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An integrative solid-state nuclear track detector (CR-39) was used to measure energetic charged
particles formed during an electrochemical co-deposition of Pd/D. Tracks of alpha particles ranging
in energy from 1.0 to 7.5 ± 0.5 MeV were measured. Tracks of energetic protons were observed.
Evidence of triple alpha tracks appearing to originate from the same point lead to possible evidence
of secondary reactions between energetic neutrons and carbon within the detector. No support-
ing evidence of energetic particle formations were observed for the co-deposition of Cu/D and no
significant background radiation was observed on a detector in a cell filled with deionized water.

I. INTRODUCTION

It is debated whether energetic charged particles are
produced during a Pd/D co-deposition process. The
co-deposition process was first introduced in 1991 by
Szpak et al. [1] In 2007 the first reported observations
of energetic charged particle emission using this method
were reported by Mosier-Boss et al. [2] who also has
summarized the advantages and disadvantages of CR-39
in the context of Pd/D co-deposition [3]. Since then,
this processs has been reproduced by a group at SRI
International and a group at UCSD as described by
Krivit & Marwin [4]. It has also been reproduced by a
group at the Institute of Physics NAS of Ukraine [5].
Some have suggested that these observations are
spurious results [6,7]. A question that arises in the
discussion of results is the detection method. The use of
Columbia Resin 39 (CR-39), a solid-state nuclear track
detector (SSNTD) that is integrative over time, is
commonly used to detect energetic charged particles.

In 1978, Cartwright et al. [8] were the first to
demonstrate that CR-39, (composition C12H18O7)
could be used to detect particles of nuclear origin.
CR-39 is formed through the polymerization of
diethyleneglycol bis allycarbonate in the presence of an
isopropyl peroxydicarbonate catalyst [9]. It is
insensitive to electromagnetic fields and has been well
characterized for protons, deuterons, tritons, alpha
particles, and neutrons [10]. This detector is optically
clear, amorphous, and has been manufactured in such a
way that when heated, pressurized, or exposed to
radiation the curing process creates a chemical bond
that prevents the material from changing phase; making
it a thermoset resin.

CR-39 is commonly used to detect charged particles
from inertial confinement fusion (ICF) plasmas [10], as
well as proton spectrometers at the National Ignition
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Facility [11]. Other uses include detection and
characterization of cosmic particle reactions aboard the
International Space Station [12] and it is commonly
used for radon testing [13]. In 2014 CERN developed a
passive neutron dosimeter based on CR-39 nuclear track
detectors, which has been successfully tested at the
CERF facility at CERN [14].

When energetic charged particles traverse through the
SSNTD they leave a trail of broken bonds and free
radicals. CR-39 can be used to distinguish particle
energies between energies from 0.144 MeV to 19.0 MeV.
[15] due to the Linear Energy Transfer (LET) function
of the SSNTD. This LET function is an intrinsic
property of the detector that governs the amount of
energy that a charged energetic particle transfers to the
material per distance. Slower particles spend more time
in a given location, hence depositing more of their
energy there. Faster, more energetic particles deposit
less energy in a localized area they are traversing. The
impacted area is more sensitive to chemical etching
than the bulk substance [9]. After exposure to an
etching reagent, tracks created by energetic particles in
the detector can be observed with an optical
microscope. The size, depth of penetration, shape, and
surface luminosity provide information regarding the
mass, energy and direction of motion of the incident
particle just before striking the detector.

It has been suggested that the Pd/D co-deposition
electrochemical cell has a highly loaded Pd lattice with
deuterium, which may lead to conditions for the
following fusion reactions to occur:
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1H + 2

1H −−→
3
2He (0.82 MeV) + 1

0n (2.5 MeV) (1)
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1H (1.01 MeV) + 1

1H (3.02 MeV) (2)
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4
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0n (14.05 MeV) (3)
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1H + 3

2He −−→ 4
2He (3.68 MeV) + 1

1H (14.62 MeV) (4)
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Evidence of these reactions would result in tracks
created within the SSNTD that display energetic alpha
particles and proton tracks. Neutrons are also produced
but are absent of charge, so they do not directly cause
tracks as they pass through the detector. Instead, the
neutrons can cause secondary reactions through
interactions with detector nuclei; resulting in the
production of charged particles [14]. For detection, a
neutron must either scatter off of detector nuclei
producing a recoil of charged particles, or undergo a
neutron capture and subsequently decay into transient
charged particles. These radioactive decay products can
be measured.

Of the neutron interactions that may occur within the
CR-39 the reaction easiest to identify is the
12C(n, n’)3α carbon break-up reaction.

12
6C + 1

0n (≥ 9.6 MeV) −−→ 3 4
2He + 1

0n (5)

This reaction results in three tracks stemming from one
origin. Appropriately named ’triple tracks,’ these trails
are a key piece of evidence that suggest DT nuclear
reactions.

It is important to note that LiCl is also present in the
electrochemical cell. LiCl serves as a complexing agent
to form PdCl4, which aids in aquation, and it serves as
a background electrolyte during electrolysis. Li can also
co-deposit onto the cathode with D and Pd, and if the
energetic reactions listed in Eqn. 1-4 occur, then it is
plausible to expect a lithium interaction. Li has the
propensity to undergo the following reactions:

6
3Li + 1

0n −−→
4
2He (2.05 MeV) + 3

1H (2.72 MeV) (6)

1
0n (fast) + 7

3Li −−→ 3
1H + 4

2He + 1
0n (slow) (7)

Where in the context of these nuclear reactions, fast
neutrons hold energy values ranging from 1 - 20 MeV,
while slow neutrons have energy of 1 - 10 eV.

II. MATERIALS AND METHODS

The butyrate electrochemical cells (1.12”× 1.125”×
2.5”) were purchased from Rideout Plastics. Within the
cell a polyethylene mesh (often used for cross stitch and
available at craft stores) supported the cathode (99.99%
Au 0.25 mm wire, Sigma-Aldrich) and anode (99.99%
Pt 0.25 mm wire, Sigma Aldrich). The wires were
cleaned in a 10% nitric acid solution. The upper
portion of the electrodes were shrink wrapped in clear
polyethylene to assure that no deposit forms on the wire
above the cathode. If any deposit forms on the wire
above the detector and makes contact with air-solution

interface, the Pd will release the electrolytically loaded
deuterium gas from the exposed deposit.

Before placing the CR-39 behind the cathode and
securing it with fishing line, care was taken to remove a
small corner of the polyethylene detector cover on the
numbered side of the notched edge and expose it to 5
seconds of an Am-241 source [9]. This corner is used to
calibrate the detector after it has been processed. On
the obverse side, the lower half of the polyethylene
cover was removed, and the detector was secured
behind the cathode to the polyethylene mesh using
fishing line. The upper half of the detector that
remained in contact with the unwrapped wire still had
its polyethylene cover. A bridge of the polyethylene
mesh was used to secure the two mesh supports to the
sides of the cell as shown in Figure 1.

FIG. 1. Image of the copper deposit on the Au cathode during
the second run in a Cu/D electrolytic cell. The cell geometry
shown is similar to that which was used for all the experi-
mental runs. The image displays the: CR-39 detector, Au
cathode, Pt anode, polyethylene mesh supports and bridge.

A 0.03 M solution of PdCl2 (99.9%, Pd Fisher
Scientific) with 0.3M LiCl (anhydrous, free-flowing,
Sigma Aldrich) in 20 mL D2O (99.99%, Sigma Aldrich)
was placed in the cell after the PdCl2 dissolved. The
reagents were measured using a precision weight scale
(Melter, AE 240). The cells were connected in series to
a constant current source (Instek, PS-6010) and a
voltmeter (Keysight Technologies U3401A 4 1

2 Digital
Dual Display Multimeter). The current was held near
0.1 mA for 24 hours, increased to roughly 0.2 mA for
the next 24 hours, and then remained at approximately
0.5 mA until the solution became nearly clear (5 to 7
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days). The low initial current promotes good adherence
of the Pd to the Au cathode. After the solution cleared,
the current is increased to 1, 5, 10, 25, 50, and 100 mA
over 24 hour intervals. Figures 2-3 show the cells at the
beginning and end of an experimental run. Tables S1-S3
in the supplementary section provide the date, time,
current, and voltage measurements for the three Pd/D
runs, as well as the control experiments.

Alongside the cell containing Pd were two control cells.
One control cell followed the same set-up and
procedures above but used CuCl2 rather than PdCl2.
Palladium is sometimes referred to as a ’metal sponge’
because it soaks up hydrogen similar to how a porous
material would soak up water. At standard ambient
temperature and pressure, palladium can absorb up to
900 times its own volume of hydrogen [16, 17]. This
effect is poorly understood, yet we do know that a
contributing factor is the lattice structure for Pd. Its
face centered cubic parameters are: 389.07, 389.07,
389.07 pm, large enough to contain deuterium atoms
(charge radius of 2.14 fm [18]).

FIG. 2. Two experimental cells near the start of the sec-
ond run. The darker brown color indicates aqueous Pd while
the light blue is indicative of aqueous Cu. As the electroly-
sis is carried out palladium and copper will adhere to their
respective cathodes, allowing the solutions to become more
transparent as the experiment proceeds.

Copper retains similar properties, it is a face centered
cubic structure with lattice parameters of 361.49,
361.49, 361.49 pm. The only significant difference
between Pd/D and Cu/D is that Pd undergoes
deuterium loading while Cu does not. Outside of this
difference, the metal ion reduction process,
electrochemical dissociation, and dendritic deposit
formed are nearly congruent for both cells. The second
control cell for each experimental run consisted of
CR-39 with its polyethylene cover half removed
(identical to the active cells), but submerged in
deionized water and placed in the same hood to
measure ambient radiation. The detector measuring
background radiation was not vertically oriented as

FIG. 3. Two experimental cells during the second run after
the palladium and the copper have electrochemically plated
out of solution.

those in the electrolytic cell, however the vertical
orientation was done in previous experiments [9].

At the end of the experiment, the CR-39 was carefully
removed and rinsed with deionized water. Before the
CR-39 can be etched, a thermodynamically stable
environment was created to control the etch rate. An
Erlenmeyer flask was filled with deionized water, placed
on a hotplate (Corning PC-420D), and insulated with
aluminum foil as seen in Figure 4. The temperatures
were recorded using a digital thermometer every half
hour. Once the temperature inside the flasks reached
62-65 ◦C, test tubes of 6.5 M NaOH were inserted.
Tables S4-S6 in the supplementary section provide the
time and temperature data for each etching procedure.
The detectors were etched for 7.5 hours and removed
from the test tube. The detectors were then rinsed in
deionized water, placed in acetic acid for 5 minutes to
ensure the end of the etching process, and thoroughly
rinsed again with deionized water. The detectors were
then air dried and archived.

FIG. 4. To maintain a thermodynamically stable etching en-
vironment, the flasks were insulated with aluminum foil.
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The CR-39 was examined using a Konus, Campus
optical microscope (BM-100-FL) with 10× and 40×
magnification. With IS Capture software and CCD
microscope camera (Optixcam, KC110307143),
dimensions of the pits were recorded. These were
measured by taking the major and minor axis of
elliptical tracks, or radii for normally incident particles
as seen in Figure 5.

FIG. 5. Charged particles that enter the detector normal to
the surface appear as circular tracks. Conversely, particles
that enter the detector from angles less than 90◦ display an
elliptical track.

Due to variations in the CR-39 manufacturing process,
it is common practice to calibrate each detector by
irradiating a small corner for 5 seconds with a source
where the energy is known. Each run’s detector was
calibrated using the known energy of the alpha particles
emitted by the Am-241 source (Figure 6) and Track
Test as described below. This source could not be in
direct contact with the CR-39 detector, rather there
was between 1 to 3 mm of air separating it from the
detector depending on the run. Energy loss estimates
were taken into account when calibrating each detector.
These estimates were made using Stopping and Range
of Ions in Matter (SRIM). After the detector was
etched, measurements of the pits created by the Am-241
source were used to calibrate the Pd/D alpha particle
pit measurements.

In areas of high pit density, it is almost impossible to
distinguish individual tracks from one another as they
overlap and display an inaccurate representation of
expected singular pit dimensions. Because of this, most
of the data collected were in regions of less track
density. It is also difficult to differentiate particle
species because of the energy losses due to the distance
charged particles must traverse to interact with the
detector. The Pd deposit, Au wire, thin solution
separation, and polyethylene layer are all regions charge
particles deposit energy before finally coming to rest
within the CR-39.

FIG. 6. 40× microscope image of Am-241 5.5 MeV alpha
particle track measurements. These were used to calibrate
the alpha particle energies observed within the CR-39 for each
experimental run.

The pits were distinguished from superficial blemishes
in a number of ways. Charged particle tracks are clean
edged pits which show brighter regions deeper within
the track due to internal reflection near the end of the
pit. Figure 7 displays a region of the CR-39 detector
where three images were taken at different focal lengths
and overlaid to display optical contrast.

FIG. 7. 40× magnification photographs of CR-39. When the
focal length is adjusted, the light from the microscope lamp
reflects off the walls of the conical track resulting in a brighter
region. The largest image is an overlay at three different focal
lengths. Three images below show the progression of increas-
ing focal length. Image a is of the shortest focal length while
images Image b and Image c have longer focal lengths in
increasing progression. The coalesce point becomes more re-
fined as the focal length is increased. By doing this, maximum
optical contrast may be observed.
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FIG. 8. Photograph of experimental Cu/D CR-39 at 10×
magnification from Run 3. The image displayed shows
what is typically observed following the etching procedure.
The only observable markings represent superficial blemishes
(e.g.scratches and dust)

III. DATA AND ANALYSIS

After each experimental run, the Pd/D CR-39 was
abundant with charged particle tracks. In contrast,
Figure 8 displays CR-39 used on a Cu/D experimental
run where no tracks are observed. Sample measure-
ments of approximately 45 points were taken by hand
for each of the three Pd/D runs. This was done to get a
relative energy approximation for the observed
co-deposition generated alpha particles. Although
dimensions of proton tracks were measured as seen in
Figure 9, they have not yet been characterized.

FIG. 9. Photogtraph of CR-39 at 40× magnification. A very
small track oriented on the back side of the SSNTD indicates
the presence of a proton. This location requires the parti-
cles detected to be considerably more energetic to traverse
through the entire 200µm thick detector.

To obtain a reasonable etch rate and estimation of the
charged particle energy distribution within the detector,
we used Track Test ; a program developed by Nikezic
and Yu [19]. The common use of Track Test is to
predict what charged particle dimensions (e.g. major
and minor axis), appear to be within a SSNTD;
provided the energy, angle of incidence, detector type,

and bulk etch rate. The amount of localized damage
along the track is related to the rate at which energy is
lost by the particle (dE/dx where x is the distance
along the track). As the etching time is increased, the
diameter and depth of the track increase at the same
rate. The dimensions of the pit for a given particle type
are directly related to the particle’s incident energy.

Track Test was first used to determine the bulk etch
rate and a good fit for the pits left behind by alpha
particles of a known energy (Am -241 calibration).
Once a good fit was found for a CR-39 detector, tables
were created of pit dimensions for various incident
angles of an alpha particle with a given energy. These
tables (Tables S7-S9) were constructed for each of the
detectors used in the Pd runs with a 0.5 MeV step size
in energy. Following the calibration tables, each of the
pits measured in the Pd runs were fitted to a given
energy, as shown in Table S10-S12.

Other tracks observed infer the presence of neutrons,
however they are more difficult to distinguish from
charged particles. Triple tracks show three separate pits
stemming from one singular point. This is used to
differentiate neutrons from other overlapping charged
particles in CR-39. The focal length of the microscope
is adjusted deeper into the track to identify if the light
in each track appears to coalesce to a single point.
During our experimental runs there is evidence that
suggests neutron interactions as seen in Figure 10.
Energetic tritons and deuterons are expected, yet are
similar in size to the observed alphas and with the
various interactions with materials before striking the
CR-39 are not easy to distinguish.

FIG. 10. From all three Pd/D experimental runs, track evi-
dence infers the presence of neutrons. The bottom right image
in the set is different from the rest in that it was photographed
in a region underneath the 200µm polyethylene film. Parti-
cles found in this region are required to be considerably more
energetic because of the added layer of polyethylene.
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FIG. 11. Results of the qualitative analysis from the alpha particle energy distribution in CR-39.

IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The energy distribution from the small random sample
of measurable tracks shows a range of incident alpha
energies upon the detector from 1 to 7 MeV as seen in
Figure 11. The fusion reactions (Eq. 1-4) produce alpha
particles up to 3.68 MeV, provided no extra input
energy. More than 50% of the measurements shown in
Figure 11 for each run are greater than or equal to 4
MeV.

A side-by-side comparison of both alpha particles from
the Am-241 calibration of the detector and from the
Pd/D pit regions are displayed in Figure 12. The
features observed by Pd/D co-deposition are consistent
with those expected from authentic particle tracks
[9,10]. Figure 13 from the Cu/D cell of Run 3, shows
the contrast between chemical damage and a pit created
from an energetic particle. The region with chemical
damage shows an irregular pattern and is inconsistent
with tracks produced by energetic charged particles.
Finding tracks on detectors in the Cu/D cells is rare.

FIG. 12. Image a is a 40× magnification snapshot from
Am-241 alpha particle calibration. Most of the tracks in this
image retain a similar size and optical contrast profile. Image
b is also a 40× magnification snapshot. The tracks from this
image are from the Pd/D co-deposition cell.

Shape, size and focal length differentiation are elements

that we used to separate pits created by charged
particle from chemical damage or superficial blemishes
(e.g. scratches, dust) [4]. As a result, by varying the
focal length of Figure 13 only areas of contrast are
observed within the single track shown.

As discussed vide supra, when analyzing the tracks
resultant of Pd/D co-deposition two pictures are taken.
One at the surface of the pit, another by adjusting the
focal length to the convergence point of the conical
track.

Optical characterization of CR-39 used in Pd/D
co-deposition provides evidence of energetic charged
particles produced during the Pd/D electrolytic cell

FIG. 13. Photograph taken of CR-39 at 40× magnification.
Chemical damage creates this observable fractal-like pattern
on the surface of the detector. This result differs significantly
from tracks resultant of a charged particle.

experiments. The tracks observed are consistent with
those in other experiments using CR-39 to measure
nuclear byproducts [9]. The same effect was not



7

observed in the control experiments using both Cu/D or
the detectors measuring background radiation in the
laboratory area. The results in the Pd/D cell are
significantly above background and show tracks made
by energetic alpha particles, protons, as well as possible
secondary tracks made by energetic neutron
interactions.

Future works include our SSNTDs scanned by a TASL
(Track Analysis Systems Ltd) scanner to gather total
track counts on the detector. The TASL analysis
method uses precision optics to measure the depth and
axis dimensions of the tracks. As a result it ignores any
overlaying tracks present, and hence ignores any
possible triple tracks. The TASL imager provides
energy estimates of the particles causing the tracks and

an accurate identification of protons and alpha particles.

Other areas of study include analyzing the role that
lithium plays within the electrolytic cells. LiCl
dissociates to Li+ similarly to how D2O and PdCl2
dissociate to D+ and Pd2+ cations that adhere to the
Au cathode. Due to the propensity of lithium to
undergo tritium breeding, comparisons between KCl
and LiCl will be analyzed.
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Supplementary Materials for
Evidence of Energetic Charged Particle Emission

During Electrochemical Pd/D Co-deposition

Located in this section are tabulated results from the electrochemical charging procedure (S1-S3), the digital thermometer
measurements from the 7.5 hour 6.5 M sodium hydroxide etching procedure (S4-S6), as well as the elliptical and circular
alpha particle sample data set measurements (S7) for each of the three experimental runs. Also found in this section are the
Am -241 calibration energy tables used to fit the measured Pd/D co-deposition alpha particles. The values displayed in these
tables are a direct result from the output of Track Test.
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TABLE S1. Electrolysis data from the first experimental run.
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TABLE S2. Electrolysis data from the second experimental run.
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TABLE S3. Electrolysis data from the third experimental run.
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TABLE S4. 6.5 M Sodium hydroxide etching data for the first experimental run. Included here also is the etching data for the
background calibration detector done in conjunction with the first experimental run.

TABLE S5. 6.5 M Sodium hydroxide etching data for the second experimental run.
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TABLE S6. 6.5 M Sodium hydroxide etching data for the third experimental run.
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TABLE S7. Energy tables created for the first experimental run.



8

TABLE S8. Energy tables created for the second experimental run.



9

TABLE S9. Energy tables created for the third experimental run.
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TABLE S10. Charged particle track measurements made for the first experimental run. N/A represents measurements that
could not be easily fit.
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TABLE S11. Charged particle track measurements made for the second experimental run. N/A represents measurements that
could not be easily fit.
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TABLE S12. Charged particle track measurements made for the third experimental run. N/A represents measurements that
could not be easily fit.
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