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International collaboration 
proves Einstein correct
By DANIEL A. FLORES 
Staff Writer

 
BROWNSVILLE  – With 

a little help from UTRGV, 
scientists have detected 
gravitational waves, rip-
ples through the fabric of 
spacetime, experimental-
ly verifying Albert 
Einstein’s last prediction 
of general relativity made 
a century ago. 

Months of social 
media rumors were con-
firmed during a Thursday 
news conference, intro-
ducing a new way to 
observe the universe. 

University of Texas Rio 
Grande Valley physicists, 
some who’ve worked 
decades on the project, 
are among more than 
1,000 international col-
laborators with the Laser 
Interferometer 
Gravitational-wave 
Observatory (LIGO). The 
Brownsville-based 
research center has been 
home to more than 20 
authors of a paper pub-
lished Feb. 11 by the 
peer-reviewed Physical 
Review Letters. 

“It takes a lot of people 
to do this,“ said Gabriela 
González, spokeswoman 
for the LIGO scientific 
collaboration, during the 
news conference. 

Last September, LIGO 
completed an upgrade to 
its pair of gravitational-
wave detectors located 
near Livingston, 
Louisiana, and Hanford, 
Washington. On Sept. 14, 
both facilities recorded 
nearly simultaneous, his-
toric readings. 

“What was amazing 
about this signal is that it 
was exactly what you’d 
expect that Einstein’s 
Theory of General 
Relativity would predict. 
(There) were two ... mas-
sive objects, like black 
holes, inspiraling and 
merging together,“ said 
David Reitze, executive 
director of LIGO 
Laboratory. 

LIGO scientists docu-
mented the reverbera-
tions from the first con-
firmed binary black 
holes, two black holes 
caught in each other’s 
orbit. The pair of about 
150-kilometer-wide black 
holes, each with masses 
about 30 times the sun, 
accelerated to half the 
speed of light 1.3 billion 
years ago. They spiraled 
into each other, bending 
time and space, ultimate-
ly colliding to form a larg-
er black hole. 

“That’s what we saw 
here,“ Reitze said. “It’s 
mind-boggling.“ 

General relativity 
hypothesizes accelerating 
masses should distort 
spacetime, sending gravi-
tational waves through 
the universe at the speed 

UTRGV physicists help observe gravitational waves

of light. 
Each detector contains 

state-of-the-art laser sys-
tems built specifically to 
observe gravitational wave 
length fluctuations the 
diameter of an atom, and 
are “most precise measur-
ing device(s) ever built,“ 
according to Reitze. 

“You can’t buy low-
noise, high-power devic-
es,“ said Volker Quetschke, 
UTRGV assistant professor 
of physics, adding LIGO 
was defining state-of-the-
art in the field. 

Lasers stable enough for 
the dual four-kilometer 
arms of the interferometer 
didn’t exist when the proj-
ect began, said Quetschke, 
who has worked on gravi-
tational-wave sensing 
hardware since 2000. 
Development of LIGO 
technologies were research 
projects for professors and 
students, Quetschke said. 

“The universities basi-
cally take the development 
role of the project. It is not 
a turn-key project. You 
don’t go to RadioShack and 
say, ’I want a 
$1,000,000,000 gravitation-
al wave detector. There are 
a lot of small aspects.“ 

UTRGV’s Brownsville 
campus streamed the 
announcement live, and 
the event was followed by 
comments from current 
and past university offi-
cials, as well as physicists 

involved in the research. 
Havidán Rodriguez, 

UTRGV provost and vice 
president of academic 
affairs, congratulated fac-
ulty and student research-
ers who contributed to the 
achievement, and 
Parwinder Grewal, UTRGV 
College of Sciences dean, 
emphasized the rarity of 
the moment. 

“Discoveries of this 
magnitude don’t happen 
every day,“ Grewal said. 
“This is an exciting time for 
humanity, for science (and) 
scientists.“ 

Grewal highlighted the 
collaborative nature of the 
project and the competi-
tive funding record of the 
physics faculty, calling it 
comparable to any institu-
tion in the nation. 

“On average, the dollars 
that our faculty has 
received over the last five 
years is over $500,000 per 
faculty member,“ Grewal 
said. “This is impressive. I 
come from Ohio State 
University. It is the same, 
so I’d say we’re already a 
research institution,“ refer-
ring to the physics depart-
ment. 

Mario Diaz, director of 
the Center for Gravitational 
Wave Astronomy, was in 
Washington, D.C., for the 
news conference and 
echoed Grewal’s senti-
ment, calling the depart-
ment one of the most com-

petitive in Texas based on 
research and publication. 

The center was made 
possible by a NASA grant in 
2003, and has since brought 
research in cutting-edge 
technologies to the Valley, 
according to Diaz. 

“I thought it was impor-
tant to develop something 
more applied. That’s the 
way we constructed the 
optics lab and we opened a 
line of research into lasers, 
optics (and) photonics — 
that is precisely the tech-
nology being used at 
LIGO.“ 

While the discovery will 
likely contribute to a Nobel 
Prize, Diaz said the univer-
sity’s investment in this 
research has already been 
rewarded. 

“In 2006, we hired a new 
faculty member to come 
into our center who is a 
radio astronomer,“ said 
Diaz, referring to Fredrick 
Jenet. “This same faculty 
member is the same one 
that led an initiative that 
attracted SpaceX to the 
Valley … because he’s 
going to be developing 
radio tracking systems for 
SpaceX spacecraft. 

“I think this is a good 
example of things that are 
unforeseeable, but are 
based in the knowledge 
that you generate and 
develop.“ 

dflores@themonitor.com 

ABOVE AND LEFT: UTRGV 
faculty, staff and students 
listened during a web cast, 
yesterday about the discovery 
of black holes colliding and 
gravitational waves that were 
recorded Sept. 14, 2014.
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Celebrating 
Arbor Day

By KAYLEIGH SOMMER
Staff Writer

SAN BENITO – Keep San 
Benito Beautiful has a 
heart for Mother Nature.

They plan to show just 
how big that heart is 
tomorrow when they give 
20 trees back to the Earth 
in celebration of Arbor 
Day. 

The event also is being 
held to encourage San 
Benito residents to plant a 
tree in February. 

The event is jointly 
sponsored by the Parks & 
Recreation Department 
and Keep San Benito Beau-
tiful, a relatively new com-
mittee dedicated to 
enhancing the City’s 
appearance.

KSBB Chairman Lynne 
Pare said she expects more 
than 100 volunteers Satur-
day-double the number 
from last year. 

At the tree planting site, 
volunteers will plant 18 
Oak Trees and two Sabal 
Palm Trees

Volunteers can still sign 
up now and on the day of 
the event. 

After planting is over, 
Pare said every volunteer 
will receive a small package 
of melon seeds, a “thank 
you” from KSBB and the 
city. 

“We invite everyone 
during the month of Feb-
ruary to plant a tree as a 
means of beautifying our 
community,” said Parks & 
Recreation Director Art 
Garza. “It’s a perfect way to 
commemorate a loved one, 
or just to improve the looks 
of your own yard.”

Through education and 
awareness KSBB aims to 
get the word out on the 
efforts of their organiza-
tion.

 Master gardeners will 

be there to hand out edu-
cational reading material 
on everything you need to 
know about trees. 

 “Our mission is to 
educate and engage San 
Benito community mem-
bers, residents and visitors 
to take responsibility for 
improving our community 
environment,” Pare said. 

“A share of our overall 
plan is to help our com-
munity to be responsible 
for their community and 
give them even more 
incentive to assist us and 
being a part of our pro-
grams and events. Tree 
planting is another great 
opportunity to bring 
together our community 
of San Benito.” 

ksommer@valleystar.com 

Beautification group 
planting trees tomorrow

IF YOU GO
WHAT: Tree Planting 
WHEN: Saturday, 

starting at 8:30 a.m.
WHERE: Heavin Park 

near the Walking Trail
WHY: Celebrate Arbor 

Day
Those planning to 

attend are asked to meet 
on the South side of the 
Amphitheater. 

Teaming up

By RICK KELLEY
Staff Writer

HARLINGEN – The Har-
lingen-San Benito Metro-
politan Planning Organiza-
tion has been given the 
go-ahead to hire a consul-
tant to deliver a biking and 
pedestrian master plan for 
the region.

J. Joel Garza Jr., the 
organization’s director, told 
board members Wednes-
day the staff had narrowed 
the search to three finalists.

Halff Associates, the 
engineering and architec-
tural firm based in Rich-
ardson, topped the list, 
Garza said.

“Hopefully we can get a 
contract with them within 
the next two or three 
weeks,” Garza said, noting 
his budget for the contract 
is $75,000. “They did the 
Harlingen Trail Master Plan 
back in 2010. They’re cur-
rently doing the Cameron 
County Active Tourism 
Plan … and of course they 
have experience through-
out the whole state.”

The HSBMPO bicycle 
and pedestrian plan the 
consultants arrive at, he 
said, will inventory what 
the region has and where it 
needs to go. Garza said 
stakeholders, city leaders, 
and others will have input 
into how the plan devel-
ops.

“After the inventory, 
they’ll go back and do 
recommendations on how 
to connect the gaps, look at 
different modes or destina-
tions, and how we can con-
nect those with areas such 
as schools and parks.”

Garza said the master 
“bike and ped” plan will 
explore short-term project 
of from one to three years, 
and also have recommen-
dations for longer-term 
projects, pushing out five 
to 10 years.

If no contract agree-
ment on the study can be 
reached with Halff, he said 
the board authorized 
HSBMPO to then turn to 
the second firm on its list.

The HSBMPO is a feder-
ally-mandated transporta-
tion requirement for areas 
of the country that are 
deemed to have assumed 
“metropolitan” status. The 
organization provides 
regional transportation 
planning and serves as 
liaison with state and fed-
eral governments.

The organization con-
sists of the following cities 
and areas: Harlingen, San 
Benito, Primera, Santa 
Rosa, Palm Valley, Rio 
Hondo, La Feria, Los 
Indios, Combes and Pre-
cincts 3 and 4 of Cameron 
County.

rkelley@valleystar.com

Trail planning organization hiring 
architect for regional concept
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