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SPREAD OF RADIOACTIVE CONTAMINATION FROM A TOWER-BURST ATOMIC BOMB,

F., Reines

Purposes The purpose of this report is to review the available evi-
dence on the spread of radioactive contamination from an atomic bomb
burst on a tower in order to make clear the factors on which the
spread of contamination depends. For completeness other types of
.damage are briefly discussed. Thls subject is being reopened at
this time in connection with determining the feasibility -- from
the point of ¥lew of the possible effect on the preservation of
American lives, well-being, and property -- of conducting physies
tests of atomic bombs within the continental confines of the United
States.
Types of Damage: In general it can be stated that by removing the
test site a distance of 20 miles from the nearest populated region,
and by keeping the land and sky above clear of unauthorized persons,
then even for an explosion with an energy release equal to that of |
100 kilotons of TNT there will be at most minor glass breakage, and
this only if the ground contours favour focussing of the blast.

Except for the possible deposition of radioactive materials and
of glass breakage, a distance of 20 miles is more than adequate to

[N

ZZ:= ‘"insure protection againsteml destructive effectsls earth shock,
_—::_——"toe

w' airblast, prompt and delayed gammas and neutrons emitted from the

=05 “nuclear explosion, incendiary effects, and any flying fragments.
o .
8= |

=3 } T With the possible exception“qz.tempemasy-blindness if the bomb is
=w viewed at night from this dlﬁtaacg AThe Yiomb gives off visible

== ' radiation roughly equal to % tid.wn for one second.
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The rise in the ball of fire and subsequenx alond..end the deposition

of plutonium and fission Eragments and. slqipiiam fettivated by the

ihtense irradiation constitute the only hazard which does not fall
off with distance in a reasonably predictable way.
General Factors on Which Spread of Contamination Depends:

In order to indicate the factors on which the spread depends a
brief description is given here of an atomic explosion in the close
proximity of the earth with special attention to the formation of a
crater, the formation and rise of the ball of fire and cloud, and its
subsequent diséipation. Comparison is made between the Trinity test
with the 100-foot tower and the projected tests employihg 200-foot towers.

The nuclear explosion gives rise to an enormous incandescent ball
comprising the vaporized bomb, tower, and to some extent, dirt. The
maximum diameter reached by this ball of fire is about 2,000 feeééa as
given by the area fused at Trinity. A temperature of about 1400°C is
required to fuse Trinity dirt. The expanding pressure pulse gonerated
by the tower-exploded bomb pounded upon the earth forming a cdmpreséioﬁ
orater of about 1,000 feet in diametér, a figure which would not be
substantially altered by the increased tower height. In the Trinity
test 8 surprisingly small érea of ground in the vicinity of the tower
was disrupted. Light macadam r..ds were undestroyed to within épproxi»
mately 150 feet of the center. Disruptivé cratering should depend
sensitively on the height of burst as will be discussed more fully after
the general description is completed. To anticipate, however, it is of
some importance that the soil break-up be minimized because of the
increased rate at which the radiocactivity tn the cloud may be expected
to settle if it contains such dust barticleso

The Tower height in this case (100 ft) as in the, projected test
(200 ft) is small compared with the-ra&tus of'fﬁséﬁ earth. LA-356.
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To continue, since the vaporized.m;xéd nps§ QP:bomb tower, and

air is less dense than the surrounding air, it rises causing an enormous

updraft which sucks into the rising, extremely radioactive material, air
together with whatever loose dust, dirt, and more solid debris exists

in the near vicinity. The particles so drawn into the cloud, as the
cooling ball &f fire is called in its later stages, serve as centers

on which the radioactive nuclei condense and deposit. These particles
of extraneous matter become intensely radioactive, probably with a
higher specific activity than the fused ground below the explosion.3
The cloud then assumes the shape of a mushroom, the head of which rises
to several kilofeet, and driftg along carried by the air currents until
it is torn apart by cross-currents and generally diffusesg throughout the
atmosphere. As it travels along there is a "rain" of radioactive dust
formed by condensation, some of which takes place on the iirt particles
sucked up into the cloud by the initial updraft. It is expected that
the radiocactive dust particles so formed would be larger than those
condensing on dust nuclei present in the atmosphere before the explosion
and hence will fall faster because in the later stages of the initial

expansion and when the updraft is still strong, the ball of fire is
cool and hence not able to vaporize the external dust and dirt so drawn
in, This rain will spread activity over a wide area depending in still
dry air on the particle size, If it rains in the conventional way,
however, radioactive particles can sasily be made to fall in a danger-
ously small region even in the absence of large condensation nueclei.

An important yuestion arises at this point as to the subsequent

fate of the radiocactive cloud, assuming that the cloud reaches the
lower stratosphere without appreciable activity settling out. The

moisture in the heated cloud componentammay whli ﬁqeeze out as ice

erystals in the sub-zero temperature, of tha stna#gophere, entrapping

T i N\tPfCA/FSDSF]CﬂECﬁ_EC ReLEASS |
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radiocactive nuclei. The question of * thv Bubgédﬁent precipitation versus
a safely wide dispersion of the material by the substratospheric winds
should te investigated. A difficulty in predicting the fate of the
radiocactivity centers about a lack of knowledge of the sizes of the
particlas condensing on dust particles or other nuclei found in the air
prior ta the explosion. Thlis point might be investigated by experiments
of the 'ype discussed under heading (b) except that they should be
perforied in an atmosphere containing various amounts of dust. It might
be addnd that the rate of settling out of radicactivity can certainly be
altered by the presenca of a down draft. The results in the case of
T'r:u:tii:y'4 where no attempt was made to keep the dust down are a cause
for ¢larm. For example, a two weeks' dose of from 5 to 10R, or, consider-
ing the decrease of intensity with time, roughly 0.5 to 1.0R the first
day, was estimated from necessarily rough measurement as in vvidence
at a distance of 120 miles to the ldeward.
Kore Dotailed Considerationssi
(a) Keeping the dust down

' It seems clear that the first ttep in diﬁinishing the rapid deposi-

tion of radioactivity from the cloud is to prevent it from picking up
material from the ground. Although 1t 18 not very likely that a crater
will be formed by a bomb burst on thy 200-ft tower; this point could
probably be verified in some positivi way by small-scale experiments
with ordinary high explosive oan the 1ependence of crater formation on
the height of burét. The reason for checkiﬂé this point is that the
answer to the question of whether o1 not there will be a crater governs
to some extent the treatment which :he ground should receive to help

in keeping the dust down. In the usyst uase.thé brater will gertainly

be less than 150 feet in radius (ir ohmwy"du t). U NC’. A"”HED
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A moa¥id'of “YRabu¥rdind Wrater ifofnetian, ¢Alisaing a crater wWoula oe
formed if nothing were done to pré’véﬁt: '11:) wmm stould be checked by
scaled experiments, is to first cbvii che°nentrel.region with a layer
of macadam and then lay in a criss-cross fashion as indicated in Fig. la,b |
a network of heavy, wooden timbers which might be bolted togethér and
treated with some fire-proofing agent.

Tower a‘bo/mg’s

/ |
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Such a scheme as this might suffice to keep the surface from breaking up.
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The region outside the crater could be protected, as learned from
experience, with a standard macadam surface such as previously used
at Trinity for reads. If the region from 150 feet to 5000 feet were so
surfaced and then cleaned with a portable vacuum cleaner before the
shot, dust picked up in the absence of the surfacing might be eliminated.
As seen from Trinitys, this 1s important because 25% of the dirt moved
from the region O to 1000 ft came from the reglon 150 to 1000 feet.
b he size ndense icles

"Studies have been made at Chigago (CH-362%9) on the particle sizes
resulting from the condensation of vaporized materials exploded by the
passage of high D~C currents at temperatures estimated to be in the
neighborhood of 20,000°C. The particles in a Pu-Al smoke were chain-

like, having a mean diameter of ~~0.2 micron and & length of ~s1 microné

i; ilA"’B?éo
6 Cel44 aerosols producbd 1n a carhpn'arc had a mean particle diameter
Qf"'o 2 micron, of ool ole o0t ece oo’
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LAMS-277 sugpests a modified Stok@:3s,§;l.§ u‘.eu '.15 industrial practice

for the ratc of fall of particles having a specific gravity < and

a diametar D microns. vz O 006 02 Vd Feet-/miwte.

This approximate law 17 obeyed7 reasonably well for particles between
5 and 3C) mierons, although the velocity decreases monotonically with
radius, smaller parti:les fall more rapidly than it predicts.
Assuming with LAMS-4%57 that ./~ = 2.6, the time for a particle of 5
‘micron radius to fal® 20 kilofeet is ~~900 hours or -~40 days.

In qualitative support of this calculation, H'rschfelder and Magee,
writing of the air ‘hot at Bikini, say in LAMS-438: ¥In Able shot.....
active material war depnsited -n the water droplets which remained in
tte air. There ws no evidence of abnormal rain from the cloud or of
a trail of activ material produced by a fall-out. This was quite
d.fferent from .he situation at Trinity where active material was
daposited on ust particles which fell according to Stoke's law."

If one :tsumes that the particle sizes in an atomic explosion
are within & factor of 10 of thost produced by the Chicago group in their
werosol siufes, the radioactive particles will remain a'loft for many
cays. Duarirg this time they will become distributed throughout many
hndre:s o: even thousands of cgubic miles and so be rendered less haru-~
ful. The gquestion of the required dilution of plutonium and fission
prodacts is discussed further below.

This soint should be studied further to determine the validity
« the s~priori reasonable assumption about the similarity in particle

s2.2e resilting from a bomb explosion and the vaporization processes

mployed by Chicago.

R R Y UNCLASSIFIED

7 Since th: Jensity of Uhe Bil VEAés-#ith altitude, the factor 0,006
is not strietly constantf:, :umyvery-tho accuracy of this formula will

suffice for the Jresent’ s & 1 caleculation might
have as its starting pomm&%ﬁgﬁg%a%%mtim (CH-3629,pp 62-3).
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& remark might be made at this point regarding the size of particles
which can be picked up by filter paper, slnce ths success of this mathod
of efficilency determination at Bikini has been suggested as evidence of
large particle sizes. According to CH-3629, a test of a Navy~iype as-
bestos filter (manufactured by A.H.Thomas Qoo), consisting of two
cheets, one in back of the othsr,_fouhd 99.9% of the particles in an
aerosol of mean dlameter 0.1 to 0.2 m%cron collected on‘the first sheset.
%e will take this as indicative of the smaliest particle size effectively
caught. As seen above, such small particles remain suspended in the alr
for a great length of tiwe during which enormous dilution can occur.

It is true, however, that in additlion larger carticles wmay have been
caurht on the Bikinil filters even though the small partlcles trapped
mare sufficient for the efficlency measurewents. If possible, this
point should Ve investlgated.

(¢} Legally safe doses

Plutoniums: According to LA-3591 the dally dose of plutonium which

is safely tolerated by the body for a five-year pericd at elght hours

of exposure each day is 5x10=7 micrograms or an air pollution of 0.036
counts/minute per liter of alr. Thls extremely conservative figure
{probably by a factor of 100) under test conditions where only a limlted
exposure would occur, corresponds to a uniform spreading of all the
unburnt plutonium over a region having a volume of approximately 200
cublc miles.

Plssion Products: A more serious prodlem is that presented by the

Tission products. The figure accepted by the -edleal profession from

experlience with x-rays as the safe radlation doss ig 0.1l Rsyday. It l1s

suspected, but not too-upll.khoaﬁ, tb;% below certaln total doses, say

el

10 R the rate at which the dose ls vecalved in unimportant. We must

therefore base our cakﬁwﬁawmlg\"}ﬁwéﬁumo T™his restrlction
CCITIEN
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makes for conditions more difficuly 6 eeats, i

Except for a relatively small® amc‘mt-u"---/fi- activity, the fission

product activity 18 due to «~'s . These y's are emitted according
to a 1/t1°2 law which is obeyed reasonably well from seconds on.
About 4 mev per fission is given off in the form of «y's , 3.6 Mev coming
off in the first hour (LAMS~351), This leaves 0.6 mev to be emitted
from 1 hour on.
The ¥ source density, 8, from an atomic exﬁlosion from 1 hour
to is s=1f. 6.10°  ev/em s Where: f is the mumber of fissions,
v and v the volume throughout which
products are assumed to be
uniformly distributed.
for 100 kilotons, £ 2x1027 fissions
As an gxlggjg&;ggAcalculation let us assume a wind valocity of
20 miles/hr. so constructed that it takes 1 hour to spread the activity
unifofmly over a region 20 miles long, 10 miles wide and 5 miles high.

(Fig. 2.)

La
7 Hind

/; O Mifos [ /6 él/am.:)

KRR R V=2 %108 emd
$‘M/es/8kl/am.) T !{3_,‘.{ > fre~ E'x,p/as/on so #hat

A e : , 3 3200" evfem?

‘ 20 Miles 5

(32 Lilem.) Fro., 2

The radiation flux I received by a person at point O will now be calecu-

lated on thls assumption.
r «;000 meters o

I ui ‘g E"’&L e~ dv » fo*“' dr .Ex.,.,}xlolé .3;.[‘2
o

Q

here 5 1is taken as independent of »r and the upper limit is taken

as infinite, since 4000 mezoe.v'a Ls ,gt lb.ds’c 10 mean free paths. The

APPRDJEDECRF!JB[.I C RE&LNSE"‘ AS St ‘ED
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. mfp,(;{ﬁ)is 1nsensitive to the eneréy{'%a?y?hg’:rbm 350 meters for

5-Mev v's to 250 meters for ‘s with, ah fmex:?y of il Nev.

8 *e’ oo, ooo - e’
Converting to R units , R = 5%10 118 = 19. Allowing for the
continuing dilution of contamination, without deposition, this corres-

ponds to an hourly dose of ~0.5 R (or 5 daily doses) from +1 to +2 hours,
where R/hr (at+1 hours)~3/t3® | fThis means that allowing for
dilution ( w3, R~(1/43).(1/41+2) ~1/the2)

after a few days the daily dose under the above assumption will have
dropped to below 1077 R/day.

The above result was obtained under somewhat artificial assumption
of uniform mixing of the fission products with air throughout the region
from ground level to an altitude of some five miles, whereas it 1s not
inconcelvable that most of the activity might be carried in the head
of the characteristic mushroom shaped cloud which reaches and may remain
at high altitudes for hours or even days. The type of mixing and hence
source distributions possible can only be realistically given by an
expert metemmwlogist. This mixing problem is crucial and should be
investigated.

A Prssible Site:

Trinit& would appear in the light of the previous discussion to
be as suitable a place as any to hold future atomic bomb tests. It has
the virtues of proximity to Los Alamos and existing camp facilities as
well as the required distances from populated areas, although the latter
point should be re-investigated. In addition, the weather history of
Trinity is reasonably well known because of its proximity to the Alamogordo
air base as well as the studies made in connection with the first bomb
test. The behaviour against erafering is also familiar because of past

experlience,

ssoe .gevesse

Sockian .Aue.

»

8 Chicago Handbook, Chapter& I
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It should be emphasized, however, that further studies should be
made along the lines indicated in this report before any reliable answer

can be given to the question of whether an atomie bomb can be safely

explodéd on continental United States.

E°§ .:; Ogo o:§ t;. f:: ’ 8
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