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Abstract:

At the heart of the NIST Center for Neutron Research (NCNR) is a twenty-megawatt,
heavy water cooled and moderated, test reactor (aka…NBSR).  Neutron moderation by
heavy water presents many features that are attractive in the design of a research reactor
facility.  Specifically, its lower neutron absorption cross-section and better scattering
characteristics allow for improved core optimization for neutron research purposes.  The
down side of using heavy water is the production of tritium from the neutron activation
of deuterium.  If the reactor systems were hermetically sealed from the outside world this
concern would be more manageable and not as much of a problem, however, they are not
and we must manage the buildup of tritium carefully.

There are many aspects of the facility that must be closely monitored to maintain a
guiding principle of ALARA (As Low As Reasonably Achievable) with respect to this
tritium build-up for radiation protection purposes.  First and foremost is tritium uptake
and internal exposure to personnel.  The potential for significant exposure must be
considered when performing maintenance on reactor and experimental components that
allow direct access to heavy water systems.  Direct contact with the water can result in
significant uptake as well as elevated airborne concentrations of tritium resulting in
substantial personnel exposures.  Also of concern are; tritium contamination of materials
and components for disposal as radioactive waste, ambient (…or background)
concentrations of airborne tritium within the reactor building and experimental areas,
liquid and gaseous effluents to the sewer and environment, as well as cross
contamination of other reactor and experimental systems.  This presentation will review
and summarize a compilation of data collected over a ten year life span of a typical heavy
water inventory in the NBSR.

Reactor and System Parameters:
Licensed Power – 20 Megawatts (thermal)
Peak Thermal Neutron Flux –  5E14  0n1/cm2/sec*
Primary Cooling System D2O Volume – 40,000 liters (10,500 gal)*
Primary Cooling Flow Rate at Full Power – 34,000 liters/min (9000 gpm)*
Reactor Vessel D2O Volume at full power – 9,300 liters (2460 gal)*
Reactor Secondary Volume – 475,000 liters (125,000 gal)*

* - nominal values

Methods Used for Detection and Measurement of Tritium
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1. Airborne Tritium:
a. Sample collection using passive or active “Cold Trap”, to freeze out

airborne water vapor.  Collected sample is then counted by liquid
scintillation counting (LSC).  Corrections are made for air temperature
and relative humidity. The resulting calculations are very reliable and
reproducible.

b. Tritium “Bubbler” sampler system;  A measured volume of sampled air is
pumped through a series of vials containing ethylene glycol, then passed
thru a catalytic converter to combine free tritium to oxygen atoms to form
water vapor.  Recombined tritium is then pumped thru another series of
vials containing ethylene glycol.  It is assumed that all airborne tritium is
collected in this process.  All vials are then sampled and counted by LSC. 
Total collected activity is calculated and airborne concentration is
determined.

c. Ionization Chamber;  The air volume is sample via “grab” sample mode or
continuous monitoring, the air is collected or passes thru a fixed volume
ionization chamber, ionization current collected in the chamber is
precisely measured.  Airborne concentration is then determined by
applying calibration factors for tritium in air for the specific counting
system..  This method assumes only tritium in the air is causing the
ionization.  In the presence of other airborne radioactivity, appropriate
corrections must be made to the data.

d. Gas flow proportional counting;  A measured flow of sampled air is mixed
with a known volume of quenching gas that is then pumped through a
fixed volume detector chamber.  While similar to the method described
previously, the characteristics of gas flow proportional counting allow for
a better distinction between the signal produced from low energy beta
particles like that from Tritium, from higher energy events.  One method
of accomplishing this is called rise time discrimination, where the rate of
rise of the signal is proportional to the energy of the event.  

2. Surface Tritium Contamination:
a. Smear or swipe counting;  The surface to be checked is sampled by

standard swipe methods.  The swipe is then counted by LSC or with a
“windowless”, gas-flow proportional counter.  Measurement by LSC has
the benefit of providing a qualitative nuclide identification of Tritium by
analysis of the beta spectrum. 

3. Tritium Bioassay
a. Uptake of Tritium by personnel is measured by LSC of urine samples. 

Tritiated water intake will reach equilibrium with the water in the body
within a few hours of intake.  Uptake can be determined easily by LSC of
collected urine samples.  Using published data, the resulting committed
effective dose equivalent (CEDE) from the Tritium uptake can be easily
determined.  In some cases a follow-up of multiple samples can be done to
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better estimate the CEDE.  The most determinate factor being the actual
biological half-life if the tritiated water for the exposed individual.  The
published and accepted value is about 10 days.  It is know from
experience that actual values can easily range from 2-15 days, this would
have a significant impact on the calculated CEDE for that person. 
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