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APPARATUS AND METHOD FOR
QUANTITATIVE ASSAY OF GENERIC

TRANSURANIC WASTES FROM NUCLEAR
REACTORS

This invention is the result of a contract with the
Department of Energy (Contract No. W-7405-ENG-
36).

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Generic transuranic waste is defined to be nuclear
waste of unknown composition that principally includes
233u, 235u, 239pu, 240pu, 241Am, 2’s4cm,and zszcf, in
addition to other isotopes present in much smaller con-
centrations. The growth of the nuclear industry has
given rise to the need for an interrogation system to
perform rapid, quantitative assays of low fsssilecontent
wastes and scraps contained in high or low density
matrices. The present invention relates generally to
quantitative assay of generic transuranic wastes and
more particularly to pulsed thermal-neutron interroga-
tion of samples for the presence of tissile materials,
combined with performance of a sequence of active and
passive neutron measurements which yields accurate
and sensitive assay values of up to seven simultaneously
contained transuranic waste isotopes.

The apparatus and method of the instant invention
measures prompt and delayed fission neutron yield and
counts the coincidence of emitted prompt neutrons
produced as a result of active neutron interrogation.
With these three independent attributes of thermal neu-
tron fission, one can uniquely determine the masses
present of three or fewer fissile isotopes contained in a
package such as a 208 I barrel of transuranic waste.
Indeed, there are only three important fissile isotope$
233u, ZSSUand 239Pu.Further, measurement of the pm-
sive coincident neutron yield and multiplicity and the
passive noncoincidence neutron yield, all resulting from
natural spontaneous fission processes which release
neutrons or from spontaneous alpha particle emission
which particles produce neutrons upon colliding with
oxygen nucleii present in the sample, allows the deter-
mination of up to four additional isotopes contained in
the sample to be analyzed. Therefore, by solely measur-
ing neutrons one can analyze a sample containing up to
three fissile isotopes and four non-fissile isotopes with 1
mg sensitivity for ZJ9PUor ZJXJin standard 2081 barrels
tilled with a variety of common waste and scrap materi-
als.

U.S. Pat. No. 3,786,256 issued to Samuel Untermeyer
on Jan. 15, 1974 describes a method and apparatus for
nuclear fuel assay with a neutron source and coincident
fission neutron detectors. Therein he teaches coincident
neutron and gamma emission measurements, obtaining
the required discrimination from thermal interrogation
neutrons and the desired fission neutrons by this proce-
dure. The method of the instant invention, on the other
hand, does not require any gamma emission measure-
ments (and in fact our detectors are quite insensitive to
gamma radiation), and although teaching coincidence
neutron measurements as independent observations
which enter the algorithm for quantitative determina-
tion of various isotopes, also teaches both time-resolved
single neutron measurement of fast fission neutrons, and
total passive neutron flux determination. Untermeyer’s
aPParatusand method are stated to be useful in both the
passwe mode and with neutron interrogation. Our in-
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vention provides an analytical procedure for up to three
simultaneously contained fissile isotopes. Untermeyer’s
allows for one only. Measurement of the total passive
neutron lux allows four non-tissile isotopes to be quanti-
tatively determined by our method, while Untermeyer
can only determine three such isotopes. Moreover,
Untermeyer does not teach combining the active and
passive neutron measurements to simultaneously evahs-
ate both fissile and non-fissile components in a waste
sample. Untermeyer’s apparatus utilizes organic scintil-
lators which are sensitive to both neutrons and gamma
radiation the detection of which is taught. The appara-
tus of the instant invention utilizes JHe detectors which
are gamma insensitive and necessarily that way to en-
able the collected counts to be relatable to the number
of neutrons present especially for highly radioactive
samples. Finally, Untermeyer teaches the use of a one at
a time neutron emission neutron source to avoid false
counts, whereas our invention allows many interroga-
tion neutrons to be used simultaneously, the necessary
discrimimtion being derived from the use of a pulsed
interrogation neutron source and specially designed
3He neutron detection packages. The pulsed interroga-
tion source allows us to us6 time domain discrimination
between interrogating neutrons and fast fission signal
neutrons. The 3He neutron detection packages allow us
to detect signal neutrons with high sensitivity while
rejecting interrogation neutrons with a rejection factor
of 108.

“A lnCi/g Sensitivity Transuranic Waste Assay Sys-
tem Using Pulsed Neutron Interrogation,” by W. E.
Kunz, J. D. Atencio, and J. T. Caldwell was published
on Nov. 1, 1980 in Proceedings, 21st Annual Meeting of
The Institute of Nuclear Materials Management in Palm
Beach, FL, June 30-July 2, 1980, Vol. IX, page 131.
Therein the authors describe an apparatus for determin-
ing the total amount of fissile material present in a trans-
uranic waste sample. The apparatus is designed to de-
tect prompt fission neutrons to the exclusion of the
thermalized interrogation neutrons and any delayed
neutron emission. To obtain the increased sensitivity to
fission neutrons, heavy detector shielding is used to stop
all but the fast neutrons, thereby significantly reducing
the neutron background, but in so doing losing informa-
tion critical to the instant apparatus and method. One
major change has been made in the apparatus of appli-
cants’ invention. Although Kunz et al. mention the use
of a bare, low pressure JHe internal flux monitor de-
signed to keep track of the interrogation neutron flux,
and applicants’ invention describes several unshielded
detectors which measure the passive neutron emission
and the delayed neutron production, both important for
the isotopic assay of the instant method, the low pres-
sure detector taught by Kunz is designed to be operated
in high neutron fluxes and is therefore too insensitive to
be useful for observing delayed neutrons which the
authors teach away from doing.

Thus by including the measurement of the total neu-
tron flux for both active and passive interrogations, and
delayed neutron emission for active interrogations, in
addition to the coincidence neutron emission suggested
by Untermeyer, one can quantitatively determine the
amounts of three tissile isotopes and four non-tissile
isotopes at sensitivities of at least 10 nCi/g, as opposed
to Untermeyer’s one tissile and three non-fissile isotope
analysis for which he does not quote sensitivity limits
(practical instrumentation based on the Untermeyer
concept generally has a tissile assay sensitivityy lCK)O
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times poorer than that obtained with practical instru-
mentation using the instantconcept). The reason for the
improvement rests on the fact that our invention utilizes
a greater number of independent measurements,

——_ thereby increasing the number of variables we can
uniquely solve for and uses time-domain (pulsed neu-
tron interrogation) measurements which significantly
increase sensitivity. The use of a pulsed interrogating
neutron source arose from the realization that cadmium
shielded moderated JHe detectors are very sensitive
devices for discriminating between thermal interroga-
tion and fast fission neutrons, that delayed neutron in-
tensity was also of great utility, and finally that pulsed
thermal fission coincidence neutron detection could be
easily used to glean additional information from the
sample.

Fortunately, it turns out that the major non-tissile
isotopes present in 99% of transuranic wastes from
nuclear power reactors in the United States are four in
number (zllAm, zszcf, z~Cm and 2wpu; any 242pu

present being lumped together with the 2WPU).Further,
the major tissile isotopes of interest in the waste material
are ZJW, 23SU,and Z3$’PU;any 241Pu present affects the
resulting neutron counts by less than 1YO. Our method
then allows the simple, non-destructive quantitative
analysis of most waste materials from nuclear power
and weapons materials production reactors which was
not previously possible.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

An object of the instant invention is to provide a
method and apparatus for quantitative analysis of trans-
uranic wastes from nuclear power and weapons materi-
als production reactors for fissile and non-tissile isotopic
content.

Additional objects, advantages and novel features of
the invention will be set forth in part in the description
which follows, and in part will become apparent to
those skilled in the art upon examination of the follow-
ing or may be learned by practice of the invention. The
objects and advantages of the invention maybe realized
and attained by means of the instrumentalitiesand com-
binations particularly pointed out in the appended
claims.

To achieve the foregoing and other objects and in
accordance with the purpose of the present invention,
as embodied and broadly described herein, the method
of this invention may comprise:

(a) Repetitively quantitatively measuring the back-
ground or passive neutron emission from a sample con-
taining principally the natural neutron emitters z~Pu,
z~cm, zszcf which neutrons arise as a resuh of sponta-
neous fission of these isotopes, and the spontaneous
alpha emitters, principally 211Am, which alphas in colli-
sion with oxygen isotopes almost universally present
since nuclear fuel is currently manufactured and used in
the oxide form, also produce neutrons. The abovemen-
tioned four radioisotopes are the primary spontaneous
neutron emitting, non-fissile constituents of transuranic
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waste material- from nuclear power reactors, other 60
spontaneous neutron emitting non-fissile isotopes being
present in smaller quantities only. The above measure-
ment includes total neutron flux and also coincidence
neutron emission up to four simultaneous neutrons;

(b) Periodically irradiating the sample with a pulsed 65
neutron source external to the sample, and measuring
the total fast neutron flux emerging as a result of fission-
ing of any fissile isotopes present, the delayed neutron

4
flux derived from neutron emission from the fission
fragments, and the coincidence neutron emission for
two simultaneous neutrons. These three measurements
give enough information to determine the ZWJ, ZWJ,
and ZJ9PUconcentrations in the sample. These are all of
the significant fissile isotopes so that the method of the
instant invention can determine the quantity and iden-
tity of virtually all tlssile material present. The neutron
irradiation and fissile neutron measurements occur al-
ternately with the passive neutron emission until
enough neutron counts are recovered to give reliable
statistic$ and

(c) Using sets of linear equations to solve for the
masses of the fissile and non-fissile isotopes. The system
is to be calibrated using Standard zszCf and ZS9PU
sources for the passive and active responses, respec-
tively, the coefficients appearing in the aforementioned
algorithms thereby being uniquely determined,

In a further aspect of the present invention, in accor-
dance with its objects and purposes, the apparatus
hereof may also comprise a pulsed neutron generator
external to the sample under investigation, several
shielded JHe proportional counters for detecting fast
fission neutrons to the exclusion of any thermalized
neutrons, a bare 3He proportional counter for detecting
total interrogating neutron flux, suitable electronics for
extracting signals from the proportional counters and
averaging a plurality of pulsed neutron interrogations
and passive periods, a container or housing comprised
of neutron moderating material which slows the pulsed
neutrons from the high energy neutron source to veloci-
ties where they are most effective in inducing fission in
the tissile isotopes present, and contains and supports
the sample under investigation, the proportional count-
ers and the neutron source. The proportional counters
and pulsed neutron source are located within the mod-
erating material assembly. The materials to be assayed
are generally placed within a cavity at the center of the
moderating materials to-maximize the eftlciency of the
assay.

Preferably, the neutron moderating container is con-
structed from polyethylene and graphite, and the mod-
erating material surrounding the 3He detectors are poly-
ethylene. It is also preferred that the neutron absorbing
shields surrounding the fast neutron detectors are made
of cadmium. Finally, it is preferred that the pulsed neu-
tron source be of the D+ T variety producing about
106, 14—MeV neutrons per pulse, and be capable of a
repetitive pulse rate of at least 20 per second.

The apparatus and method of the instant invention is
capable of quantitative analysis of transuranic waste
material from nuclear power reactors. It is substantially
insensitive to the form or composition of the waste
sample, and derives its utility from the simple detection
of neutrons. Use of JHe proportional counters gives
effective insensitivity to gamma radiation so that the
reactor wastes can be considerably radioactive without
altering the inherent detection sensitivity.

A major difficulty encountered in coincidence neu-
tron counting in stateof the art systems is avoided in the
present detection system. This difficulty is the accom-
modation to a large dynamic range of neutron count
rates. For very low count rates the entire neutron detec-
tion system, both bare and cadmium wrapped detectors,
are utilized. This results in the high sensitivity required
for low count rate materials. Very high count rate mate-
rial is accommodated very simply by electronically
switching off the bare detector portion of the system
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and using only the cadmium shielded portion. In this
fashion spontaneous neutron sources spanning a dy-
namic range of about a factor of 106 may be investi-
gated.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 5

The accompanying drawings, which are incorpo-
rated in and form a part of the specification, illustrate an
embodiment of the present invention and, together with
the description, serve to explain the principles of the 10
invention. In the drawings:

FIG. 1schematically shows the location of the major
components of the apparatus for analysis of transuranic
wastes from nuclear power plants.

FIG. 2 shows the averaged time-history for prompt- 15
fission neutron emission from a 500 mg sample of 235U
placed at the geometric center of the assay chamber
after 104 pulses from the neutron generator. FIG. 3
shows the averaged time-history for prompt-fission
neutrons for 104pulses from the neutron source with no 20
fissile material present.

FIG. 4 shows the averaged time-history for the ther-
mal-neutron flux in the assay chamber for 104 pulses
from the neutron source as measured by a bare ~He
detector. 25

FIG. 5 shows the averaged overall time evolution of
the delayed neutrons as measured by (a) the shielded
neutron detectors and (b) the bare neutron detector for
104pulses from the neutron generator.

FIG. 6(a) shows the averaged induced-fission 30
prompt-neutron time-history obtained with a 17 g foil of
23SUat the center of a 7.5 cm thick cylindrical shell of
polyethylene in the assay chamber, while FIG. 6(b)
shows the averaged induced-fission prompt-neutron
time-history obtained with just the 17 g foil placed in 35
the assay chamber, after 104 pulses from the neutron
generator.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION 40

Reference will now be made in detail to the present
preferred embodiment of the invention, an example of
which is illustrated in the accompanying drawings. p
The apparatus and method of the instantinvention com-
bines uassive and active neutron measurements on a 45
sample of transuranic wastes from nuclear power or
weapons materials production reactors with an algo-
rithm which relates such measurements to the tissile and
radioactive non-tissile isotopes present therein. The
detailed description of our invention will comprise the
procedure for the evaluation of the masses of the non-
frssile isotopes present, the evaluation of the masses of
the fissile isotopes present, the details of the apparatus,
and examples of the actual procedure.

About 99$Z0of all transuranic wastes from nuclear
power reactors in the United States contain principally
the following spontaneous neutron emitting non-tissile
isotope% Z40PU,zqlAm, z44Cm, and zszCf. Their quanti-
tative evaluation comprises the passive portion of the
multi-isotopic neutron based assay analysis which con-
sistsof making neutron multiplicity measurements from
neutrons emitted spontaneously by the constituent iso-
topes. The isotopic species, 241Am, is not a neutron
emitter. However, since 99% of the radioisotopes in-
volved in transuranic wastes exist in chemical combina-
tion with oxygen, the alpha particles spontaneously and
naturally emitted by the americium collide with the
isotopes of oxygen present in the sample and produce
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6
neutrons which can be detected as single neutron
events; that is, at most one neutron is emitted in an alpha
particle reaction. About two neutrons per second for
each millicurie of isotopic americium present is custom-
arily observed. Spontaneously fissioning isotopes such
as zszCf (average number of neutrons per fission= 3.78),
z44Cm (average number of neutrons per fission= 2.69),
and 2mPu (average number of neutrons per fis-
sion =2. 17) emit bunches of time correlated neutrons
with the indicated average number of neutrons per
fission. The detected distribution of neutron multiplici-
ties is different for each individual isotope and by mea-
suring the multiplicity distribution of an unknown mix-
ture of such isotopes, the individual quantities of each
may be determined. Clearly, an unlimited number of
unknowns in such a mixture cannot be uniquely as-
sayed. For the four principle isotopes present in transu-
ranic wastes, the number of events of spontaneous emis-
sion of up to four neutrons must be measured. From this
information, one can uniquely solve a system of four
equations for the masses of the isotopic species. It
should be mentioned that the method of the instant
invention requires the a priori information that the
aforementioned isotopes are present with only minor
concentrations of any others. If this is not true, and a
different set of isotopes is present, then the algorithm to
be described below will not give correct results unless
coefficients characteristic of the new isotopes are in-
serted in the equations. Thus, although, as mentioned
above, most transuranic wastes contain the aforemen-
tioned isotopes, any deviation therefrom would have to
be determined independently and supplementally from
our method. Define PI to be the background corrected
single neutron emission rate, P2 the measured net simul-
taneous double neutron emission rate, P3 the measured
simultaneous net triple neutron emission rate, and P4the
measured simultaneous neutron emission rate for four
neutrons. The emitted neutron multiplicity distribution
for each of the spontaneous tissile isotopes may be
found in the literature; for example, see Earl K. Hyde,
Fission Phenomena, Vol. III, (1965), the disclosure of
which is hereby incorporated by reference. The rela-
tionship between the isotope specific neutron multiplic-
ity distribution and what can actually be observed in the
laboratory for a spontaneously fissioning nucleus ap-
pears in J. T. Caldwell and E. J. Dowdy, Nucl. Science
and Eng., 56, 179 (1975), the disclosure of which is also
hereby incorporated by reference. The sum of similar
relationships for the four isotopes in question may be
written in a form that is very convenient to use in an
experimental assay situation and which is independent
of neutron detection efficiency. If we define Iz4] to be
the actual number of millicuries (mCi) of 241Am present
in the sample, IZ5Zto be the actual number of microcu-
ries (pCi) of 2s2Cf present, 1244the number of mCi of
z~cm, and 12Wto be the number of mCi of 2WI%, then
we have the following system of four equations in four
unknowns:

PI= CI[IZ5Z+ 0.03511244+0C0283Iz40+ 0001541241] (1)

P2 = C2[1252+ 0.02361244+ 0.000661240]

P3 = C3[J252+ 0.01481244+ 0000321240]

P4= C4[IZSZ+ 0.m761244+ O.IXOl5 lMO]

The constants Cl, Cz, C3 and C4 are calibration con-
stants determined experimentally for a given detection

—
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8
system. If a readily available 2s2Cf source is used for the
calibration procedure, then C;= Pi, the observed multi-
plicity responses, for a 1 pCi 252Cf source. None of
equations (1) are multiples of one another, and the ratio
of coef%cients in each equation is considerably different
from that of any other equation, which means that the
four equations can be solved uniquely for the four isoto-
pic concentrations Ii. That is, an experimental measure-
ment of neutron multiplicities up to order 4 is sufficient
to determine the quantities of the four passive neutron
emitters present in the sample under investigation. In
the event that there are other passive neutron emitting
transuranic isotopes than the aforementioned most com-
monly present species, similar equations are easily de-
rived; that is, for four spontaneously fissioning emitters
instead of three spontaneously fissioning emitters plus
an (a, n) emitter. As mentioned, the instantinvention, in
order to be applied successfully, requires a list of the
expected isotopes present obtained from an external
source. In summary, then, passive neutron multiplicity
measurements are repetitively made until the data accu-
mulated can be uniquely analyzed for the isotopic
masses present. In the time periods where the passive
neutron multiplicities are not being measured, active
neutron measurements are taking place, as will be de-
scribed below.

To determine the quantities of the iissile isotopes
present, we again note that there are only three impor-
tmt fissile isotopes: Z3~PU,ZW, and Z3YJ. The proce-
dure here is to repetitively irradiate the sample with
short bursts of neutrons, and to investigate the prompt
neutron yield, Yp, the delayed neutron yield, YD, and
the coincidence prompt neutron yield for two or more
simultaneously emitted fission neutrons, Yc. These
three measurements are made effectively simulta-
neously during alternate cycles to the passive neutron
measurements immediately following the interrogation
neutron bursts, repetitively until enough counts have
been gathered to make the measurements statistically
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sisrnifi=ant.Similarly to eauations (1) above, a set of a
th~ee equations can-be de~ved which uniquely deter-
mines the masses of the tissile isotopes present:

YP= cl’[~z31j+ 0.62kf233+ 0.67~235] (2)

YD = c2’[~239+ 0.76&fz33+ 2,02itf235]

Yc = c3’[&f239+ 0,75~233 + 0.70~235]

Here C 1, C’Z and C’3 are calibration constants which
can be evaluated by using ZS9PUas a calibration source;
C’I =the number of prompt neutrons per unit mass of
.WPU per unit number of interrogating neutrons,
C2 = delayed neutron yield per unit mass of Z3$’PUper
unit number of interrogating neutrons, and C’3 = coinci-
dence prompt neutron yield per unit mass of 239Puper
unit number of interrogating neutrons. The set of
prompt neutron coeftlcients for equations (2) have been
determined by using the measured thermal neutron
fission cross sections, and the number of prompt neu-
trons per fission for each of the three fissile isotopes as
described in the Hyde reference above as are the deriva-
tions for the coefficients in the delayed neutron count
equation, and those for the coincidence neutron equa-
tion. These coefficients, the coincidence neutron yield
coeftlcients, and the delayed neutron coefficients are all
scaled relative to Z39PU,so that they are independent of
detector eftlciency. Again, there are three equations for
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the three unknown massesof the tissile isotopes which
can be solved uniquely for these masses.

Experience with a variety of matrix materials indi-
cates an approximate & 25?Z0level of assay accuracy
using equations (2). If only a single matrix material is
involved the accuracy can be made significantly better
than &25~0 by performing the calibration with identi-
cal matrix material to that of the waste sample.

In the Figures:
FIG. 1 shows the apparatus of the instant invention.

The assay chamber consists of a graphite and polyethyl-
ene structure designed to accommodate waste or scrap
packages as large as a standard 2081 barrel. Preferably,
means for rotating these barrels to average out non-
uniformities is provided. Preferably, the chamber will
also have an inner liner of about 0.11 m thick graphite
and an outer layer of about 0.17 m thick polyethylene.
Interrogating neutrons are provided by a small, pulsed
D+ T neutron generator placed within the cavity of the
chamber. The neutron generator used in our apparatus
was developed by Sandia Laboratories and the General
Electric Corporation, Neutron Devices Division. The
preferable features of the pulsed neutron subsystem are:
(a) 10-15 ps duration pulses; (b) variable repetition rate
from 1 to 100 HZ (c) 106, 14 MeV neutrons per pulse
output; and (d) average expected lifetime of about
5X 107pulses. The emitted 14 MeV neutrons are ther-
malized within a few tenths of a millisecond and have a
subsequent characteristic lifetime within the chamber of
about 1 ms. Cadmium shielded fast-neutron detectors
surround the cavity and are embedded within the poly-
ethylene moderating layer outside of the graphite layer.
If there is no fissile material in the chamber these detec-
tors record only background level after about 0.7 ms
because they are insensitive to thermal neutrons. More-
over, they recover from the initial 14 MeV pulse over-
load in about 0.4 ms making them ideal for induced
fission neutron counting in very concentrated samples
of waste. That is, when the interrogating neutrons in-
duce fission reactions in tissile isotop=s w~hin the waste
or scrap package, ensuing prompt-fission neutrons are
detected with high probability because of the high de-
tector sensitivityy. Preferably, 3He proportional counters
are used to monitor the neutrons emitted as a result of
neutron interrogation of the fissile isotopes, and those
neutrons emitted from the passive, naturally occuring
radioactive decay of the non-tissile isotopes present;
cadmium-wrapped detectors are used for the former
case while additional bare lHe proportional counters
are generally used for the latter as well as for delayed
neutron measurements on the tissile isotopes. Prefera-
bly, low-pressure lHe proportional counters are used to
monitor the interrogating flux since, by virture of their
lower efficiency and sensitivity, they do not saturate in
the intense neutron flux involved. Such detectors are
placed inside the chamber cavity instead of within the
moderating layers. Preferably, the fast-neutron detec-
tors are shielded from the thermal neutrons by a wrap-
ping of about 0.16 cm thick cadmium. The measured
combined detection efficiency for 12 shielded detectors
in an early embodiment of the apparatus of the instant
invention wm about 5% using a bare 252Cf calibration
source. The ratio of prompt-fission neutron detector
counts to the interrogating flux monitor counts is pro-
portional to the amount of tissile material present from
all isotopes. The measured sensitivity for total Z39PU,
Z33Uand 235u was found to be about 1 mg located any-
where within a 2081 barrel of typical transuranic waste
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matrix, with a spatial flatness of response of about
-tlO~O, for that previously used apparatus. This effi-
ciency was substantially improved for coincidence or
event multiplicity determinations, as well as for extend-
ing the invention to smaller amounts of frssile material
present in the waste samples, and delayed neutron mea-
surements. In a preferred embodiment of the present
invention the total counting efficiency was increased to
about 15% by adding 16 bare JHe proportional counters
tothe detector system. These counters, when incorpo-
rated ‘into the chamber walls, have almost three times
thecounting efficiency for fission neutrons as the cad-
mium-wrapped counters. However, since they are sen-
sitive to thermal neutrons, they are useless during the
fissile material neutron interrogation until all of the
pulse-produced thermal neutrons have died away;
which is on the average about 20 ms after the pulse.
Therefore, for prompt and delayed neutron determina-
tions, the interrogation neutrons are pulsed at about 20
Hz, prompt neutrons counted from 0.7 to about 4.7 ms,
with the cadmium-wrapped counters, and delayed neu-
trons are counted with both the bare and cadmium-
wrapped counters from 20 to 50 ms. Both the total
quantity of tissile material present, the prompt-to-
delayed ratio, and the coincidence count for two or
more neutrons simultaneously emitted are measured
during the same interrogation period. Passive measure-
ments of neutron coincidences and event multiplicities
are made during a separate measurement period with
the neutron generator turned off. When using the com-
bined cadmium-wrapped and bare counters, we are
limited to rather low spontaneous neutron sample
strengths (i.e., low density of spontaneous neutron emit-
ting isotopes in the waste sample). That is, the thermal
neutron lifetime for the chamber, and therefore that for
the bare counte~ also is relatively long, thereby requir-

ing a coincidence gate about 0.25 ms long. For strong
fission neutron s.a.mples,the accidental coincidence rate
admitted by such a long gate length would be prohibi-
tive. But if only the cadmium-wrapped detectors are
used (with a neutron lifetime of about 35 p.s), a gate
length of 35-70 ps is available, and because of the
strong fission neutron source, the neutron coincidence
and multiplicity measurementscan be made successfully
with only the less efficient cadmium-wrapped detection
system without the bare counters being needed.

It should be mentioned at this point that most transu-
ranic nuclear waste packages also emit strong gamma
radiation fluxes. It is a fortunate feature of the sHe
counters that they do not respond to such radiation, and
therefore do not have to be corrected for variations in
gamma radiation strength. A strong gamma radiation
field affects fissile assay sensitivity only in an indirect
fashion. With no system modifications, waste barrels
producing up to 10R/h contact gamma radiation can be
tolerated. Counting electronics can be adjusted by in-
creasing discriminator levels so as to bias out the effects
of this radiation with no appreciable loss in neutron
counting rate or efficiency. Ten centimeters of direct
lead shielding in front of the sHe detector packages
produced no significant change in observed sensitivity
for tissile material although this thickness of lead would
result in gamma dose rate reduction by a factor of about
103 for typical hot irradiated wastes. Therefore, with
simple replacement of the graphite directly in front of
the detection packages with an equivalent thickness of
lead, the assay system of the instant invention can be
successfully operated without degradation in perfor-
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10
mance with very hot waste barrels producing contact
dose rates up to about lN Rfi. Greater amounts of lead
shielding would allow operation with even hotter
wastes and require only modest design changes.

Yet another problem is the effect of the spontaneous
neutron emitters on the interrogation procedure for
determining the fissile isotope content. To simulate the
effects of strong self sources of neutrons on tissile assay
sensitivity, a strong isotopic neutron source was placed
within the assay cavity, and the pulsed measurements
taken with known amounts of fissile isotopes present in
the cavity. With a 1.26X l@ n/s source in the cavity,
1.763x 106 source background counts were observed
during a typical 0.7-4.7 ms counting period, after
1x I@ pulses or counting cycles were averaged. With
this same spontaneous neutron source and a 500 mg
sample of Z35Uin the cavity, a net induced fission signal
of 74,400 counts above the background was detected
with a 0.7–4.7 ms gate and 1x 1@ interrogation pulses.
The experimentally determined 3U signal level above
the background (which we define as the detection limit
of the instant apparatus) translates into a detection limit
of about 27 mg of Z3W, or a detection limit of about 18
mg of Z39PUin the presence of a 1.26x 106n\s source.
This measured 3U limit is readily scaled to different
steady source backgrounds or to a different number of
averaged pulses. For example, for a lo’r pulse interroga-
tion (which corresponds to about 167 s elapsed time
under usual conditions) and a 1.0x 107n/s steady source
neutron background, the 3U detection limit is 50 mg
239Pu.Finally, for a run of 4 x 1(Ppulses and a 1.OX 107
n\s background, the 3u detection limit is 25 mg ZJ9PU.
The pulsed neutron assay system of our invention is
therefore suitable for the flssile assay of hot irradiated
fuel wastes, even in the situation where extremely high
self-neutron and gamma radiation levels are generated ‘—
by the sample (up to 107n/s of self-neutron flux and up
to 10,000 R/h of contact gamma radiation).

The data acquisition subsystem and all counting elec-
tronics are standard commercially available equipment.
Preferably, separate, fast recovery preamplifier and
amplifier units are used for each detector package. A
multiple discriminator unit is used to provide fast logic
pulses for input to a minicomputer. The multiscale pulse
time-histories from the detector packages and the flux
monitors are stored on magnetic disk for a comprehen-
sive permanent record and for future more elaborate
analysis if required.

FIG. 2 shows the characteristic time-history of the
prompt-fission neutron detection packages obtained
using a 500 mg sample of ZW placed at the geometric
center of the assay chamber. Ten thousand pulses from
the neutron generator were averaged and the dwell
time was 10 ps per channel. The trace took about 167 s
to run.

FIG. 3 shows the corresponding response obtained
with no sample in the assay chamber. Again, only the
prompt-fission neutron detection system was used, ld
pulses from the D+ T generator were averaged, and the
dwell time was 10 ps per channel. As can be seen, the
shielded detection system recovers from the 14 MeV
neutron saturation in about 0.2 ms and has reached the
baseline rate by about 0.7 ms. By comparing FIGS. 2
and 3, it is seen that the signal-to-background ratio
reaches a usable level at about 0.4 ms and attains a maxi-
mum value near 0.7 ms. The net prompt-fission neutron
signal is obtained by using the time interval 0.7 to 4.7 ms
marked by the vertical lines in FIGS. 2–4. The 235U __
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assay senshhhy obtained from this data (3w above
background net signal point) is about 1.3 mg. The corre-
sponding value for 239Puassay is about 0.9 mg, and that
for ZWJ is 1.3 mg. Linearity of response is quite good

-_ over the range 1 to 10s mg for Z3SU,W-J or Z39PUin a
dispersed medium.

FIG. 4 shows the response of the thermal-neutron
flux monitors for ld pulses for conditions that corre-
spond to the prompt-fission neutron data shown in
FIGS. 2 and 3. Since the flux monitor counters are
operated at low qHe pressure to avoid count rate satura-
tion, the observed response is an accurate measure of
the actual interrogating flux time-history. The assayed
value of total fissile material is, to first order, obtained
by simply dividing the net prompt fission detector
counts over a specified time interval by the correspond-
ing chamber flux monitor counts for the same time
interval. The count time interval is adjusted to obtain
maximum sensitivity for a given set of conditions. The
delayed neutron measurements and those for neutron
midtiplicity for two neutrons simultaneously emitted
are further discussed below and complete the informa-
tion needed for equations (l).

FIG. 5(a) shows the averaged shielded detector re-
sponse to 17 g of Z3W foil placed at the geometric cen-
ter of the assay chamber for l@ pulses. The exponen-
tial y decaying response (0.7-10 ms) is the prompt neu-
tron yield (here about 2x 106counts). The flat region is
the delayed yield of which about 10% is cosmic ray
neutron background. FIG. 5(b) shows the bare detector
response to the same ZW sample. Here the exponential
part of the trace derives principally from the interrogat-
ing thermal neutrons and is therefore of little interest.
The flat part (after about 20 ins), however, is produced
by the delayed neutrons and is an approximately four
times larger signal than that derived from the shielded
detectors.

Matrix effects have been shown to affect fissile mate-
rial assay by about &25 ?10 in the worst cases. Systematic
measurements on a series of 2081 barrels filled with an
assortment of typical waste matrix materials, such as
wet rags, iron scrap, cement, Pyrex glass, dirt, polyeth-
ylene scrap, chloride compounds and sludge have been
performed. Such investigations have shown that typical
hydrogeneous matrices such as polyethylene scrap, wet
rags, or wet dirt, for example, lead to a characteristic
two-component induced-fission time-history. This is
shown in FIG. 6(a), and is to be compared with matri-
ces in which no significant hydrogen is present, an ex-
ample of which is shown in FIG. 6(b), The relative
decay times of the two components are related to the
hydrogen content of the matrix. The thermal neutron
lifetime within the interrogation cavity generally also
reflects the overall neutron absorption properties of the
waste matrix. For example, a 200 kg loading of miscella-
neous scrap iron in a 2081 barrel results in an observed
cavity half-life (Ti) about 5094 reduced from the nomi-
nal empty barrel case. Thus, in our automated data
analysis procedure, pulsed, time-history data is sub-
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jetted to an on-line, multi-component least-squarestit to w
determine the shape and magnitude of the emitted neu-
tron flux as a function of time and the barrel matrix
contents. This information informs us if the accuracy of
the measurement will be close to the & 25q0 worst case
limits or considerably more accurate. FIG. 6(a) was 65
derived from measurements with a 17 g Z35Ufoil placed
at the center of a 7.5 cm thick polyethylene cylindrical
shell placed in the chamber cavity. The initial shorter

12
T~ component is attributable to interrogation neutrons
therrnalized directly within the polyethylene cylindri-
cal shell while the longer T* component is attributable
to interrogation neutrons that are thermalized within
the assay chamber walls. FIG. 6(b), on the other hand,
shows the induced-fission neutron time-history obtained
with the same ZWJ foil placed bare in the assay cham-
ber. Here only a single exponential falloff component
observed, indicating an interrogation neutron contribu-
tion solely from the chamber walls.

The above detailed description of the apparatus and
procedure concentrated most heavily on the determina-
tion of the tissile material assay because most of the
experimental diftlculty of our invention resides in these
measurements. The same apparatus is used for the non-
fissile isotope determinations, and the entire analytical
procedure is best presented by example. Therefore, to
illustrate the more general method of the instant inven-
tion, the following examples are presented.

EXAMPLE 1

Use of the instant apparatus and method to screen
unspecified but suspected transuranic (TRU) waste at
the 10 nCi/g level:

a. Passive neutron multiplicity measurement (i.e.,
from zllAm, z5zCf, 2~Pu, and 244Cm). Presented
here are passive neutron multiplicity data taken on
a 208 1 barrel of suspected TRU waste obtained
from a nuclear industry source:

~1=0.3+0.2CPS

P2= –0.1*0.1Cps

m= –O.OO1*O.O1OCps

P4= –0.007+o.co7Cps,

from which, after using equations (l), one concludes
that there are no transuranic spontaneous neutron emit-
ters present in quantities of 0.5 mCi or greater.

b. Pulsed active neutron measurements on the same
barrel give an observed normalized prompt neu-
tron yield of 5&3x 10–4 for the instant apparatus
for which 10 mg of Z39PUproduced a normalized
prompt neutron yield of 2.5x 10– ~. Therefore fis-
sile transuranic isotopes are present in quantities of
less than 2 mg (O.14 mCi). Since this barrel (barrel
and matrix weight = 110 kg) contains less than 10
nCi/g (actually it contains 1 nCi/g) of total transu-
ranic isotopes it is not legal]y tansuranic waste.

EXAMPLE 2

Use of the instant apparatus and method to assay a
2081 barrel of well-characterized nuclear fuel process-
ing pIant waste. This waste sample is known to contain
only ZW as a fissile component. No other fissile iso-
topes are involved in the fuel fabrication process. Only
the pulsed active measurement is pertinent in this case.

Measured normalized prompt neutron yield (same
calibration as used in Example 1) is 1.30. Using the
calibration constant, C’ I= 2.5 x 10– 3obtained with a 10
mg 2JgPummple and equations (2) the barrel is found to
contain 7,8 g of W. Measured normalized delayed
neutron yield (a calibration constant, C’z, from equa-
tions (2) of 0.0013) obtained with a 1 g sample of Z39PU
for the same barrel is 0.0198. Therefore, the barrel must
contain 7.5 g of 23W, and the two independent assays of
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the same barrel agree as they should. One concludes,
using the average of the two assays, that the barrel
contains 7.65+0. 15 g of 135U. The confidence in this
value is considerably greater than if only one assay
value were available.

EXAMPLE 3

Assay of another barrel of transuranic waste obtained
from a nuclear industry source containing both sponta-
neous neutron emitters and fissile isotopes.

a. Passive neutron multiplicity measurement:

P]= 246,8kO.4CPS

P2=25.1*0.2CPS

P3=2.02*0.06Cps

P4=o.104*O.O2OCps.

This data is interpreted using equations (1), with con-
stants obtained using a 0.24 pCi 252Cf source. (The
observed 252Cf count rates were normalized to values
obtained with a 1.0 pCi source):

CI=558.CPS

C2= 73.0Cps

C3=8.28CPS

C4=0.91Cps.

One concludes that most of the neutrons being emitted
by this barrel are from about 15 mCi of z44Cm [equa-
tions (l)]. Quantities on the order of 1 mCi of the other
three components are perhaps present as the limits of
experimental error do not exclude this possibility.

b. Pulsed active neutron measurement. Normalized
prompt neutron yield is 0.0357 using the same cali-
bration constants as Examples 1and 2. Background
rates were too high to permit measurement of de-
layed neutron yield. Using equations (2), one finds
that no more than 140 mg (10 mCi) of 239Pu are
present in this barrel. Therefore, this barrel con-
tains considerably more than the 10 nCi/g lower
limit legally defining transuranic waste (barrel and
matrix weight =90 kg so there are 280 NCi/g of
transuranic isotopes present), which means that it
must be stored in the permanent retrieval status
appropriate for transuranic wastes.

YChas been measured under actual field conditions;
that is, using transuranic waste samples derived from
industrial sources, but not included in the above Exam-
ples.

In conclusion, an apparatus and method are presented
whereby the fissile isotopes ZWJ, 23%J and Z39PUand
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the non%sssile isotopes z&Pu, z41Am, z44Cm and 2szCf 55
predominantly present in over 99% of spent nuclear
fuels from power reactors can be assayed by counting
emitted neutrons and emitted neutron multiplicities
during alternate neutron interrogation and passive cy-
cles, and making use of a simple mathematical algo- 60
rithrn. In the ev~nt that other i~otopes are present, ~he
algorithm can be changed such that three fsssileisotopes
and four non-tissile isotopes can be quantitatively deter-
mined once their identity is established by other means.
The invention is quite insensitive to substantial gamma
radiation intensity, thereby making it generally usable.

The foregoing description of a preferred embodiment
of the invention has been presented for purposes of
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illustration and description. It is not intended to be
exhaustive or to limit the invention to the precise form
disclosed, and obviously many modifications and varia-
tions are possible in light of the above teaching. The
embodiment was chosen and described in order to best
explain the principles of the invention and its practical
application to thereby enable others skilled in the art to
best utilize the invention in various embodiments and
with various modifications as are suited to the particular
use contemplated. It is intended that the scope of the
invention be defined by the claims appended hereto.

We claim:
1. A method for quantitative assay of a sample of

generic transuranic waste containing a mixture of the
fissile isotopes Z39PU,ZWJ, and ZWJ, and the non-tissile
isotopes z@Pu, 241Am, 2wCm and 252Cf,using a first and
second neutron detection apparatus, which comprises
the steps ofi

(a) calibrating the first neutron detection apparatus
using a standard 252Cf neutrQnsource;

(b) calibrating the first and second neutron detection
apparatus using a standard Z39PUsample and a
pulsed neutron source external to said 239Pusam-
ple;

(c) repetitively quantitatively determining passive
neutron emission from the sample for specific time
intervals until a useful magnitude of signal has been
accumulated using the first neutron detection appa-
ratus, which further comprises the steps ofi (i) mea-
suring passive neutron coincidence multiplicity
yields, PZ P3, and P4, to quantitatively determine
the amount of spontaneously fissioning isotopes
present; and (ii) measuring the noncoincidence
neutron yield, P 1, which in combination with said
passive neutron coincidence yield measurements
provides the amount of non-spontaneously fission- —
ing 24lAm present through the known production
rate of neutrons from the reaction of emitted alpha
particles with any oxygen isotopes present in the
sample;

(d) periodically irradiating the sample with pulsed
neutrons from a source external to said sample to
induce nuclear fission in the fissile isotopes present
in the sample;

(e) quantitatively determining the active neutron
emission subsequent to said neutron irradiation step
and resulting from said pulsed neutrons inducing
fission with release of fission neutrons in the fissile
isotopes present in the sample using the second
neutron detection apparatus which is insensitive to
said passive neutron emission repetitively and dur-
ing alternate periods to said passive neutron emis-
sion determining step until a useful magnitude of
signal has been accumulated, which further com-
pfises the steps OE (i) measuring the prompt neu-
tron yield, Yp; (ii) measuring the delayed neutron
yield, YD and (iii) measuring the coincidence
prompt neutron yield, YG

(f) solving the following set of four linear equations in
four unknowns for the ~s, where IZSZis the actual
number of microcuries (pCi) of zszCf present in
said sample and 1241,IMOand 1244represent the
actual numbers of millicuries (mCi) of 241Am,
Zmpu and 244Cm present in said sample, respec-
tively, and

P]= CI[]252+().0351
1244+0,002831240+0,CO154124]] —
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P2=c2[1252+o.02361244+o.m66124al

P3= C3[IZ52+0.01481244+0.00332Q40]

P4= C4[1252+ 0.C0761244+0.00015~240],

where

P] is said measured background corrected noncoinci-
dence single neutron rate of detection, and Pz, P3
and P4 are said measured, background corrected
multiply coincident neutron rates of detection for
two, three, and four simultaneously formed neu-
trons, respectively, and C], C2, C3 and C4 are the
observed multiplicity responses for a 1.0 pCi zs2Cf
calibration source; and

(g) solving the following set of three linear equations
in three unknowns for the M’s, where MZJ9,MZ33
and M235 are the actual masses present of 239Pu,
233T_Jand 235LJ,respectively, and C], C2 and C3 are
calibration constants representing the number of
prompt neutrons per unit mass of Z39PU,the num-
ber of delayed neutrons per unit mass of Z39PU,and
the number of coincidence prompt neutrons per
unit mass of Z39PU,respectively, Yp, YD and Yc
having been determined in said active neutron
emission determining step:

Yp=CI[M239+0.67M23S+0.62Mz33]

YD= c2[&fz39+2.02~235+0.76M233]

Yc= c3[.kf239+o,70&f235+o.75~233].

2. An apparatus for quantitative assay of a sample of
generic transuranic waste containing predominantly a
mixture of the tissile isotopes Z39PU,233U,and 235U,and
the non-tissile isotopes z@Pu, zAIAm, %2rn and 25zCf,
which is capable of passive and active time resolved
neutron detection which comprises:

(a) an intense, pulsed neutron generator external to
the sample;

(b) a neutron moderating structure which surrounds
the sample and said external pulsed neutron source,
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and which slows down emitted neutrons from said
neutron generator such that they become efticient
in inducing fission in the fissile isotopes, further
comprising a layer of graphite and a layer of poly-
ethylene;

(c) a plurality of bare 3He proportional counters for
detecting both passive and delayed fission neutrons
located within the walls of said moderating struc-
tur~

(d) a plurality of cadmium-shielded 3He proportional
counters for detecting all neutrons located within
the walls of said moderating structure, said cadmi-
um-shielded proportional counters having no sensi-
tivity for thermalized neutrons;

(e) at least one bare 3He proportional counter located
inside said neutron moderating structure for detect-
ing said moderated neutron flux from said pulsed
neutron source

(~ means for extracting, time resolving, averaging
over a plurality of neutron interrogation cycles,
and analyzing signals appearing on said bare and
cadmium-shielded neutron detectory and

(g) means for extracting, averaging over a multiplic-
ity of passive neutron emission periods, and analyz-
ing signals appearing on said bare and cadmium-
shielded neutron detectors.

3. The apparatus described in claim 2 which further
comprises a sample rotator to average said first and
second neutron detector response to localized high
concentrations of fissile, and non-tissile but radioactive
material.

4. The apparatus described in claim 3 wherein said
polyethylene layer is about 17 cm thick, said graphite
layer is about 11 cm thick, and said neutron absorbing
material is cadmium about 0.16 cm thick.

5. The apparatus described in claim 4, wherein said
pulsed neutron generator further comprises a pulsed
D +T fusion, 14 MeV neutron source and capable ofi
(a) 10 to 15 KSduration pulses; (b) repetition rate vari-
able from 1 to 100 Hq (c) about 106neutrons per puke
output; and (d) stable neutron output.
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