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Generation and monitoring of directed neutrino beams using electron-capture β-decay sources
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Analysis shows that directed neutrino beams could be generated by using electron-capture β-decay sources,
and the requirements for the magnetic field and temperature are discussed. The recoil forces produced by 119Sb
and 57Co sources are estimated, and it is shown that the neutrino emissions from a 119Sb source could be detected
using an atomic force microscope.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Experiments on the nature and properties of neutrinos
have strongly suggested that neutrinos are massive and that
they oscillate between flavors [1]. The next generation of
experiments is being planned and developed [2], and sub-
stantial improvements in experimental signal-to-noise ratios
could be realized if new directional sources of neutrinos are
produced [3]. Such neutrino beam sources could help resolve
several fundamental questions (e.g., neutrino mass, neutrino
oscillations, and details of the electroweak interaction) [4].
The analysis presented in this paper suggests that a directed,
essentially monoenergetic neutrino beam can be generated
from a radioactive substance, which decays through electron-
capture β decay, without the use of an accelerator. We also
show that the recoil force produced by the neutrino emissions
of a radioactive substance could be detected by an atomic
force microscope (AFM), which allows new approaches to
neutrino experiments to be contemplated. For example, if the
recoil forces produced by neutrinos can be directly compared
experimentally to those produced by photons of similar
energy, new approaches to the neutrino mass problem may be
developed. Recent reports [5] of the detection of superluminal
neutrinos would suggest that alternative approaches to large
source neutrino experiments might also fruitfully be explored.

II. THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Our basic idea is the following. Assume that we have
a diamagnetic substance that contains nuclei that decay by
electron-capture β decay. For clarity, let the only allowed
decay be a Gamow-Teller transition with a decrease in the
nuclear spin I of one unit: I → I − 1. Also, assume that the
radioactive nuclei are highly polarized by an external magnetic
field at low temperatures. In this case, the z component of
nuclear spin before decay is Iz = I , and the z component
of the total angular momentum of the system is Fz = Iz.
The electron-capture β decay produces an unpaired electron
in the daughter atom (ignoring shake ups and shake offs)
with spin S = 1

2 and a neutrino with spin V = 1
2 . The only

combination of the three spins that satisfies the conservation
of the z component of the total angular momentum would be
as follows: Iz = I − 1, Sz = 1

2 , and Vz = 1
2 (see Fig. 1).

By taking the helicity requirement that the emitted neutrino’s
linear momentum is opposite to the direction of its spin into

consideration, we come to the conclusion that, in this case,
electron-capture decay generates a directed neutrino beam that
propagates in the negative z direction (opposite to the applied
magnetic field).

The directionality of the beam is then determined by the
degree of polarization of the parent nuclei, which depends
on the strength and homogeneity of the magnetic field at the
nuclei, the nuclear magnetic moment, and the temperature.
Because the final state usually contains only the neutrino
and the recoiling daughter system, such sources produce
relatively narrow line emissions [6]. In real systems, there may
be competing branches and secondary processes that would
interfere somewhat with the desirable characteristics of such
sources, but compared to energetically broad omnidirectional
reactor sources, the expected improvements are significant.

A good source can easily be modulated, and there is a simple
and direct way to monitor the intensity and direction of the
beam. With neutrino sources, these issues are extreme because
detecting the neutrinos themselves is so very difficult. For
the beam sources being considered, the beams can be steered
using the applied magnetic field, and source characteristics
can be modified by using temperature and, potentially, rf
pumping. The proposed electron-capture sources also have
another significant feature, namely, the directed recoils that
may allow real-time monitoring of the neutrino beam intensity
and its directionality.

A directed neutrino beam generates an average recoil force
F = Ṗ , where Ṗ is the average rate of generation of neutrino
momentum. For a massless neutrino, Ṗ = Ė/c, where Ė is
the power of the neutrino radiation. The value of Ė can be
expressed in terms of the number N of radioactive atoms
present Ė = αEν = ln(2)NEνT1/2, where Eν is the energy
of an individual neutrino, α is the decay rate (activity) of the
source, and ln(2)/T1/2 is the decay constant in terms of the
half-life T1/2. The magnitude of the average recoil force F

then is given by

F = ln(2)

T1/2

Eν

c
N, (1)

And by using expression (1), we can find the number of
radioactive atoms that produce a particular average force F .

To complete the basic considerations, we examine the
opportunities to relax the requirements for very large external
magnetic fields. Large internal magnetic fields at the atomic
nuclei are known to occur in many systems due to hyperfine
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FIG. 1. Direction of the external magnetic field Bext and spins
before and after decay. I , S, and V are the nuclear, electron, and
neutrino spins, respectively. The nuclear magnetic moment was
assumed to be positive.

interactions. In paramagnetic and, especially, ferromagnetic
systems, a relatively small external field can then orient the
electronic moments and through the associated hyperfine
fields, can orient the nuclear moments as well, producing
large nuclear polarizations and hyperfine splitting [7]. If the
temperature of the system is not low compared to the hyperfine
splitting, the nuclei would only be partially polarized. To
account for this, we will count all possible basis spin states
before and after decay. As an example, for the initial state
Iz = I − 1, there are three final states (“channels”), which
satisfy conservation of the z component of the total angular
momentum:

(1) Iz = I − 1, Sz = 1/2, Vz = −1/2

(2) Iz = I − 1, Sz = −1/2, Vz = 1/2 (2)

(3) Iz = I − 2, Sz = 1/2, Vz = 1/2

By taking all possible channels into consideration, we can
compute the probability of the neutrino spin excess �P =
P↑ −P↓ after the decay where

P↑ =
∑
m

PmXm↑/Xm,

(3)
P↓ =

∑
m

PmXm↓/Xm, −I � m � I.

In this equation, we use the notation m = Iz, Pm is the
occupation probability for the nuclear spin state |m〉 before
decay,

Pm = emμB/IkBT

/ ∑
m

emμB/IkBT . (4)

Xm↑ (Xm↓) is the number of decay channels from the
initial state |m〉 to the final state with the neutrino spin
Vz = 1

2 (Vz = − 1
2 ), Xm is the total number of decay channels

from state |m〉, B is the magnitude of the magnetic field
at the nuclei, μ is the nuclear magnetic moment, kB is the
Boltzmann constant, and T is the temperature. For example,
in the initial state |m〉 = |I − 1〉, it follows from formulas (2):
Xm↑ = 2, Xm↓ = 1, Xm = 3. In Eqs. (3), we assume equal
probability for all the channels that correspond to a given value
of m. Also, we assume that the initial z component of the
atomic electron spin associated with the outer shells does not
change in the process of decay. Finally, for partially polarized
nuclei, the magnitude of the recoil force can be estimated as
F = ln(2)NEν�P/cT1/2.

III. EXPERIMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS

Table I shows the characteristics of some electron-capture
isotopes of interest, i.e., those where the nuclear spin decreases
by one unit for at least one major branch. X-ray and γ -ray
energies and intensity information are from Ref. [8], K-shell
energies are from Ref. [9], and the magnetic moments are
from Ref. [10]. Sources for internal hyperfine field values
are indicated in the table. The K-capture neutrino energy
corresponds to the rest of the mass energy difference between
the neutral parent and the daughter atoms, less the K-shell
binding energy and any nuclear excitation in the daughter. The
selection includes four representative examples with principal
neutrino emission energies between 320 and 1343 keV.

Consider a sample of ferromagnetic cobalt enriched with
57Co, a widely used isotope. A weak external magnetic
field (less than 1 T) saturates the ferromagnetic sample. The
hyperfine field at the cobalt nuclei is about 22.5 T and points in
the direction opposite the electronic magnetization M (see, for
example, Ref. [11]). The magnetic moment of 57Co is 2.38 ×
10−26 J/T [10], and the hyperfine splitting is, approximately,
11 mK. The isotope 57Co decays to 57Fe with a decrease in
the nuclear spin from 7/2 to 5/2 [8]. The directions of the
spins before and after decay are shown in Fig. 2. Note that,
in Fig. 2, the external magnetic field points in the negative
z direction, whereas, the nuclear spin is polarized in the
positive z direction. In this case, the neutrino beam propagates
in the direction of the external magnetic field. The half-life
of 57Co is 272 days, and the primary neutrino energy is
692 keV [8,9].

Another example is a sample enriched with 119Sb, which
has a magnetic moment μ = 1.74 × 10−26 J/T [10]. It decays
to 119Sn with a decrease in the nuclear spin from 5/2 to 3/2 [8].
The decay half-life is 38.2 h, and the emitted neutrino energy
is 538 keV for the primary K-capture branch [8,9]. Antinomy
has been found to have quite large internal hyperfine fields,
including values as high as 70.6 T [13], so a hyperfine splitting
of, approximately, 36 mK may be achievable.

The history of small force measurement is rich and includes
such classics as the Coulomb and the Cavendish balances and
the more recently developed optical tweezers and AFM. To
gain an appreciation for the sensitivity of AFM devices, it is
informative to first consider the possibility of detecting the

FIG. 2. Direction of the external magnetic field Bext, electron
magnetization M, hyperfine field Bhf , and nuclear, neutrino, and
atomic electron spins before and after decay.
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TABLE I. Characteristics of some electron-capture isotopes.

K-capture Daughter Daughter Daughter
Isotope Half-life Parent Daughter neutrino Branching γ -ray γ -ray K-shell x-ray x-ray Magnetic Hyperfine Level

(d) state state energy fraction energy intensity energy energy intensity moment field splitting
(keV) (%) (keV) (%) (keV) (keV) (%) (nm) (T) (mK)

57Co 272 7/2 − 5/2 − 692 99.8 136.5 10.7 7.11 7.1 5.9 4.720 22.5 [11] 11
122.1 85.6 6.4 49.5
14.4 9.2 0.7 1.5

65Zn 244 5/2 − 3/2 − 1343 48.5 0 8.98 8.9 4.1 0.7690 18.785 [12] 2
188∗ 1.4 511.0 2.8 8.0 34.2

5/2 − 228 50.0 1115.5 50.0 0.9 1.2
119Sb 1.59 5/2 + 3/2 + 538 100 23.9 16.5 29.20 29.1 1.9 3.45 70.6 [13] 36

28.5 6.8
28.4 3.5
25.3 38.9
25.0 21.0
3.4 11.8

131Cs 9.69 5/2 + 3/2 + 320 100 0 34.56 34.4 2.1 3.543 33.3 [14] 17
33.6 10.7
29.8 38.9
29.5 21.1
4.1 8.6

∗Mean-neutrino energy from the β+ component.

recoil due to the neutrino emitted in a single electron-capture
β-decay event. As is customary, we treat the cantilever of the
AFM as a simple harmonic oscillator [15].

To be directly detectable, the recoil energy deposited in the
AFM cantilever by the neutrino emission should be larger than
the average thermal energy,

ER = P 2
ν

2meff
> ET = 1

2
kBT = 1

2
kcx

2
T , (5)

where Pν is the neutrino momentum, meff is the effective mass
of the cantilever, T is the cantilever temperature, kc is the
cantilever spring constant, and xT is the average thermal noise
amplitude of the cantilever, or

Pν �
√

meffkBT =
√

kckBT

ω2
c

, (6)

and ωc is the angular frequency of the cantilever oscillations.
By using the parameters for the cantilever used in the
first sub-atto-Newton force measurement [16], the minimum
detectable individual neutrino emission energy would be about
2 GeV. Subsequent developments [17,18] have lowered this
significantly to 680 and 180 MeV, respectively. This is still
2 to 3 orders of magnitude larger than the typical energy
of neutrinos emitted in electron-capture events in atoms, so
direct observation of the individual recoils would be quite
challenging. However, should efforts to detect individual
nuclear spins be successful [17,19], detection of individual
recoils would likely also be within reach.

Detecting the average deflection of a cantilever due to a
beam of emitted neutrinos may, however, be more readily
achievable. AFMs have been developed to study a variety of
small forces, which include some devices with large structures

mounted on the cantilever [20] and some with micron-sized
particles attached to the cantilever [17,18]. To be considered a
beam, the fluctuations in the source intensity should be small,
and to be detectable, the recoil force amplitude should be larger
than any noise sources. For such an essentially static measure-
ment, we will assume a source activity of at least 1 MBq and
a conservative dc sensitivity for the AFM of 1 pN [21].

Assume that a sample containing 119Sb or 57Co is attached
securely to an AFM tip. From expression (1), we obtain the
number of unstable 119Sb nuclei needed to produce a 1-pN
force to be N = 6.9 × 1014. The corresponding activity α =
3.5 GBq and the mass of the antimony atoms would be about
1.4 × 10−10 kg. For 57Co, the number of atoms required
to produce a 1-pN force would be N = 9.2 × 1016. The
corresponding activity would be α = 2.7 GBq, and the mass
of the cobalt atoms is 8.7 × 10−9 kg. At these relatively large
activities, the statistical fluctuations in the decay rate during a
sampling time on the order of seconds would be expected to be
negligible. To illustrate the expected temperature dependence,
we show the spin excess �P and the number of radioactive
antinomy atoms required to produce a 1-pN recoil force as a
function of temperature in Fig. 3.

The actual mass of AFM tips is another consideration. From
the dimensions of the silicon tip of the Tap190-G series made
by Ted Pella, Inc. [22], we obtain a tip volume of about 6 ×
10−14 m3. By multiplying by the silicon density of 2330 kg/m3,
we find the tip mass is 1.4 × 10−10 kg. Assume that the
temperature of a sample that contains 119Sb is 25 mK [23].
From formulas (3) and (4), we find the neutrino spin excess
�P = 0.82. Then, the mass of the antimony atoms needed
for a measurement is 1.7 × 10−10 kg, which is on the same
order of magnitude as the mass of an AFM tip. This comparison
suggests that neutrino emission from an antinomy source could
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FIG. 3. The spin excess �P and the number of radioactive
antinomy atoms required to produce a 1-pN recoil force for a
ferromagnetic sample containing the isotope 119Sb.

be detected by using conventional AFM techniques, provided
the sample can be made cold enough.

Perhaps the most significant remaining concern is the heat
load due to the radioactivity. For 119Sb, the worst-case heat load
would be the sum of the daughter nuclear state excitation of
23.9 keV and the maximum K-capture electronic excitation of
29.2 keV, which netts a maximum of 53.1 keV per decay [8,9].
However, the data in Ref. [8] indicate that a 23.9-keV γ ray
is emitted in 16.5% of decays and that K x rays with energies
between 25.0 and 29.1 keV are emitted in 72.1% of decays.
With careful design and materials selection, most of these x
and γ rays could be allowed to escape the cold region, so we
will assume a total average heat load of (1 − 0.165) × 23.9 +
(1 − 0.721) × 29.2 + 0.721 × 4.2 = 31 keV per decay. This

corresponds to a heat load for a 3.5-GBq source of some
17 μW. Commercial refrigerators can provide several hundred
microwatts of cooling power at 100 mK [24], but the cooling
power of these devices drops with decreasing temperature.
At a temperature of 25 mK, the cooling power of a 300-μW
dilution refrigerator will be about 20 μW, which is greater than
the estimated heat load [25]. Thus, developing and monitoring
beam source components with this magnitude of activity seems
practical and worth pursuing. To scale up further, an array
of sources would likely be needed with the configuration
chosen to match the intended detector. As with the detection of
individual neutrino emission events, large source experiments
would be very challenging, even with an array of thousands of
directional β-decay sources.

In conclusion, we suggest the generation of directional
neutrino beams by using electron-capture β-decay sources,
estimate the corresponding recoil forces, demonstrate the
opportunity for detection of the neutrino emissions using
atomic force microscopy, and suggest that directional electron-
capture sources might be produced whose properties might
rival or might surpass, in some respects, those based on reactor
or accelerator sources.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The authors would like to sincerely thank D. Rugar for
sharing his insight on the limits of AFM force measurements
and R. Cain for very useful discussions. We are also very
grateful to G. Carugno, whose visit and encouragement
prompted this reexamination of polarized electron-capture β

decay.

[1] M. C. Gonzalez-Garcia and M. Maltoni, Phys. Rep. 460, 1
(2008).

[2] A. Bandyopadhyay et al., Rep. Prog. Phys. 72, 106201 (2009).
[3] P. Zucchelli, Phys. Lett. B 532, 166 (2002); J. Sato, Phys. Rev.

Lett. 95, 131804 (2005).
[4] See, for example, C. Giunti and C. W. Kim, Fundamentals of

Neutrino Physics and Astrophysics (Oxford University Press,
USA, 2007).

[5] T. Adam et al., arXiv:1109.4897.
[6] See, for example, C. S. Wu and S. A. Moszkowski, in

Interscience Mongraphs and Texts in Physics and Astronomy,
Vol. XVI (Wiley, New York, 1966), p. 196; K. Grotz and
H. V. Klapdor, in The Weak Interaction in Nuclear, Particle
and Astrophysics (A. Hilger, Bristol, 1990), p. 83.

[7] Hyperfine Interactions, edited by A. J. Freeman and R. B.
Frankel (Academic Press, New York, 1967).

[8] US National Nuclear Data Center: http://www.nndc.bnl.gov/
chart/. Isotope specific data may be accessed by following links
from the chart.

[9] J. A. Bearden and A. F. Burr, Rev. Mod. Phys. 39, 125 (1967).
[10] Table of Nuclear Magnetic Moments: http://ie.lbl.gov/toipdf/

mometbl.pdf.

[11] W. Proctor et al., Phys. Lett. 20, 621 (1966).
[12] I. Berkes et al., Hyperfine Interact. 75, 301 (1992).
[13] G. Langouche et al., J. Phys. Colloq. Suppl. 12, 37, C6 (1976).
[14] C. J. Ashworth et al., Hyperfine Interact. 59, 461 (1990).
[15] See, for example, in Handbook of Nanotechnology, 3rd ed.,

Part C, edited by B. Bhushan (Springer, Berlin, 2010).
[16] H. J. Mamin and D. Rugar, Appl. Phys. Lett. 79, 3358 (2001).
[17] O. Usenko et al., Appl. Phys. Lett. 98, 133105 (2011).
[18] M. Poggio, C. L. Degen, H. J. Mamin, and D. Rugar, Phys. Rev.

Lett. 99, 017201 (2007).
[19] D. Rugar et al., Nature (London) 430, 329 (2004).
[20] R. Castillo-Garza et al., J. Phys.: Conf. Ser. 161, 012005 (2009).
[21] F. Ohnesorge and G. Binnig, Science 260, 1451 (1993).
[22] tedpella.com, Tap 190-G series.
[23] D. V. Pelekhov et al., Rev. Sci. Instrum. 70, 114 (1999).
[24] See, for example, http://www.oxinst.com/products/low-temper

ature/dilution-refrigerators/cryogen-free-dilution-refrigerator/
Pages/triton.aspx; http://www.janis.com/Products/productsover
view/DilutionRefrigerators/JDryCryogenFreeDilutionRefrigera
tors.aspx#

[25] D. Vandeplassche et al., Nucl. Instrum. Methods 186, 211
(1981).

034615-4

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.physrep.2007.12.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.physrep.2007.12.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/0034-4885/72/10/106201
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0370-2693(02)01576-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.95.131804
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.95.131804
http://arXiv.org/abs/arXiv:1109.4897
http://www.nndc.bnl.gov/chart/
http://www.nndc.bnl.gov/chart/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/RevModPhys.39.125
http://ie.lbl.gov/toipdf/mometbl.pdf
http://ie.lbl.gov/toipdf/mometbl.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0031-9163(66)91143-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF02398986
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF02401272
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.1418256
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.3570628
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.99.017201
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.99.017201
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature02658
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/1742-6596/161/1/012005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.260.5113.1451
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.1149551
http://www.oxinst.com/products/low-temperature/dilution-refrigerators/cryogen-free-dilution-refrigerator/Pages/triton.aspx
http://www.oxinst.com/products/low-temperature/dilution-refrigerators/cryogen-free-dilution-refrigerator/Pages/triton.aspx
http://www.oxinst.com/products/low-temperature/dilution-refrigerators/cryogen-free-dilution-refrigerator/Pages/triton.aspx
http://www.janis.com/Products/productsoverview/DilutionRefrigerators/JDryCryogenFreeDilutionRefrigerators.aspx
http://www.janis.com/Products/productsoverview/DilutionRefrigerators/JDryCryogenFreeDilutionRefrigerators.aspx
http://www.janis.com/Products/productsoverview/DilutionRefrigerators/JDryCryogenFreeDilutionRefrigerators.aspx
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0029-554X(81)90908-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0029-554X(81)90908-3



