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 Studies on the fate and transport of radioactive contaminates in the environment are
often constrained by a lack of knowledge on the elemental distribution and general behaviour
of particulate bound radionuclides contained in hot particles. A number of hot particles were
previously isolated from soil samples collected at former U.S. nuclear test sites in the
Marshall Islands and characterized using non-destructive techniques [1]. The present
investigation at HASYLAB is a part of larger research program at ITU regarding the
characterization of environmental radioactive particles different locations and source-terms.
Radioactive particles in the environment are formed under a number of different release
scenarios and, as such, their physicochemical properties may provide a basis for identifying
source-term specific contamination regimes. Consequently, studies on hot particles are not
only important in terms of studying the elemental composition and geochemical behaviour of
hot particles but may also lead to advances in assessing the long-term impacts of radioactive
contamination on the environment. 
 
 Six particles isolated from soil samples collected at the Marshall Islands were studied.
The element distribution in the particles was determined by confocal μ-XRF analysis using
the ANKA FLUO beam line. The CRL (compound refractive lens) was used to focus the
exciting beam and the polycapillary half lens to collimate the detector. The dimensions of
confocal spot were measured by "knife edge scanning” method with thin gold structure placed
at Si wafer. The values of 3.1 x 1.4 x 18.4 µm were achieved if defined as FWHMs of

measured Lα intensity profiles and when the
19.1 keV exciting radiation was used. The
collected XRF spectra were analyzed offline
with AXIL [2] software to obtain net
intensities of element characteristic lines.
Further data processing and reconstruction of
element distribution was done with the
software “R” [3] dedicated for statistical
calculations. In figure 1 the distributions of
Pu, Fe and Ti obtained for one of the studied
hot particles are presented. The strongest
signal was recorded for plutonium; the
signals from iron and titanium are
respectively 14 and 38 times less. It means
that Pu is the most abundant of the observed
elements. However, since the light elements
are not detectable with the applied
measurement conditions, it cannot be
definitely stated if plutonium is the main

element present in the sample. The isosurfaces are calculated at 20 % of maximum intensity
for each element. Please note that the isosurfaces on the drawing are transparent. Changes in

Fig. 1. Spatial distribution of selected elements 
reconstructed from the results of the confocal μ-
XRF experiment for one of the particles. 

 
 



the spatial distribution of Pu, Fe, and Ti within the particle are shown in Fig. 2a, 2b, and 2c.  
Distinct elemental patterns are clearly visible at the higher concentration levels. The 
distributions of Cr, Cu, and Pb were also reconstructed but the results are not presented here.  
 

 
As it is shown in Fig. 1, the correlation between elements is good at low concentrations but 
the maxima of concentrations are not strongly correlated (see Fig. 2.). In general, the particle 
is inhomogeneous in terms of its elemental composition. Similar inhomogeneities were found 
for other particles with Pu identified as a major element in three of the six particles examined. 
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Fig. 2. Spatial distributions of a) plutonium, b) 
iron, and c) titanium are presented. A color 
palette is used to differentiate between the 
different concentration levels.  
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