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Reaction cross sections for 8B, 7Be, and 6Li + 58Ni near the Coulomb barrier: Proton-halo effects
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Elastic scattering of 8B, 7Be, and 6Li on a 58Ni target has been measured at energies near the Coulomb barrier.
Optical-model fits were made to the experimental angular distributions, and total reaction cross sections were
deduced. A comparison with other systems provides striking evidence for proton-halo effects on 8B reactions.
As opposed to the situation for the neutron-halo nucleus 6He, for which particle transfer dominates, the “extra”
cross section observed for 8B appears to result entirely from projectile breakup.

DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevC.79.021601 PACS number(s): 25.60.Bx, 25.60.Dz, 25.70.−z

The short-lived radioactive nucleus 8B is adjacent to the
proton drip line and has a very small proton separation energy
of only 0.138 MeV. In addition to its role in the production
of high-energy neutrinos in the Sun [1–5], it has attracted
much attention in the last decade because it may have a
proton halo [6–8]. Some breakup (bu), quasi-elastic, and total
reaction cross section measurements at energies much above
the Coulomb barrier [9–15] have indicated an extended spatial
distribution for the loosely bound proton in 8B, but the question
of the existence of a proton halo has remained open [16,17].
More recently [18,19], an angular distribution for the bu of 8B
on a 58Ni target measured at a near-barrier energy indicated that
Coulomb-nuclear interference at very large distances plays an
important role. This reinforces the idea of the exotic proton-
halo nature of this nucleus. Calculations treating the projectile
as a weakly bound proton orbiting a 7Be core reproduce the
data quite well as long as continuum-continuum couplings
are included [18,20–22]. Single-angle measurements at 25,
26.9, and 28.4 MeV gave consistent values for the absolute
cross sections in agreement with the predicted trend [23].
Additional evidence for the proton halo of 8B, both theoretical
and experimental, has appeared in the literature in recent
years [24–31].

One might wonder whether the near- and sub-barrier
reaction yields for this system would show similarities with,
e.g., previous observations for the neutron-halo projectile 6He,
where large enhancements are observed below the barrier with
a 209Bi target [32–34], and also for targets closer to 58Ni
[35,36]. (For systems with lighter targets such as 6He + 12C
[37] and 6He + 27Al [38] the neutron halo effects seem to be
smaller.) While much work has been done on neutron-halo
nuclei [39,40] the present knowledge of proton-halo effects is
rather scarce [41]. Rehm et al. [42] have studied the fusion of
17F + 208Pb and found a slightly reduced fusion cross section
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below the barrier. Liang et al. [43] have measured bu of
17F on 208Pb and found a very small cross section. It is not
clear, however, that either of these experiments gives relevant
information on the effect of the proton-halo state, which is an
excited state in 17F. The probability of Coulomb Excitation to
the halo state during the fusion reaction is very small [42],
so the proton halo likely did not come into play. Also, the
bu experiment was performed at an energy well above the
Coulomb barrier and in an angular range where absorption
via the imaginary part of the optical potential is very large, so
peripheral breakup, which is sensitive to the halo state, was
not being probed. Similar considerations apply also to recent
measurements for proton-rich isotopes of phosphorus [44].
As a result, it is far from clear that enhanced cross sections
should be expected in the proton-halo case and it is therefore
important that reaction yields near the barrier be studied for
true proton-halo systems. Along these lines, elastic scattering
measurements are reported here for 8B and also its core, the
radioactive nucleus 7Be. For further comparison, additional
data for the stable but weakly-bound projectile 6Li were also
obtained. Preliminary results for 8B have been reported earlier
in the form of Conference Proceedings [45].

A 8B, 7Be, 6Li “cocktail” beam was produced by the
TwinSol radioactive nuclear beam facility at the University of
Notre Dame [46]. A primary beam of 6Li at energies of 29, 31,
33, 35, and 37 MeV was incident on a 3He gas-cell production
target. The corresponding laboratory energies of the secondary
beams, at the target center, were 20.7, 23.4, 25.3, 27.2, and
29.3 MeV for 8B; 15.1, 17.1, 18.5, 19.9, and 21.4 MeV
for 7Be; and 9.9, 11.2, 12.1, 13.0, and 14.0 MeV for 6Li.
The typical primary beam current was 250 particle nA,
giving typical secondary beam rates for 8B, 7Be, and 6Li of
4.0 × 104, 7.3 × 104, and 6.0 × 105 particles/s, respectively.
The corresponding energy widths (FWHM) were 0.86, 1.11,
and 0.90 MeV. An enriched 58Ni target with a thickness of
0.924 mg/cm2 was used for all energies except the lowest one,
where the thickness was 0.98 mg/cm2.
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FIG. 1. One-dimensional spectrum obtained with a PSD. The
elastic scattering peaks for 8B, 7Be, and 6Li are indicated.

The scattered particles were detected with four 24 × 24
mm Si position-sensitive detectors (PSDs) and one E-�E

silicon-detector telescope. The detectors were moved to cover
both forward and backward angles. When used at small
forward angles, where good statistics are obtained, the PSDs
were software sectioned into two halves in order to obtain
data at additional angles. A typical spectrum obtained with a
PSD is presented in Fig. 1. The three elastic peaks are clearly
separated in this spectrum, and the data from the telescope
confirmed that contamination from other ions was negligible.
The energy resolution was sufficient to separate the 58Ni first
excited state (2+, 1.45 MeV), which we did not see for any
projectile. For 8B and 6Li, which have no bound excited states,
the data are then purely elastic. On the other hand, 7Be has a
low-lying bound state at 0.43 MeV that cannot be resolved, so
any corresponding inelastic yield is included in the data.

The experimental angular distributions for (8B, 7Be, 6Li) +
58Ni are shown in Fig. 2. For the first system, the best
optical-model description of the data was obtained with real
and imaginary potentials of the Woods-Saxon type suitably
adjusted for each bombarding energy. The corresponding po-
tential parameters are indicated in Table I and the calculations
are represented by the curves shown in Fig. 2. All χ2/N values
reported in this work refer to χ2 per point. Other potentials
having different, deeper real-well depths gave equivalent fits.
These ambiguities, however, are not relevant for the present
work since the total reaction cross section values calculated
with all well geometries were equivalent as long as the ex-
perimental angular distribution was properly fitted. It is worth

FIG. 2. (Color online) Elastic scattering angular distributions for
(8B, 7Be, 6Li) + 58Ni at the five energies indicated. If not shown, error
bars (purely statistical) are smaller than the size of the symbol. The
curves correspond to optical model calculations with the potentials
of Tables I and II.

pointing out that every acceptable potential had an imaginary
part that extended beyond the corresponding real part. This
suggests absorption at a large distance due to the existence of
a halo state. The reaction cross sections are given in Table I.

In the case of the 7Be projectile, the inelastic scattering
contribution to the quasi-elastic scattering was ignored in the
optical model analysis. Reported measurements [47] for the
mirror nucleus 7Li, which has a similar low-energy excited
state, show that the corresponding inelastic contribution is
negligibly small. For the (7Be, 6Li) + 58Ni systems, the Sao
Paulo potential (SPP) [48] was used for the real part while the
imaginary part was obtained by multiplying the real part times
a factor NI . This factor was chosen to fit the data for each
energy, with the results shown in Table II. A good description
of the data was obtained, as shown by the corresponding
curves in Fig. 2. For 6Li + 58Ni, data previously taken [49]

TABLE I. Optical-model potentials obtained for 8B + 58Ni and the corresponding calculated
reaction cross sections. The real and imaginary parts are volume Woods-Saxon type with radii
given by Rx = rx × (A1/3

P + A
1/3
T ). The depth is in MeV and the radius and diffuseness are in

fm. The Coulomb radius is rC = 1.2 fm.

Elab V rR aR WV rI aI χ 2/N σR(mb)

20.7 10.0 1.30 0.56 166.9 1.26 0.65 0.15 198 ± 50
23.4 11.8 1.30 0.53 166.8 1.22 0.61 0.58 363 ± 50
25.3 11.9 1.28 0.54 166.8 1.21 0.60 0.33 512 ± 50
27.2 10.8 1.30 0.53 166.9 1.24 0.62 0.41 812 ± 45
29.3 10.0 1.30 0.52 173.8 1.26 0.61 0.13 1005 ± 40
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TABLE II. Optical-model potentials obtained for (7Be, 6Li) + 58Ni, and the corresponding
calculated reaction cross sections. The SPP is used for the real part V while the imaginary part
W = NI × V .

7Be + 58Ni 6Li + 58Ni

Elab NI χ 2/N σR(mb) Elab NI χ 2/N σR(mb)

15.1 1.7 0.12 20.4 ± 10 9.9 2.0 0.07 4 ± 2.7
17.1 1.5 0.35 106 ± 30 11.2 0.95 0.62 16.3 ± 9
18.5 0.9 0.70 182 ± 26 12.1 0.78 0.11 43.3 ± 12
19.9 0.9 0.68 330 ± 101 13.0 0.78 0.04 108 ± 36
21.4 1.0 1.12 506 ± 97 14.0 0.95 1.37 235 ± 52

and recently reanalyzed [50] give total reaction cross sections
consistent with our values.

The total reaction cross sections obtained for 8B + 58Ni,
displayed in Fig. 3 with filled circles, show a very large
enhancement with respect to SPP predictions using NI =
0.78 (open circles). The latter represent the values typically
expected for “normal” nuclei [51]. A normalization factor
NI = 3.6 would be required to fit these data. A fusion
excitation function predicted in a one-dimensional barrier
penetration model (BPM) is shown for comparison purposes.
The corresponding barrier parameters (Vb = 20.8 MeV, h̄ω =
4.4 MeV, Rb = 8.9 fm) were obtained from the real SPP plus
the Coulomb potential. They are in good agreement with those
obtained from well-known empirical formulas [52,53].

An integrated breakup cross section was determined from
the data of Ref. [18] and is shown by the square in Fig. 3. A
CDCC calculation was performed for 8B breakup as described
in Refs. [21–23], including the whole energy region where
the present experiment was carried out. It was checked that
the results were not sensitive to the optical-model potentials
used. This calculation reproduces the measured breakup yield
at Elab = 25.8 MeV quite well. (Figure 3 shows the predicted
breakup cross section as a function of energy.)

In order to compare the above with existing results for other
systems [34,35,54,55], a suitable scaling of the data was made
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FIG. 3. (Color online) Total reaction and breakup cross sections
for 8B + 58Ni. The various curves represent calculations that are
discussed in the text.

by dividing the cross sections by the factor (A1/3
p + A

1/3
t )2 and

the energy by the factor ZpZt/(A1/3
p + A

1/3
t ). Arguments have

been given demonstrating that this procedure properly scales
the normal geometrical and/or charge differences between
systems without washing out the dynamical effects of interest
[56]. The results, presented in Fig. 4, are quite interesting: the
halo systems (6He + 209Bi, 6He + 64Zn, 8B + 58Ni) have very
similar reduced cross sections which lie above those for the
weakly-bound “normal” nuclei (Li and Be projectiles). The
most striking result is that the 8B data show an enhancement
similar to that present for the neutron-halo nucleus 6He. In
semiclassical terms, Coulomb polarization favors neutrons in
the halo residing in the region between the core and the target,
which then enhances the reaction probabilities. Since these
neutrons are closer to the target one can understand that they
might tend to be transferred to it, consistent with observations
for 6He + 209Bi. In that system, most of the reaction yield
comes from two-neutron transfer to neutron-unbound levels
in the reaction product [57]. In contrast, an enhancement
driven by particle transfer is not expected for a proton-halo
system. Here, one would expect that Coulomb polarization
would result in the valence proton spending more time at
large distances from the target, shielded by the core from the
full Coulex effect. Core-halo breakup would occur mainly
through the long range Coulomb force, and proton transfer
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FIG. 4. (Color online) Reduced cross sections from the present
work compared with other data. The curves are to guide the eye.
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would be suppressed. Esbensen and Bertsch [58] have shown
that Coulomb breakup is in fact strongly modified by both the
halo nature and the Coulomb polarization of the 8B projectile.
Despite this, the predicted breakup cross section is quite large
and in agreement with experiment.

The present work can give some insight into the role of
transfer processes in the reactions of proton-halo systems. In
this regard, it is interesting to compute the 8B + 58Ni total
reaction cross section from the 7Be reduced reaction yield
scaled according to the 8B mass and charge. This is shown by
the dot-dashed curve in Fig. 3. While much bigger than the
fusion cross section computed from the BPM, it is similar to
the total reaction cross section for “normal” nuclei computed
from the SPP as discussed above (at least at energies above the
Coulomb barrier, i.e., above ∼21 MeV). However the most
important observation is that the sum of this curve plus the
8B breakup yield from the CDCC calculation reproduces the
observed total reaction cross section almost perfectly (Fig. 3).
In other words, the 8B reaction cross section can be entirely
accounted for by breakup of the halo state plus reactions that
occur with the 7Be core, leaving no room for proton transfer.
This suggests an underlying decoupling between the core
and the valence proton, which is an expected feature of a
proton-halo state [16]. The present observations can then be
taken as providing important evidence in favor of a proton-halo
hypothesis for 8B.

In summary, elastic-scattering angular distributions and
total reaction cross sections for the (8B, 7Be, 6Li) + 58Ni
systems are reported for energies near the Coulomb barrier.
The 7Be and 6Li reduced cross sections closely follow the
behavior observed for other systems involving weakly-bound
projectiles, but are strikingly different from those of 8B.
Comparison of the latter with both the expected values
for normal nuclei and data from other systems shows a
remarkable enhancement, similar to that present for the
neutron-halo projectile 6He. However, an important qualitative
difference between the two cases is noted. The enhancement
originates from transfer processes for neutron-halo nuclei, but
is apparently due to breakup in the case of the proton halo.
The difference can be intuitively understood in semiclassical
terms as due to the effect of Coulomb polarization on the
halo state. This interesting observation follows from the fact
that the difference between the total reaction cross sections
for 8B and its core, 7Be, after geometry and charge effects
are removed, is entirely accounted for by the breakup yield
of 8B.
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