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Understanding the physics of the accretion flow around black holes remains an
important challenge. In the so-called thermal state the bulk of the bolometric lumi-
nosity is produced in an accretion disk. The theory of such a disk is based on the
very successful, while phenomenological alpha-prescription and assumes that the disk
properties do not vary with azimuth. Nonetheless, X-ray observations of a few bright
Seyfert-1 galaxies suggested significant energy dissipation in very localized, active re-
gions (hot spots). Support for such a picture also comes from (GR-)MHD modeling of
the inner accretion flow. Gaskell (2010) suggested that off-axis dissipation of energy
is important also at larger disk radii where the optical/UV continuum is produced.
I present radiative transfer modeling for various off-axis irradiation scenarios and
show that they explain characteristic variations of the polarization degree and posi-
tion angle across broad emission lines. Implications of the model for the broadband
spectrum are discussed and compared to spectropolarimetric observations of several
Seyfert galaxies. I illustrate how polarization variability can discriminate the off-axis
model from previous interpretations that are based on axis-symmetric scattering. A
main goal of this work is to constrain the fraction of the accretion energy that is
transformed into continuum radiation by an off-axis source and to thus provide new
observational constraints for accretion models.
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COST (European Cooperation in Science and Technology) is one of the longest-
running European frameworks supporting cooperation among scientists and researchers
across Europe. It does not fund science (salary, hardware, . . . ) but foster collabora-
tions between otherwise fragmented communities. Our COST Action MP1104 “Po-
larisation as a tool to study Solar System and beyond” aims at promoting polarisation
as an invaluable tool to obtain a wealth of information about astrophysical bodies in
our Solar System and beyond. The structure and main goals of our COST Action
will be presented as well as important tools COST provides us for networking.
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