between
individual CMZ clouds. Comparisons with magnetohydrodynamic simulations specific to the CMZ conditions
suggest that the observed parallel alignment is intrinsic, rather than artifacts caused by the projection effect. The
origin of this parallel configuration may arise from the fact that most dense structures in the CMZ are not self-
gravitating, as they are in supervirial states, except for the ministarburst region Sgr B2. These findings are
consistent with the low star formation efficiency observed in the CMZ compared to that in the Galactic disk.

Unified Astronomy Thesaurus concepts: Magnetic fields (994); Interstellar medium (847); Galactic center (565)

1. Introduction

The Central Molecular Zone (CMZ) is the innermost 150 pc
of our Galaxy, harboring a significant reservoir of molecular
gas ((2–6) × 107M⊙; M. Morris & E. Serabyn 1996) with high
surface densities (∼1023 cm−2 from S. N. Longmore et al.
2013; C. Battersby et al. 2024). Several massive molecular
clouds, with gas mass over 105M⊙, have been identified in the
CMZ, including well-known regions such as Sgr B2, G0.253
+0.016, Sgr C, and the Dust Ridge (P. F. Goldsmith et al.
1990; S. Huettemeister et al. 1995; S. N. Longmore et al. 2012;
S. Kendrew et al. 2013; D. L. Walker et al. 2018; X. Lu et al.
2019b, 2019a). Meanwhile, the CMZ contains an extreme star-
forming environment, distinct from that of the Galactic disk.
M. Heyer & T. M. Dame (2015) investigated the size–line
width relation in molecular gas and found that the turbulent
energy in the CMZ is significantly higher than that in the
Galactic disk, indicating that gas in the CMZ is more turbulent
than in the disk. Additionally, the CMZ is characterized with
strong magnetic fields, with mean field strengths ranging from
0.1 to 10 mG (T. Pillai et al. 2015; A. Mangilli et al. 2019;
X. Lu et al. 2024; X. Pan et al. 2024).

Despite the large amount of molecular gas, the present star
formation rates (SFRs) of ≃0.07M⊙ yr−1 for the CMZ are an
order of magnitude lower than that expected from the dense
gas–star formation relations (C. J. Lada et al. 2010;
S. N. Longmore et al. 2013; A. T. Barnes et al. 2017;
J. Kauffmann et al. 2017; X. Lu et al. 2019b). Some studies
proposed that the high turbulent pressure may increase the
density threshold for star formation and hence decrease the
SFR (e.g., J. M. D. Kruijssen et al. 2014). Another hypothesis
suggests that star formation in the CMZ occurs episodically
and is currently in an inactive phase (J. M. D. Kruijssen et al.
2014; M. R. Krumholz & J. M. D. Kruijssen 2015). However,
the strong magnetic field in the CMZ can also delay the
collapse of molecular clouds, thereby suppressing star
formation. For example, T. Pillai et al. (2015) found that
G0.253+0.016 is strongly magnetized, with the magnetic field
dominating over turbulence and gravity. The cloud exhibits
only a single site of star formation (J. Kauffmann et al. 2013;
X. Lu et al. 2019b; D. L. Walker et al. 2021). In contrast,
the ministarburst region Sgr B2 (SFR ∼ 0.01M⊙ yr−1;
J. Kauffmann et al. 2017; A. Ginsburg et al. 2018) exhibits a
relatively weak magnetic field compared to its gravitational and
turbulent kinetic energies (X. Pan et al. 2024). Therefore, it is
necessary to take magnetic field into account to investigate the
low star formation efficiency in the CMZ. Nevertheless, our
understanding of magnetic fields in the CMZ remains incom-
plete, largely due to the limited number of detailed observations.
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Recent advances have been made through several large-
scale infrared and millimeter surveys targeting the magnetic
fields in this region. For example, the PILOT survey (2. 2
resolution, at 240 mm from A. Mangilli et al. 2019) and the
Atacama Cosmology Telescope observations ( 1 resolution,
at 98, 150, and 224 GHz from Y. Guan et al. 2021) have
uncovered large-scale magnetic fields (≳10 pc) that are both
ordered and tilted relative to the Galactic plane. Additionally,
higher-resolution surveys such as the Far-Infrared Polarimetric
Large-Area CMZ Exploration (FIREPLACE; 19 6 at 214 mm;
N. O. Butterfield et al. 2024; D. Paré et al. 2024), James Clerk
Maxwell Telescope (JCMT)/POL2 observations of 11 CMZ
molecular clouds from X. Lu et al. (2024), and the B-fields In
STar-forming Region Observations (BISTRO, 12″ at 850 mm
J. Karoly et al. 2025; M.-Z. Yang et al. 2025) have revealed
diverse magnetic field morphologies within individual mole-
cular clouds. Additionally, Y. Hu et al. (2022) used the
Gradient Technique and revealed that the magnetic field in the
CMZ is globally consistent with the polarization measure-
ments, indicating that the magnetic field and turbulence are
dynamically important in the CMZ. These data sets provide an
unprecedented opportunity to investigate the role of magnetic
fields in the dynamics and star formation processes of CMZ
clouds.

The role of magnetic fields in star formation is often assessed
by measuring their strength using the Zeeman effect or the
Davis–Chandrasekhar–Fermi (DCF) method (L. Davis 1951;
S. Chandrasekhar & E. Fermi 1953) and comparing the
associated magnetic energy to the turbulent kinetic and
gravitational energies. Alternatively, magnetohydrodynamic
(MHD) simulations (J. D. Soler et al. 2013; J. D. Soler &
P. Hennebelle 2017) have introduced the Histogram of Relative
Orientations (HRO), a statistical method to assess the role of
magnetic fields. This statistical approach characterizes the
relative orientation between the magnetic field and column
density structures to infer the energy balance between the
magnetic field, gravity, and turbulence. Observational studies
(e.g., Planck Collaboration et al. 2016b; J. D. Soler et al. 2017;
L. M. Fissel et al. 2019; J. D. Soler 2019) have applied the HRO
analysis to Galactic molecular clouds. These studies reveal a
clear trend: as column density increases, the relative orientation
between magnetic fields and density structures transitions from
predominantly parallel in diffuse regions to perpendicular in
denser regions. Areas where the magnetic fields are orthogonal
to the density structures are typically gravitationally unstable,
facilitating star formation. This behavior is consistent with
predictions from MHD simulations with initial conditions of
sub- to trans-Alfvénic turbulence.

Using the HRO analysis, D. M. Paré et al. (2025) found that
magnetic fields in the CMZ are generally aligned parallel to
column density structures in dense regions, which is different
from that observed in the Galactic disk. However, Planck
Collaboration et al. (2016b) have shown that such parallel
alignments in 2D projection do not necessarily imply a true 3D
parallel configuration. The underlying distribution may still
include structures with nearly perpendicular orientations. This
highlights the need to test whether the observed preferentially
parallel alignments in the CMZ are intrinsic or merely a result
of projection effects. Moreover, MHD simulations of the
Galactic disk have shown that a transition from parallel to
perpendicular relative orientations is linked to the balance
between magnetic, turbulent kinetic, and gravitational

energies. Understanding the energy balance in the CMZ may
therefore provide insight into the origin of the observed
preferential alignment.

In this paper, we investigate the evolution of the relative
orientation between magnetic fields and column density
structures by applying the HRO analysis with a normalized
parameter. To better resolve the relative orientation in dense
regions, we increase the number of column density bins at high
densities. We also derive a high angular resolution (∼19″)
column density map using spectral energy distribution (SED)
fitting that combines Herschel and ATLASGAL data.
Furthermore, we examine the impact of projection effects
using MHD simulations specified to the CMZ environment and
explore how energy balance influences the observed magnetic
field–density alignment in this unique region. The paper is
organized as follows: Section 2 introduces the data used in our
analysis. Section 3 presents the results of the relative
orientation analysis for the entire CMZ and individual clouds
within. We also compare these observational results with state-
of-the-art MHD simulations to investigate the effects of line-
of-sight (LOS) projection. In Section 4, we explore the energy
balance between magnetic, turbulent kinetic, and gravitational
energy, as well as the possible origin of the observed relative
orientation trends. Finally, Section 5 summarizes the key
findings of this study.

2. Observations

2.1. SOFIA Observations

We present the SOFIA (D. A. Harper et al. 2018; P. Temi
et al. 2018) 214 mmpolarization data from the FIREPLACE
survey. The survey covered the entire CMZ, spanning from
Sgr B2 to Sgr C (a roughly 1°.5 × 0°.5 region), and achieved an
angular resolution of 19 6. The resulting pixel size is 4 55. We
refer readers to N. O. Butterfield et al. (2024) and D. Paré et al.
(2024) for an overview and observation details for the entire
survey. These studies also demonstrate that the magnetic fields
observed by FIREPLACE generally follow the morphologies
of individual clouds, suggesting that the observed fields are
predominantly local to the CMZ rather than arising from
unrelated LOS components.

2.2. Column Density Map

The column density distribution in the CMZ is derived by
fitting a modified blackbody model to the dust SED. To
construct the dust SED, we used the Herschel data at 160, 250,
350, and 500 mmfrom the Hi-GAL survey (S. Molinari et al.
2010) and 870 mmdust emission obtained from the combina-
tion of APEX/LABOCA data from the APEX Telescope
Large Area Survey of the Galaxy (ATLASGAL; F. Schuller
et al. 2009; T. Csengeri et al. 2014) and Planck/high frequency
instrument (Planck Collaboration et al. 2014). The ATLAS-
GAL data did not account for line contamination. However, as
discussed in F. Schuller et al. (2009), the impact of line
contamination is generally within the 15% flux calibration
uncertainty, except in extreme cases such as hot molecular
cores, strong outflow sources, and bright photon-dominated
regions. Thus, it is unlikely to significantly affect the majority
of the CMZ. Assuming a single-temperature modified black-
body model, the intensity at each wavelength is given by

( ) ( ) ( ) ( )=I e B T1 , 1d

2
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where Bn(Td) is the Planck function at dust temperature Td and
t n is the optical depth at frequency n, expressed as

( )
µ

=
N

g

m
, 20 H H

0

2

where k0 is the dust opacity per unit mass at frequency n0,
m = 2.8 is the mean molecular weight, mH is the mass of
atomic hydrogen, b is the dust emissivity index, and g = 100 is
the gas-to-dust ratio. We adopt k0 = 1.37 cm2 g−1 at
n0 = 300 GHz from V. Ossenkopf & T. Henning (1994) for
coagulated dust grains with thin ice mantles. However, it is
important to note that fitting a single-temperature model can
bias the temperature estimate toward higher values, particu-
larly when short-wavelength data are missing. In such cases,
warmer dust tends to dominate the SED, as it emits more
strongly in the far-infrared.

Using the SED fitting method described in Y. Tang et al.
(2021), we derive the distributions of column density ( ),
dust temperature (Td), and dust emissivity index (b) across the
CMZ. The resolution of the resulting column density map is
primarily set by the longest-wavelength data from ATLAS-
GAL, approximately 19″ (F. Schuller et al. 2009), which is
comparable to the resolution of the SOFIA data. The column
density map is sampled at 4 55 pixel–1, consistent with the
FIREPLACE data, which allows us to make direct compar-
isons between magnetic fields and column density structures.
Figure 1 shows the distribution of column densities and dust
temperature in the CMZ overlaid with magnetic field
orientations from SOFIA data. Due to saturation in the
Herschel data at 160 mmin the dense regions of Sgr B2, we
masked out the saturated regions in the column density map.
The distribution of column densities in the CMZ is similar to
the previous work that derived the column density using
different methods (e.g., S. Molinari et al. 2011; E. A. C. Mills
& C. Battersby 2017; C. Battersby et al. 2024; D. M. Paré
et al. 2025). We found pixels with unusually high temperatures
(≳50 K) but large uncertainties (sT > 6 K; see Appendix A,
Figure 8). We attribute this to overfitting, likely due to the
absence of short-wavelength data (e.g., <100 mm),which are
essential for accurately constraining high-temperature regions
(>30 K). Therefore, we masked out the regions with large
temperature uncertainties (sT � 6 K) in the following analysis.

3. Relative Orientation Analysis

Here we use the HRO method proposed by J. D. Soler et al.
(2013) to quantitatively analyze the relative orientation
between the column density structures of the CMZ and the
magnetic fields revealed by SOFIA. In this method, the
column density structures are characterized by their gradient,
which is perpendicular to the isodensity contours. We define
the relative angle following J. D. Soler et al. (2017):

( ˆ · ˆ) ( )= ×N E N Etan , , 31
H H2 2

where NH2 is the local gradient of the column density map

and Ê is the unit polarization pseudovector, which is
perpendicular to the magnetic field. The column density
map, derived from SED fitting of Herschel and ATLASGAL
data, has a resolution of about 19″, matching that of the SOFIA
observations. This consistency allows for a direct comparison

between the magnetic field orientation and the column density
gradient ( NH2). Meanwhile, the corresponding spatial
resolution of the column density map is about 0.7 pc at a
distance of 8.1 kpc. Therefore, our HRO analysis here focuses
on the cloud scale, comparable to the scale investigated in
MHD simulations (J. D. Soler et al. 2013) and archival
observations (e.g., Planck Collaboration et al. 2016b;
J. D. Soler et al. 2017).

To normalize the relative orientation, we use the normalized
alignment measure (AM) parameter introduced in A. Lazarian
& K. H. Yuen (2018):

( )=AM cos 2 . 4

The uncertainty of AM is given by J. Liu et al. (2023; see
their Appendix B):

( ( ) ( ( ) ) ) ( )/= + n
AM

cos 2 AM 2 sin 2 , 52 2 2

where n is the number of independent data points within each
density bin. In our study, AM > 0 indicates that the magnetic
field is preferentially parallel to the density structure, AM < 0
indicates that the magnetic field is preferentially perpendicular
to the density structure, and AM ∼ 0 indicates no preferred
relative orientation between magnetic field and density
structure.

3.1. Relative Orientations in the Entire CMZ

Following N. O. Butterfield et al. (2024) and D. Paré et al.
(2024), we apply cuts in the Stokes I intensity threshold of
I/sI > 200, percentage polarization less than 50%, and
polarization intensity threshold of P/sP > 3, to derive the
magnetic field orientation. For the column density map, we
apply a cut of = ×N 2.0 10 cmH

22 2
2 , as indicated by the

black contour in Figure 1, which roughly corresponds to the
200s limit of the Stokes I emission in the SOFIA data. Then,
we calculate AM over a set of relative angles within different
column density bins.

Figure 2 shows the relative orientation between the
magnetic field and density structures as a function of column
densities. Following Planck Collaboration et al. (2016b), we
use an equal number of data points in each bin to ensure
comparable statistics across density bins. The number of data
points in each bin is selected to provide a sufficient
number of independent measures per bin for reliable statistical
analysis, while also maintaining enough bins to adequately
resolve high-density regions. Therefore, we use 1800 pixels
(∼100 independent polarization measurements) per bin for the
entire CMZ. We confirm that varying the number of
independent measurements in each column density bin by a
factor of two does not significantly affect the observed trend in
the relative orientation–column density relation. While the
relative orientations between column density structures and
magnetic fields appear random in low-density regions
( × < <N2 10 10 cm22

H
23 2

2 ), they become more parallel
in high-density regions ( ). D. M. Paré et al.
(2025) also find a strong preference for parallel orientations to
column density structures. This contrasts with previous HRO
studies of Galactic disk molecular clouds (e.g., J. Malinen
et al. 2016; Planck Collaboration et al. 2016b; J. D. Soler et al.
2017; M. C.-Y. Chen et al. 2024), which consistently observe a

3
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transition from parallel to perpendicular alignment with
increasing density. However, in those cases, the transition
occurs at significantly lower densities (1021–1022 cm−2) than
the average density in the CMZ.

3.2. Relative Orientations in Individual Molecular Clouds in
the CMZ

The CMZ contains several molecular clouds like Sgr B2,
Sgr C, the 20 km s−1 cloud (hereafter referred to as 20MC), the
50 km s−1 cloud (hereafter referred to as 50MC), G0.253
+0.016 (the Brick), and the Dust Ridge clouds, showing

different levels of star formation activity. Some of these
clouds, like Sgr C and 50MC, have higher SFRs
(∼10−2M⊙ yr−1), in agreement with the empirical relation
between the star formation and the amount of the dense gas
(A. T. Barnes et al. 2017; J. Kauffmann et al. 2017;
D. L. Walker et al. 2018; X. Lu et al. 2019b). With its high
SFR and efficiency, Sgr B2 hosts one of the rare ministarburst
regions in our Galaxy (R. A. Gaume et al. 1995; S. L. Qin
et al. 2011; A. Ginsburg et al. 2018; X. Pan et al. 2024). In
contrast, other clouds such as G0.253+0.016 are more
quiescent (X. Lu et al. 2015; D. L. Walker et al. 2021). In
Figure 3, we present the distribution of relative orientations in
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Figure 1. Column density and dust temperature map of the CMZ derived via SED fitting. The top panel shows 214 mmSOFIA/HAWC+ Stokes I emission overlaid
with magnetic field orientations. Red segments indicate the plane-of-sky magnetic field orientations, and labeled blue arrows highlight prominent CMZ molecular
clouds. The middle panel shows the distribution of column densities derived by fitting a modified blackbody function to the 160, 250, 350, and 500 mmHerschel data
from S. Molinari et al. (2010) and 870 mmdust emission obtained from the combination of Planck and APEX data from T. Csengeri et al. (2014). Column density
values corresponding to dust temperature uncertainties over 6 K have been masked. The black contour marks a column density of = ×N 2 10 cmH

22 2
2 . The red

contour marks a column density of =N 10 cmH
23 2

2 , where the relative orientation between magnetic fields and column density structures for the CMZ becomes
more parallel. The bottom panel shows the distribution of dust temperatures.
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these molecular clouds, with each density bin containing
180 pixels (∼10 independent polarization measurements). We
also verify that changing the number of independent measure-
ments in each density bin by a factor of two does not
significantly alter the trend on the relative orientation–column
density relations. However, increasing the number of measure-
ments per bin can smooth out alignment transitions, particu-
larly in high-density bins where a parallel-to-perpendicular
shift occurs. To preserve these alignment changes, we adopt 10
independent measurements per density bin. We use an
intensity threshold of 108 Jy beam−1 (corresponding to a
column density of 4 × 1022 cm−2 with a dust temperature of
30 K) on 214 mm SOFIA/HAWC+ Stokes I emission to
define the coverage of individual molecular clouds, expect for
Sgr B2, as indicated by the black contour in Figures 4 and 5.
The cyan segments show the orientations of density gradients
in each molecular cloud. For Sgr B2, considering its high
brightness, we applied a higher threshold of 145 Jy beam−1

(corresponding to a column density of 6 × 1022 cm−2 with a
dust temperature of 30 K).

Some molecular clouds, such as Dust Ridge Clouds B and
C, are relatively small and lack sufficient independent
polarization detections (≲12) to reliably trace magnetic field
alignments across different density bins. As a result, we
exclude these clouds from our analysis. Future higher-
resolution observations will be necessary to study their
magnetic field–column density relationships in detail. 20MC
and 50MC, on the other hand, are close to each other in the
plane of the sky and are both exceptionally bright, making it
impossible to spatially distinguish them using a continuum
intensity threshold of 108 Jy beam−1. Instead, we separated
them using kinematic information. The systematic velocities
for 20MC and 50MC are 20 and 50 km s−1, respectively.
Based on J. D. Henshaw et al. (2016), both clouds have

velocity dispersions around 9 km s−1, corresponding to a line
full width at half-maximum of about 21 km s−1. We integrated
the HNCO (40,4–30,3) data from the Mopra CMZ survey
(P. A. Jones et al. 2012) over the velocity ranges of
6–26 km s−1 for 20MC and 38–58 km s−1 for 50MC, exclud-
ing the overlapping regions. The blue contours in Figure 4
show the coverage of 20MC and 50MC. The “Three Little
Pigs” (TLP; C. Battersby et al. 2020) cloud complex consists
of M0.145-0.086 (Straw), M0.106-0.082 (Sticks), and
M0.068-0.075 (Stone). The spatial and kinematic separations
between each other are relatively small, suggesting that they
are likely associated. Therefore, we analyze TLP as a single
cloud to study the relative orientation between the magnetic
field and the column density structure.

We find various alignment behaviors in different molecular
clouds. In 20MC, 50MC, and G0.253+0.016, almost all
density bins exhibit positive AM values, indicating a
preferential parallel alignment between the magnetic field
and the density structure in these regions.

Sgr B2 also shows positive AM values across most column
density bins and a decreasing trend with increasing column
density. However, some intermediate-density bins exhibit AM
values close to zero, suggesting a lack of preferential
alignment between the magnetic field and column density
structures in those regions. In particular, the two massive
dense cores (North and Main) in Sgr B2 are saturated in the
Herschel 160 mmdata, resulting in blank regions in the column
density map. Previous studies (D. C. Lis & P. F. Goldsm-
ith 1991; S. Huttemeister et al. 1993; X. Pan et al. 2024) have
shown that these regions have extremely high column
densities, exceeding 1024 cm−2, leaving us with no information
on the relative orientation of the magnetic field in the densest
regions of Sgr B2.

1023 10242 × 1022 4 × 1022 2 × 1023 4 × 1023

Column density (cm 2)
0.6

0.4

0.2

0.0

0.2

0.4

0.6
AM

Parallel

Perpendicular

Central Molecule Zone

Figure 2. Relative orientation between magnetic field and column density structure as a function of column density for the entire CMZ, characterized by AM.
AM > 0 corresponds to magnetic field preferentially parallel to the column density structure, while AM < 0 corresponds to magnetic field preferentially
perpendicular to the column density structure. AM ∼ 0 indicates that the relative orientation between magnetic field and column density structure is random.
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To address this, we derive the column density ( ) map for
the densest regions using 214 mmcontinuum emission, assuming
optically thin dust emission. The column density is calculated as

( )
( )

µ
=N

gS D

m B T A
, 6

H d
H

2

2

where g = 100 is the gas-to-dust ratio, Sn is the flux per pixel,
D = 8.3 kpc is the distance, m = 2.8 is the mean molecular

weight, Bn(Td) is the Planck function at the dust temperature
Td, kn is the dust opacity, and A is the physical area of each
pixel. The dust opacity is assumed to follow kn =
k0(n/300GHz)b, consistent with the approach used in our
SED fitting. We adopt a dust emissivity index b = 2.0, similar
to the mean values observed in other dense molecular clouds
such as Sgr C ( ¯ = 2.2) and G0.253+0.16 ( ¯ = 1.9). The dust
temperature is fixed at 20 K for Sgr B2, as suggested by

Figure 3. Relative orientation between magnetic field and column density structure as a function of column density for the individual clouds in the CMZ, characterized
by AM. AM > 0 corresponds to magnetic field preferentially parallel to the column density structure, while AM < 0 corresponds to magnetic field preferentially
perpendicular to the column density structure. AM ∼ 0 indicates that the relative orientation between magnetic field and column density structure is random.
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For turbulent velocity dispersion, we used HNCO (40,4–30,3)
data from the Mopra CMZ survey (P. A. Jones et al. 2012).
Following Appendix B in X. Pan et al. (2024), we shifted each
pixel’s spectra to the local intensity-weighted mean velocity
and averaged them within the ADF analysis area to separate
small-scale turbulence from large-scale bulk motion. A
Gaussian function was then fitted to the averaged spectra to
determine the velocity dispersion. Given that the dust
temperature for most clouds is around 20 K, the thermal
motion contribution is negligible. It is worth noting that some
regions in the CMZ may exhibit multiple velocity components
along the LOS, potentially broadening the averaged line
profiles and leading to an overestimation of the velocity
dispersion. For example, S. N. Longmore et al. (2012) and
D. L. Walker et al. (2015) reported smaller velocity
dispersions for G0.253+0.016 and Cloud D using a multi-
component Gaussian fitting of the HN13C (10–9) emission
from the Mopra CMZ survey (P. A. Jones et al. 2012).
However, the majority of the analyzed regions in our work
show only a single dominant velocity component, and the
derived velocity dispersions are consistent with the intensity-
weighted mean values (〈s〉) reported by J. D. Henshaw et al.
(2016), in which they took multiple LOS components into
account. This consistency suggests that our measured disper-
sions provide reliable estimates of the turbulent motions within
these clouds. Appendix D, Figure 11 shows the shifted line
spectra. Table 1 lists the estimates of turbulent velocity
dispersions.

The uncertainty in the estimated magnetic field strengths is
difficult to quantify owing to the inherent limitations of the
DCF method. We adopt a typical uncertainty factor of 2, based
on J. Liu et al. (2021), who derived this by applying the DCF
method to numerical simulations and comparing the estimates
to input models. However, this uncertainty should be
considered a lower limit, as real-world observations may
introduce additional sources of error not accounted for in
numerical simulations. The estimated Bpos values for the
clouds are shown in Table 1. The estimates of magnetic field
strength of some molecular clouds (e.g., Sgr C, 50MC, G0.253
+0.016, Cloud E/F) from FIREPLACE data are consistent
with that from X. Lu et al. (2024) derived by JCMT data at
comparable resolution.

4.2. Comparison with Turbulence and Gravity

With the derived magnetic field strength, we can compare
the role of magnetic fields with other effects, such as
turbulence and gravity.

To quantify the relative significance between magnetic field
and turbulence of the individual cloud, we can use Alfvénic
Mach number:

( )/=M , 11A turb,3D A,3D

where = 3turb,3D turb is an estimate for 3D turbulent
velocity dispersion, assuming isotopic turbulence, and

/ µ= BA,3D 3D 0 is the 3D Alfvén velocity. The 3D
magnetic field strength (B3D) can be estimated from the
plane-of-sky field using a statistical relation. Assuming
random inclination angles between the 3D and plane-of-sky
magnetic fields, R. M. Crutcher et al. (2004) proposed
B3D = 4Bpos/p. We found that nearly all molecular clouds

in the CMZ have Alfvénic Mach numbers greater than or
approximately equal to 1 ( ), except 50MC. Consider-
ing the uncertainties inherent in the DCF method, we conclude
that turbulence is likely to play a role as significant as, or
possibly more significant than, the magnetic field in most CMZ
clouds.

With the estimated magnetic field strengths, we can also
assess the balance between magnetic field and gravity in
individual clouds by using the mass-to-flux ratio, l, in units of
critical value ( )/ G1 2 (T. Nakano & T. Nakamura 1978;
R. M. Crutcher et al. 2004):

( )
/
/

µ µ
µ

= ×m G
N

B

N

B G
7.6 10

cm
, 12H H 0

H 21 H
2

3D
2

2 2

where is the molecular hydrogen column density. In our
sample, two clouds (50MC and G0.253+0.016) exhibit
relatively low mass-to-flux ratios (l ∼ 0.5), indicating that
magnetic fields may play a dominant role over gravity in these
regions. In contrast, the other clouds have mass-to-flux ratios
greater than or approximately equal to 1 (l ≳ 1), suggesting
that gravity could be as significant as, or possibly more
significant than, the magnetic field in those clouds.

The virial parameter is commonly used to evaluate the
stability of a core against gravitational collapse. In the CMZ,
where both magnetic fields and turbulence are strong, these
forces both provide significant support against collapse (e.g.,
T. Pillai et al. 2015; P. C. Myers et al. 2022). Following J. Liu
et al. (2020), we estimate the virial parameter by incorporating
magnetic and kinetic energy:

( )=+
+M

M
, 13k B

k B

gas

where ( )/= ++M M M 2k B B k
2 2 is the critical virial mass,

Mgas is the gas mass of the cloud, and b is the power-law index
of the cloud’s density profile (r ∝ r− b). Here Mk and MB are
defined as

( )
( )

( )=M
R

G

3 5 2

3
, 14k

tot
2

eff

( )
( )

( )
µ

=M
R B

G
, 15B

eff
2

3D

3 3

2 5 2 0

where b ranges from 0 (uniform density) to 2 (centrally
peaked). The effective radius of each molecular cloud,

, is derived from its enclosed area Acloud.
Using this framework, we calculate the virial parameter for
individual CMZ clouds. The results, listed in Table 1, reveal
that nearly all CMZ clouds are supervirial (ak+B > 1), except
Sgr B2. This suggests that most dense gas in the CMZ is stable
against gravitational collapse, consistent with the observed
quiescent star formation activity.

Interestingly, despite the diverse and complex evolution of
AMs in individual clouds, a general trend emerges: clouds
with relatively small virial parameters (ak+B ≲ 3) or high
mass-to-flux ratios (l ≳ 1.0), such as Sgr C, TLP, Cloud E/F,
and Sgr B2, tend to show negative AM values in high-density
regions. In contrast, clouds with larger virial parameters
(ak+B ≳ 4) or lower mass-to-flux ratios (l ≲ 0.8), such as
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50MC and G0.253+0.016, consistently exhibit positive AM
values across all density bins. This trend suggests that the
evolution of relative orientation between magnetic fields and
density structures may be associated with the balance between
magnetic, turbulent kinetic, and gravitational energies as the
MHD simulations suggested.

4.3. Origin of the Observed Alignment in the CMZ

Several MHD simulations (e.g., J. D. Soler et al. 2013;
C.-Y. Chen et al. 2016; J. D. Soler & P. Hennebelle 2017;
D. Seifried et al. 2020) explored the origin of the transition of
relative orientations between magnetic field and column
density structures from parallel to perpendicular with increas-
ing densities and suggested that it is related to the energy
balance between magnetic, kinetic, and gravitational energies.

In diffuse, non-self-gravitating regions, velocity shear can
stretch both the gas and magnetic field lines in the same
direction, producing structures aligned with the field, as shown
by P. Hennebelle (2013) and Planck Collaboration et al.
(2016a). Similarly, S. Xu et al. (2019) proposed that
compressive MHD turbulence can induce mixing that aligns
low-density structures in molecular clouds with the local
magnetic field. As gas accumulates and becomes denser, a
strong magnetic field can restrict gravitational collapse to
occur preferentially along the field lines (T. C. Mouschovias
1976), resulting in dense structures oriented perpendicular to
the magnetic field. Meanwhile, the supersonic turbulence can
generate dense structures in the molecular clouds by shock
compression. When turbulence dominates over magnetic
forces (super-Alfvénic, >M 1A ), the magnetic field is largely
dragged with the gas owing to flux freezing, leading to roughly
isotropic compression and field-aligned structures. In contrast,
the sub-Alfvénic ( <M 1A ) turbulence becomes anisotropic
(e.g., S. Sridhar & P. Goldreich 1994; S. Xu et al. 2019), and
shocks tend to compress gas along the field lines, producing
structures that are preferentially perpendicular to the magn-
etic field.

According to our HRO analysis, we find that the relative
orientations between magnetic fields and density structures
in the CMZ are random in low-density bins ( ×2 1022

N 10 cmH
23 2

2 ) and parallel at high-density bins
( ). As discussed in Section 3.3, the synth-
etic observations of MHD simulations show that the random
relative orientation in low-density bins can be caused by the
projection effects from LOS integrations of unrelated
diffuse components since the CMZ is observed in the
edge-on perspective. For the parallel alignment observed in
the high-density regime, two possible explanations exist:
(1) the CMZ has low magnetization, allowing gas motion to
drag the magnetic field lines, or (2) most CMZ clouds
remain stable against gravitational collapse despite their gas
high densities, with strong shear aligning the matter and
magnetic field lines. The magnetic field strength in the CMZ
is substantially higher than in the Galactic disk, reaching
values of ∼0.1–1 mG (K. Ferrière 2009; S. N. Longmore
et al. 2013; X. Pan et al. 2024). Notably, molecular clouds
such as G0.253+0.016 (T. Pillai et al. 2015) and 50MC
(X. Lu et al. 2024) exhibit subcritical states, implying that
magnetic fields play a dominant role over gravity. These
observations suggest that low magnetization is unlikely to
be a universal condition for all CMZ clouds. Additionally,

all clouds in our sample except Sgr B2 are supervirial
(a k+B > 1), meaning that they are not self-gravitating. This
supports the second explanation. We also found that in the
CMZ dense regions such as Sgr C, Sgr B2, and Cloud E/F
exhibit density structures that are perpendicular to the local
magnetic field, while also showing relatively weak magn-
etic fields compared to turbulence ( ). Hence, the
shock compression by supersonic turbulence may not be the
major factor that causes the dense structures perpendicular
to the local magnetic field. We therefore propose that the
parallel alignment in the CMZ arises because the majority
of its gas remains stable against gravitational collapse, even
at high densities, thanks to the additional support provided
by strong turbulence and magnetic fields here. Furthermore,
in some molecular clouds (e.g., Sgr C, Cloud E/F, and Sgr
B2), the magnetic field becomes orthogonal to the column
density structures only in regions of exceptionally high
density (≳1023 cm−2). This suggests that significantly more
material is required in the CMZ compared to the Galactic
disk to overcome support provided by strong turbulence and
the magnetic field and trigger gravitational collapse and star
formation. This finding is consistent with the observed low
star formation efficiency in the CMZ.

5. Summary

We present a study of the relative orientation between
magnetic fields in the CMZ from SOFIA/HAWC+ data and
column density structures derived by SED fitting of Herschel
and ATLASGAL data.

Our study reveals a random alignment in the low-density
regime ( < <N10 10 cm22

H
23 2

2 ) and a trend toward parallel
alignment at higher densities ( ), in contrast to
the typical transition from parallel to perpendicular alignment
observed in the Galactic disk with increasing column density.
Numerical experiments using MHD simulations of the CMZ
suggest parallel alignment in both projected 2D and 3D
synthetic observations across all density regimes. This
consistency between observations and simulations strongly
suggests that the parallel alignment in the CMZ is intrinsic
rather than an artifact of projection effects.

We also investigate individual molecular clouds in the
CMZ, finding significant variations in the relative orientations
between magnetic fields and density structures. In 20MC,
50MC, and G0.253+0.016, nearly all density bins exhibit
parallel alignment. In contrast, TLP and Cloud D predomi-
nantly show perpendicular alignment. Sgr B2, after recovering
its densest regions, displays a transition from parallel to
perpendicular alignment, similar to Sgr C. Meanwhile, Cloud
E/F undergoes a more complex evolution, shifting from
perpendicular to parallel and back to perpendicular alignment
as density increases.

Through analysis of the energy balance between magnetic,
kinetic, and gravitational components, we find that all CMZ
clouds are supervirial despite their high densities—except for
Sgr B2, which exhibits a significantly lower virial parameter
and more active star formation. This indicates that most dense
gas structures in the CMZ are stable against gravitational
collapse, supported by strong turbulence and magnetic fields.
Such stability explains the origin of parallel alignment
observed throughout the CMZ region.
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Future studies incorporating higher-resolution polarization
data will help reveal the details of relative orientations
between magnetic fields and column density structures within
individual clouds, particularly for compact, dense structures
(e.g., clumps and cores) that are more directly linked to star
formation and small clouds (e.g., Dust Ridge Clouds B and C),
which are excluded in our analysis owing to a lack of sufficient
data points for statistical analysis. Exploring the connection
between SFRs and the evolution of relative orientations in
these regions will offer new insights into how magnetic field
interacts with turbulence and gravity at smaller scales in
the CMZ.
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Appendix A
Dust Temperature Map of the CMZ

The distribution of column density and dust temperature
uncertainty in the CMZ.
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Figure 8. The distribution of column density and dust temperature uncertainty
in the CMZ derived by SED fitting in Section 2.2. The black contour marks a
column density of 2.0 × 1022 cm−2.
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Appendix B
Relative Orientation Plot of Sgr B2

Relative orientations of Sgr B2 using 214214 mmSOFIA/
HAWC+SOFIA/HAWC+ data.

Appendix C
Fitting Results for ADF Method

Angular dispersion function for individual molecular clouds.

Appendix D
Turbulent Velocity Dispersion

HNCO spectra of individual molecular clouds.
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Figure 10. Angular dispersion function for individual molecular clouds.
Diamonds represent the angular dispersion segments. The blue dashed line
indicates the fitted ADF, while the cyan dashed line represents the ordered
component of the best-fit model. The vertical line marks the beam size.

Figure 11. HNCO spectra of individual molecular clouds, corrected for local
velocities derived from intensity-weighted velocity maps, are presented. Gray
lines show the corrected HNCO spectra for all pixels within the coverage of
each cloud. The black line indicates the average spectrum, weighted by the
integrated intensity of each pixel, while the red line shows the result of the
Gaussian fit. The fitted turbulent velocity dispersion is labeled in the upper left
corner.

Figure 9. Relative orientations of Sgr B2 using 214 mmSOFIA/HAWC+ data. Left panel: comparisons between the orientations of magnetic field and column
density structure for Sgr B2. The column density map is derived by 214 mmSOFIA/HAWC+ Stokes I emission, recovering the densest regions in Sgr B2. The panel
format is the same as for Figure 3. Right panel: alignment measurements for Sgr B2 with the column density derived by 214 mmSOFIA/HAWC+ Stokes I emission.
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