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Anthropogenic 236U in the Environment
The long-lived radioisotope Uranium-236 (T½ = 23.4 million years) is one of the most prolific products of the nuclear age, yet it has been little studied in the environment.  It is produced by neutron capture on 235U, and hence is a marker for contamination by irradiated uranium.  Also it is the daughter product of the decay of 240Pu (T½ = 6570 years).

We are using Accelerator Mass Spectrometry to measure uranium isotopic ratios in samples containing as little as 100ng of uranium.  This requires detection of low currents of 235U and 238U, while counting 236U ions.  We have studied samples from a range of sites which have been affected by contamination from the operation of reprocessing plants, the Chernobyl accident, the use of depleted uranium munitions, and tests of nuclear weapons.  While irradiated uranium is the dominant source of 236U, we are also able to detect 236U resulting from 240Pu decay.
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