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Editor's Notes

The past few months have seen a number of
important meetings, most noteworthy of which was
the fission-track workshop held in El Puerto de
Santa Maria (Cadiz) in Spain. Although   primarily
intended as a European gathering, participants from
Australia, North and South America gave the
meeting  a  truly  international flavour, and
highlighted the need for regular dedicated
workshops. In M AKING  TRACKS IN THE MO NASTERY

T ony H urford presents a revi ew  of the Cadiz
w orkshop. I attended this meeti ng and thoroughly
enj oyed the camaraderie and wi l li ngness to freel y
exchange know ledge and experiences. Such
community spi ri t continues i n thi s i ssue of On Track.
First on offer are three new  sources of softw are.
From A ustrali a w e have an updated MacIntosh
versi on of Rod B rowns MacTrack program used by
many to cal culate and plot thei r age data. An
alternative age calculati on and plotti ng program,
TrackK ey, has been freely avai l able for some time
from Istvan D unkl  who now  offers us another

program for age component anal ysi s. On the same
theme Mark Brandon reports on an upgraded
w indow s versi on of hi s B IN OMFIT program.

There is widespread collaboration amongst the FT
community but how much interaction is there with
other branches of science? Raymond Jonckheere
and Luis Chadderton in their article BACK TO BASICS

highlight how little we (the FT community) have
collaborated with physicists whose knowledge of
complex atomic systems are key to advance
understanding of track formation and behaviour,
and ultimately future refinement of track annealing
models. There is without doubt a strong case for
going back to basics in track research and I would
urge us all to take note of Raymond's plea.

An area where there is a history of cross disciplinary
collaboration is landscape geomorphology. In his
article entitled RIFTED MARGINS, FISSION TRACKS, AND

LANDSCAPE EVOLUTION MODELS  Peter van der Beek
considers the role of low temperature
thermochronology and looks at where future
research is heading. Peter is uniquely placed in this
regard since he has a foot in each camp - he runs a
fission track laboratory and develops numerical
models for landscape evolution. Numerical skills are
not my strong point and if the truth be said nor is it
for many and yet we routinely use statistical models
whether for assessing the quality of our data,
extracting age components, or modelling age and
track length data. Annealing models have become
an integral part of the data interpretation process
and recently new descriptions have been published
for different apatite compositions but we still lack a
basic kinetic model built on sound physical
processes. The closest to this is Carlson's model
published in American Mineralogist back in 1990. In
their article entitled CARLSON'S LAW: A FORMAL

COMPARATIVE STUDY WITH RESPECT TO LASLETT'S LAW

Radid et al, make a numerical comparison between
Carlson's physical model and the widely used
Laslett '87'.

I hope you find these articles informative and
thought provoking.  If there are issues arising from
these articles or if you have general concerns that
you want to sound out with the FT community there
is the web-based fission-track discussion group
FISSION-TRACK@jiscmail.ac.uk  If you do not
already belong to this group you can sign up at;
http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/lists/FISSION-TRACK.html

Finally,Ed Sobel has gallantly offered to take over
editorship of On Track. So for the next issue, due in
January, please forward him your news, gossip,
address changes and most importantly, articles. Ed's
email address is: sobel@rz.uni-potsdam.de

[Andy Carter]
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Short Tracks

Cornelia Spiegel arrived at the University of
Melbourne in April for two years of post-doctoral
studies. Cornelia recently completed her PhD thesis
on the exhumation history of the Central Alps, using
detrital zircon fission track age data at the University
of Tuebingen. Whilst at Melbourne Cornelia will be
working on the low temperature annealing
behaviour of apatite and on projects being
undertaken by the Melbourne Group.

Robin Clayton has joined the London Group to run
the (U-Th)/He facility. Robin is an isotope
geochemist and has previously worked in Sweden
and Germany

Matthias Bernet started a two-year postdoctoral
position in June at University of Canterbury, New
Zealand. Matthias completed his Ph.D. thesis in
May at Yale University on the use of detrital FT
thermochronology to study the exhumational history
of the Alps. He was jointly supervised by Mark
Brandon and John Garver (Union College). At
Canterbury, he will work with Prof. Kari Bassett on
the use of cathodoluminescence for provenance
analysis.

Frank Pazzaglia and Mark Brandon will receive
the 44th Kirk Bryan Award at the 2002 National
Meeting of the Geological Society of America, in
recognition of their paper: Pazzaglia, F.J., and
Brandon, M.T., 2001, A fluvial record of long-term
steady-state uplift and erosion across the Cascadia
forearc high, western Washington State: American
Journal of Science, v. 301, p. 385-431. The paper
was note as an outstanding example of the
integration of fluvial geomorphology and fission-
track dating in the study of active tectonic
processes.

The Special Issue of Tectonophysics entitled "Low
temperature thermochronology: from tectonics to
landscape evolution", edited by Barry Kohn and
Paul Green appeared on 6 May, 2002 as Volume
349 (1-4). The volume contains 18 papers and
arises from a selection of presentations made at the
9th International Conference on Fission Track
Dating and Thermochronology held at Lorne. Titles
of these papers are listed in the recent publications
section.

Meetings

THE 10th INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON
FISSION TRACK DATING AND
THERMOCHRONOLOGY  will be hosted in
Amsterdam, The Netherlands in 2004. The planned
date for the conference is August 8-14th. More
information will be given later on this year.

GEOLOGICAL SOCIETY OF AMERICA, ANNUAL MEETING

DENVER October 27th-30th 2002. Topical session T111
is entitled DETRITAL THERMOCHRONOLOGY-DATING OF

EXHUMATION AND LANDSCAPE EVOLUTION IN MOUNTAIN

BELTS. Session convenors Matthias Bernet and
Cornelia Spiegel

THE 21st INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON NUCLEAR

TRACKS IN SOLIDS  will be held in New Delhi, India
during October 2002. Further details can be obtained
from;http://www.nsc.ernet.in/conf/icnts21/ntis21.main.html

AGU FALL MEETING 2002,  SAN FRANSISCO

Special session T06 convened by Ed Sobel and
Douglas Burbank is entitled -TOPOGRAPHY,
EXHUMATION, AND OROGENIC STEADY-STATE. This
session will examine the development of the steady-
state orogen. How do we recognize a steady-state
orogen at present or in the geologic record?  What are
the factors which favor or hinder the development of
such an orogen?  How do climate and lithology
influence the time scale required to reach steady-
state?  We encourage submissions which focus on the
topographic or exhumation history of an orogenic belt.
Both numerical modelling studies of landscape
development and field-based studies utilizing methods
such as geomorphology, remote sensing, and
thermochronology are appropriate. Contributions
utilizing fission track data to address this topic are of
particular interest!

 Abstract submission deadlines are; 29 th August   for
abstracts not submitted electronically and 5th

September for electronic submissions.
For further information contact the convenors:

Edward Sobel,
Institüt für Geowissenschaften, Universität Potsam,
Postfach 601553, D-14415 Potsdam, Germany.
Email: sobel@rz.uni-potsdam.de
Telephone: (+49) 331-977 5403
Fax: (+49) 331-977 5060

Douglas Burbank,
Department of Geological Sciences, University of
California, Santa Barbara, , Webb Hall Rm 2116,
Santa Barbara CA 93106  USA
Email: burbank@crustal.ucsb.edu
Telephone: 805-893-2586
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A GSA Penrose conference on “Tectonics,
Climate, and Landscape Evolution” will be held
on January 13-17, 2003, in Taroko National Park,
Taiwan. Conveners are Sean Willett, (U
Washington), Niels Hovius (Cambridge U), Mark
Brandon (Yale U) and Don Fisher (Penn State U).
The conference will be held in Taroko National
Park, Taiwan. Cost of the five-day conference,
including room and board, is expected to be less
than $850. An optional four-day field trip will be
offered from January 9-12, providing a full cross
section across the Taiwan orogen. Cost for that trip
is expected to be less than $500. We anticipate
funds will be available to help subsidize the costs
for graduate students.

Potential participants should send a letter of
application before September 1, 2002, to one of the
conveners, including a brief statement of interests
and relevance of the applicant's work to the
conference topic, as well as a short abstract of work
to be presented at the meeting, if desired.
Attendance is limited to 80 persons, although we
hope to attract the participation of a broad range of
earth and atmospheric scientists. Graduate students
are encouraged to apply. Further information is
available at ;
http://www.geosociety.org/profdev/penrose/03-
taiwan.htm.

EVOLUTION OF THE EARTH'S SURFACE - A two day
meeting at the University of Glasgow is to be held
on April the 15th and 16 th 2003 to consider the rates
and timing of surface processes. The meeting will
focus on the applications of mineralogical, chemical
and isotopic techniques to understanding
mechanisms and quantifying rates of denudation of
the Earth's surface. The emphasis will be on
understanding how processes operating at the
present-day have moulded the surface of the Earth
and how these processes operate on other planets,
in particular Mars. The main themes are;

1.Tempo and timing of surface processes with
emphasis on determining rates of uplift and
erosion using low temperature
thermochronometry techniques including;

Fission-track
(U-Th)/He dating
Cosmogenic isotopes
(Keynote speakers Tibor Dunai and Paul
Bierman)

2. Weathering and global chemical fluxes
3. Development of planetary surfaces

Further information can be obtained from
http://www.minersoc.org/ or by email:
leemarti@earthsci.glas.ac.uk

IN APRIL 2003 EGS AND EGU will organise a
combined conference in Nice, France. Several
sessions are now being prepared that might be of
interest for scientists using fission-tracks and other low
temperature geochronological tools. If you are
interested please visit the website;
http://www.copernicus.org/EGS/EGS.html

SECOND LATIN AMERICAN SYMPOSIUM ON NUCLEAR

TRACKS, SAO PEDRO, BRAZIL, FEBRUARY 23-28, 2003.
The first circular for this international meeting is now
being distributed. The deadline for abstracts is 15th

November 2002.

ITALIA 2004, 32ND
 INTERNATIONAL GEOLOGICAL

CONGRESS, FLORENCE, ITALY, 20-28TH
 AUGUST 2004.

The first circular for the 32nd IGC conference is now
available with details on the web at
http://www.32igc.org
Relevant symposia include Geomorphology,
Geodynamics and Isotope Geochemistry. Those
planning on attending should complete an electronic
questionnaire on this website by August 31, 2002.



RIFTED MARGINS, FISSION TRACKS, AND LANDSCAPE EVOLUTION MODELS:
A HAPPY “MENAGE A TROIS” ?

Peter van der Beek <pvdbeek@ujf-grenoble.fr>

Laboratoire de Géodynamique des Chaînes Alpines
Université Joseph Fourier

BP 53, 38041 Grenoble, France

Rifted continental margins have been in the
picture of the fission-track community for
nearly two decades, and a large number of
studies have been devoted to studying the
patterns of denudation on the rifted margins of
all five continents. At the same time, numerical
landscape evolution models have taken a lot of
interest in the geomorphic development of
rifted margins. These are the first structures
where the different efforts of trying to
understand the interplay between tectonic and
erosional forcing on landscape development
have been more or less integrated. In this
modest contribution, I’ll try to use the
developments within both the fission-track and
in the modelling communities that study rifted
margins to illustrate how integration of fission-
track data and numerical models can help us
to understand landscape evolution, and what
are the difficulties we face at present.

So, what’s so interesting about rifted
margins?

Good question … well, for one they are large
structures and relatively simple ones as well.
High-elevation rifted margins, which are the
ones that interest us, are characterised by an
upland region, an escarpment, and a coastal
strip. The questions surrounding them are
relatively simple: what is the tectonic
significance of the escarpment, when did it
form, do these margins necessarily indicate
rift-related tectonic uplift, how do they evolve?
Rifted margins do not show the tectonic
complications (thrust sheets and so) on that
characterise orogenic mountain belts. One can
therefore hope that relatively limited databases
(around 100 samples?) are representative of a
relatively large area, although … see further
for some examples where things may not be
so simple and lateral variations in margin
evolution may be important. Moreover, the
amounts of denudation that characterise rifted
margins are in the order of a few km and

therefore well suited for studies using fission-
track data, whereas in many active orogenic
belts higher-temperature systems are required,
apatite fission-track ages often being << 1 Ma.
Finally, the interaction between tectonics and
erosion on rifted margins is relatively simple:
there may have been a pulse of syn-rift uplift,
after which the response to denudation
appears to be purely flexural isostatic. This
makes the numerical models for landscape
development on rifted margins relatively
simple, compared to those used for
compressional orogens (see, for instance,
Beaumont et al., 2000).

Conceptual “models” of the early days:
erosion cycles

Of course, we haven’t started thinking about
the evolution of rifted margins only 15 years
ago. Already at the end of the 19th century,
Eduard Suess and especially W.M. Davis
proposed a theoretical framework in which the
geomorphic development of rifted margins was
to be cast for nearly a century. Within their
concept of “erosion cycles”, rifted margins (as
all other parts of continental interiors) were
suggested to evolve through pulses of rapid
tectonic uplift followed by long periods of
erosional downwearing and “aging” of the
landforms. This would lead to the
establishment of planation surfaces that could
be dated by correlating them with offshore
sequences or by directly dating deposits or
alteration products associated with them. In
the 1950’s, South African Leister C. King
adapted the Davisian ideas to involve the
creation of planation surfaces through
escarpment retreat rather than by
downwearing. Although King vehemently
attacked Davis in his writings, he really only
suggested another mechanism by which
planation surfaces would form and left the
whole “erosion cycle” framework intact.

-4-



The paradigm of erosion cycles and planation
surfaces has proved very influential and long-
lived. The concept is still at the base of the
geomorphic literature that is currently being
embraced by geodynamicists studying vertical
motions through time of regions like southern
Africa and north-western Europe. However,
although the existence of flat landscape
elements that can locally be dated is not
debated, the correlation of these remnants and
the notion that they were initially horizontal
(two necessary assumptions to use them to
establish uplift and denudation chronologies)
are pretty controversial. See Mike
Summerfield’s introduction to his
“Geomorphology and Global Tectonics” book
for a more detailed outline and critique of the
erosion cycle approach.

What have fission tracks taught us?

The first fission-track studies of rifted margins,
in the mid-1980’s, focussed on the timing of
margin uplift with respect to rifting, hoping to
use the results as an argument in the “active
vs passive” rifting debate that had been
opened up in the 1970’s by Burke and Sengör.
These first studies in SE Australia and along
the Red Sea showed that apatite fission-track
ages were generally equal to or younger than
rifting on the coastal strip seaward of the
escarpment, and much older inland (Figure 1).
This indicated that several km of denudation
(and uplift?) had taken place since the onset of
rifting on these margins, and therefore
favoured a passive rifting mechanism. The
fission-track data also clearly showed that the
patterns of denudation at rifted margins are
incompatible with the conceptual “rift margin
monocline” model that was based on the
correlation of planation surfaces inland and
outboard of the escarpment with offshore
sedimentary sequence boundaries (e.g.,
Brown et al., 2000).

Of course, once we started digging a bit further
and more data came out, things became more
complicated. First, not all rifted margins are so
well-behaved. Extensive fission-track
databases from SE Australia (Gleadow et al.,
1996) and SW Africa (Brown et al., 2000) show
significant lateral variations, with notably some
inland regions that show young (syn-post rift)
apatite fission-track ages. It is not very clear

what these mean, other than some
denudational response to tectonic reactivation
of ancient crustal structures.

Secondly, as everybody knows by now (but it’s
still useful to repeat) … fission tracks do not
record uplift but cooling! The fact that fission-
track ages seaward of the escarpment are
younger than rifting only shows that
(presumably denudation-controlled) cooling of
that region post-dates rifting. The mechanism
driving denudation of the coastal strip is simply
the increase in local relief imprinted by rifting; it
does not require uplift of the margin at all.
Flexural backstacking of the amount of
overburden removed from the margin may
indicate whether it has undergone rift-flank
uplift (e.g., van der Beek et al., 1994) but these
inferences depend strongly on the flexural
model that is chosen. Actually, the fission-track
data do not exclude pre-rift uplift provided it’s
wavelength was sufficiently long to not
increase relief and denudation rates very
much.

Figure 1. Topogaphic profiles and apatite
fission track ages across six rifted margins.
Yes, I know you’ve seen this figure a hundred
times before … (this is Yanni Gunnel’s version;
Gunnell, 2000). The grey bars in the AFT age
plots indicate the timing of break-up
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Finally, in some regions the amounts of
denudation inferred from the fission-track data
have been in serious disaccord with the rates
of landscape change inferred from
geomorphologic studies. This point has notably
raised a 10-year long controversy in SE
Australia (see Kohn and Bishop, 1999, for a
recent review). Of course, the amounts of
denudation inferred from apatite fission-track
data are dependent on the geothermal
gradient which is usually (let’s face it) guessed.
On the other hand, the spatial and temporal
scales to which the fission-track and the
geomorphological studies pertain are often not
the same, and the disagreement may have
more to do with unwarranted extrapolation of
results than with a real discrepancy.

Early studies suggested that the fission-track
data could actually record syn-rift heating and
post-rift cooling together with limited
denudation. Several numerical analyses have,
however, pointed out the impossibility of
sufficiently heating the upper few km of crust in
a rifted margin by lithospheric thinning or even
magmatic underplating, so that this way out of
the problem is not on. A question that is often
overlooked though, is the nature of the
overburden and its thermal conductivity, as
well as the possibility that fluid flow systems
have operated in the past and modified the
thermal structure of the study area. In SE
Australia for instance, there is an intriguing
correlation between the youngest fission-track
ages and the areas probably formerly covered
by sediments …

In come the numerical models…

Since the conception of the first numerical
models of landscape evolution in the early
1990’s, they have been used to study the
geomorphic development of rifted margins
(e.g., Kooi and Beaumont, 1994; Tucker and
Slingerland, 1994). They are therefore
potentially of much use in sorting out the
questions raised above, and on the other hand
the large fission-track datasets that have been
collected on different rifted margins can be
useful to constrain these models.

Numerical landscape evolution models turn
around three components: the initial and
boundary conditions imposed by tectonics, a

number of surface process algorithms, and a
tectonic / isostatic response to erosion. The
models that have hitherto been applied to rifted
margins take a simple kinematic approach to
the tectonic control; i.e. the pre-rift morphology
and syn-rift uplift history are imposed on the
model. Surface processes incorporated in the
models usually are fluvial incision and
transport, hillslope transport, and bedrock
landsliding. These are cast in terms of
numerical algorithms of varying complexity: a
diffusion law is commonly used for hillslope
transport; different mechanical and stochastic
models exist for landsliding; and fluvial
transport is often modelled using what is
known as the “stream power” law. These laws
are allowed to act on the initial landscape for a
predefined period of time, and the isostatic
response of the lithosphere to denudation may
be included using simple flexural models.
Predictions of landscape evolution models
include the present-day morphology and
drainage pattern but also the denudation
history and every point in the model, and this is
where the obvious link with fission-track data
comes in.

A problem with these models is that the spatio-
temporal scale on which erosional processes
are observed is several orders of magnitude
smaller than the scale on which the models
predict landscape development to take place.
There is thus a serious extrapolation problem
(this should ring a bell to those involved in
designing annealing algorithms). Moreover, the
surface process algorithms are necessarily a
gross simplification of the actual processes
going on in nature and the laws are therefore
difficult to calibrate. An analogy to this problem
may be the well-know “effective elastic
thickness” of the lithosphere used in flexural
models: we all use it but we know that it is
purely a model parameter, we can’t go out in
the field and actually measure “elastic
thickness”. The same is true for the
parameters used in the surface process
algorithms except that, in the case of the
elastic thickness everybody agrees more or
less on the theory behind the parameter,
whereas this is not the case for the erosion
laws. Especially for fluvial incision, there are at
least six different algorithms around, and we
are arguing which of these best describes the
processes going on in nature.

-6-



Nevertheless, the numerical landscape
evolution models can help us a lot in
conceptualising what is going on at rifted
margins and to interpret our fission-track
datasets. An example of how apatite fission-
track data and landscape evolution models can
be combined to study the geomorphic
development of rifted continental margins is
provided by a recent study of the eastern
margin of South Africa (the Drakensberg
Escarpment). A fission-track database
including samples from two boreholes (Brown
et al., 2002) has shown that some 4.5 km of
overburden has been removed from the
coastal strip of this margin since break-up, with
denudation rates peaking in the early-mid
Cretaceous. The Swartberg borehole, located
50 km seaward of the Drakensberg
Escarpment, records a phase of accelerated
denudation from ~90–70 Ma B.P., much earlier
than would be expected in the case of an
escarpment retreating at a constant rate since
break-up. Brown et al. therefore propose a
model of landscape development in which any
escarpment initiated at the coast was rapidly
destroyed by rivers draining from an interior
divide just seaward of the present location of
the Drakensberg Escarpment. The present-day
escarpment developed and became pinned at

this divide. A numerical model was designed to
try to simulate this behaviour and to
understand what are the major controls on
landscape development at this margin (van der
Beek et al., 2002). The model results show
that the pre-break-up topography of the margin
has exerted a fundamental control on
subsequent margin evolution (Figure 2): if the
initial topography is a horizontal plateau, the
margins evolves through escarpment retreat; if
the pre-rift topography included an inland
drainage divide, the initial plateau seaward of
this divide will be rapidly degraded and a new
escarpment develops at the location of the
initial divide. Although the present-day
morphologies predicted by both models are
quite similar, the denudation histories at any
point of the margin are very different (Figure 3)
and it should be possible to discriminate
between them using apatite fission-track
thermochronology. In the SE African case, the
data clearly favour the plateau degradation
scenario; escarpment retreat plays a minor
role in the evolution of the margin. Moreover,
the models show that no large-scale uplift is
required to explain the present-day
morphology and denudation history of the
margin: passive denudation with associated
flexural isostatic rebound of a pre-existing ~2.5
km high plateau is sufficient. These model
results are in agreement with previous
modelling results from the SW African margin
(Gilchrist et al., 1994) and SE Australia (van

der Beek and Braun,  1999), which,  
however, did not explicitly take   
into
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Figure 2. 3D plots of topography and 
drainage patterns predicted by the 
Plateau Degradation andEscarpment 
Retreat models, at 100 Ma, 60 Ma 
and the present-day. The models 
w e r e  d e s i g n e d  t o  s i m u l a t e  t h e  
e v o l u t i o n  o f  t h e  S E  A f r i c a n  
(Drakensberg Escarpment) margin. 
After van der Beek et al.(2002).
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Figure 3. Evolution of strike-averaged topography, denudation, and denudation rates for the models
shown in Figure 2. Profiles are shown at 10 m.y. intervals, from zero (start of model run) to 130 m.y.
(present-day). Also after van der Beek et al. (2002).

Of course, there remain discrepancies
between the inferences from the fission-track
data and the outcomes of the geomorphic
models. In general, the models have difficulty
reproducing the amounts of denudation that
are inferred from the fission-track data; they
just about predict the minimum amount
allowable by the data. Secondly, the landscape
evolution models have a hard time reproducing
the phases of accelerated denudation that are
suggested by inverse modelling of the track
length distributions. Of course, these problems
can be partly attributed to the imperfections
which still characterise the landscape evolution
models: we really do not have a decent clue on
how to incorporate lithological variations and,
maybe more importantly, the effects of climate
change through time into the models.
However, we should also continue to look
carefully at the interpretation of the fission-
track data and all the steps that come between
a fission-track age and length distribution and
a denudation history (those nasty details like
annealing algorithms and geothermal
gradients), especially given the fact noted
above that geomorphic estimates of
denudation are also often somewhat lower
than what a fission tracker would come up
with. Here, the approach of simultaneously

modelling data from a vertical (drill-hole?)
profile to better constrain the denudation
histories will probably become extremely
useful, whatever Kit Johnson’s car dealer may
think of it.

What’s in the future?

This question is answered in part by what I’ve
written above: in order to efficiently use
landscape development models and fission-
track data together, we must continue to make
progress both on the model and the data side.
Concerning the models, we need to become
more confident about the algorithms we use
and find ways of calibrating the parameters
that enter into them, so that we can attach
some physical sense to their values. This will
involve testing the models on well-constrained
case-studies, probably on smaller scales than
those that are of direct interest to fission-track
thermochronology (let’s say, the drainage
basin as a characteristic spatial scale, and 105

years as a typical temporal scale). On the data
side, we need to continue our search for
methods that allow us to more confidently
translate fission-track data into denudation
rates, most notably try to get a better handle of
spatial and temporal variations in geothermal
gradients.
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Two recent developments are particularly
exciting: the combination of apatite fission-
track data with (U-Th)/He and/or cosmogenic
data, and the development of numerical
models that take the transient disturbance of
thermal structure into account. In southern
Africa, the combination of apatite fission-track
and cosmogenic data (Cockburn et al., 2000;
Fleming et al., 1999) has clearly shown that
short-term present-day rates of denudation
and escarpment retreat (from the cosmogenic
data) are an order of magnitude lower than
those inferred from the fission-track data and
have directly inspired the development of
numerical models such as that shown in
Figures 2 and 3 that try to explain these
variations. Very recently, the first (U-Th)/He
study of a rifted margin (Persano et al., 2002)
has shown that (U-Th)/He ages from the
coastal strip of SE Australia are nearly similar
to apatite fission-track ages of the same
samples, again lending support for models of
margin evolution that include a rapid phase of
plateau degradation in the first few tens of
million years after break-up.

Finally, a new numerical model has recently
been developed that fully takes into account
the disturbance of the thermal structure of the
crust by denudation and relief development
(Braun, 2002). If we want to really compare
predictions from landscape evolution models

with existing thermochronological datasets,
this is an indispensable step. As an example,
Figure 4 shows (U-Th)/He ages predicted by
escarpment retreat and plateau degradation
models similar to those shown in Figures 2 and
3. The topographic evolution was exported
from the Cascade landscape evolution model
into the thermal model Pecube, which
calculates the thermal evolution of the crust
under an evolving topography. This was then
used, together with a forward model of He
ingrowth, to predict (U-Th)/He ages across the
margin. Note the different patterns of ages that
both models predict: the Escarpment Retreat
model clearly shows ages decreasing from the
coastline to the escarpment, because the peak
of denudation migrates inland with the
escarpment (e.g. Figure 3) whereas the
Plateau Degradation model predicts less
variation in the ages on the coastal strip which
are all close to the age of break-up, as shown
by the SE Australian data. Note also that the
apatite fission-track age patterns predicted by
these models differ much less, because
samples are only exhumed from the apatite
partial annealing zone in both cases. This
example shows the importance of combining
different thermochronological datasets to study
rifted margin evolution and to constrain the
numerical models.
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F igure 4 .  D is t r ibut ion o f  (U-
Th) /He ages  across  a  r i f ted  
m a r g i n  p r e d i c t e d  b y  t h e  
Escarpment Retreat and Plateau 
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calculation are comparable to 
those shown in Figures 2 and 3, 
except that they were designed 
to simulate the SE Australian 
margin: initial elevation at 1.5 km 
and rift ing since 100 Ma. The 
p resen t -day  esca rpmen t  i s  
located at ~50 km in both cases. 
After Braun and van der Beek 
(manuscript in preparation).
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SOFTWARE  FOR TRACKERS

The following short articles describe new or improved software that are available free to the FT community, pro-
vided in the spirit of collaboration. Development of new statistical protocols is a major task and the added bur-
den of writing and developing new software represents a significant amount of time investment. In addition to
to the new software described below, several people have been providing free access to their modelling progr- 
ams  including Dale Issler AFTINV32 (On Track 1996 No.13), Kerry Gallagher with Monte Trax (On Track
1999 No. 19), and more recently Rich Ketcham and Ray Donelik's AFTSolve program that also comes with an
excellent users guide. We should also not forget Rod Brown's Mac Track (now updated see article below)
which has been in wide use for nearly ten years. Our sincere thanks go out to all of you past, present and
hopefully, the future.

NEW SOFTWARE FROM TÜBINGEN:

A REVISED TRACKKEY AND A NEW PROGRAM FOR COMPONENT ANALYSIS

István Dunkl <istvan.dunkl@uni-tuebingen.de>

University of Tübingen, Germany

An improved version of Trackkey can now be
downloaded from the following URL:

www.uni-tuebingen.de/geo/gpi/ag-
frisch/mitarbeiter/dunkl/seiten/softwares.html

This new version (4.2) has been written to fix
some minor bugs, calculate the "Dispersion", (you
can create a compilation table from all your files)
and improve the printer selection procedure.

PopShare

From the same website you can also download the
PopShare program that was presented at the
Cádiz meeting by István Dunkl and Balázs
Székely.

POPSHARE is a Windows program for identifica-
tion of components in mixed data. It uses the
SIMPLEX method for the best-fit search. The user
can select both the distribution type of the compo-

nents and also the criterion of the best fit calcula-
tion.

POPSHARE is developed basically for identifica-
tion of age components in single crystal data
measured by fission-track geochronology on clas-
tic sediments. However, a general application to
treat any kind of data is also possible.

The recent version is only for beta test. The
authors will prepare a more detailed description for
the next On Track. Meanwhile on the homepage
you will find a short guided tour on the usage and
main functions of the program.

www.uni-tuebingen.de/geo/gpi/agfrisch/mitarbeiter/dunkl/seiten/softwares.html


More than ten years ago Rod Brown wrote
MacTrack, the fission track data reduction
program for the Macintosh.  Although many
of us still use this version, some labs
(including ours) are now starting to feel
frustrated with its inability to run on more
recent Operating Systems.  So for all those
people who are keeping that pre Power PC
running in the corner of the lab just to use
MacTrack  - you can now throw it away and
move up to MacTrack X.

MacTrack X has been completely rewritten
using Java 2 (Version 1.3) so that it now
runs on the modern Macintosh system (OS
10.0 and above, OS 9 does not support this
version of Java).  Theoretically, any
computer that can run Java 2 can use
MacTrack X (Windows, NT, Unix…) but in
practice small changes might be needed to
ensure complete compatibility.  We don’t
routinely operate PCs so a compatible
version has not been compiled.  We will
release a PC version when warranted – so
ask and you may receive.

Most of the features found in the original
MacTrack have been retained and improved
(age, zeta, length and rhoD calculation,
editing of data and images).  However,
others have now been added (multi user
mode, sample locality map generation,
summary tables, MonteTrax input files,
preferences file, and a few additions
designed for The University of Melbourne
thermochronology group but others could be
adapted for use elsewhere).  The application
is relatively small at 700 Kb.  Some screen
captures are shown below.

 (a commercial version

Copies of MacTrack X are available free for
educational/research use and can be
obtained by contacting Wayne Noble
wpn@unimelb.edu.au  (a commercial version
is also available on request).  We will
maintain a list of people who are using
MacTrack X and notify them as new updates
are released.  We will also deal with bugs or
feature requests as time permits.

To use this release of MacTrack X you need
an Apple Macintosh with Operating System
10.0 and above.  A Java .jar file is available
for users who wish to compile MacTrack X
for other platforms – but this is completely
untested.  If you work with another system
and are interested in MacTrack X send the
details of your Operating System and we will
try to compile a native version.

MacTrack X is written in Java so it has the
potential to be expanded and incorporate
other routines.  It is also our intention to add
(U-Th)/He thermochronometry data
reduction capabilities in the near future.
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DECOMPOSITION OF MIXED GRAIN AGE DISTRIBUTIONS USING BINOMFIT

Mark Brandon <mark.brandon@yale.edu>,

Department of Geology and Geophysics,

Yale University, P.O. Box 208109, New Haven, CT 06520-8109

Overview

This report describes BINOMFIT, a program
for estimating components in a mixed distribution
of fission-track (FT) grain ages. BINOMFIT has
been around for some 10 years, but we have just
finished building a Windows version that is much
easier to use and provides extensive options for
displaying and recording results. The program and
source code (Visual Basic 6) are available, along
with other FT programs, at
www.geology.yale.edu/~brandon.

Introduction

A common problem in FT dating is the
interpretation of discordant fission-track grain-age
(FTGA) distributions. Discordance is defined when
the variance of the grain ages is greater than
expected for analytical error alone. The widely
used χ2 test provides the method for assessing if
the distribution is “over-dispersed” relative to the
expectation for count statistics for fission
processes (Galbraith, 1981).

Most FT-chronologists use the central age
(Galbraith and Laslett, 1993) to represent the
“estimated age” of a discordant distribution.
Implicit in this approach is that over-dispersion is
due to random errors by the FT-chronologist and
that such errors are approximately symmetrical
around the expected count ratio. My experience
with results from age standards suggests to me
that most skilled FT-chronologists have a relative
low error rate compared to the intrinsic variation
due to fission processes. The implication is that
discordance in FT dating is more commonly an
indication of a mixed distribution rather than a
poorly dated distribution.

Mixed distributions are expected for samples
that have “detrital” FT ages, such as a sandstone
with unreset zircon FT ages. In this case, the grain
ages preserve information about the cooling
history of the source region from which the zircons
were eroded, assuming that the sandstone has

remained cool enough after deposition to
preserve those ages.

Discordance is also encountered in reset
samples. In some cases, the discordance is
taken as evidence for partial resetting, but the
cause is more commonly due to differential
resetting of grains with different annealing
properties, due to variable composition in apatite
or variable alpha-damage for zircon.
Heterogeneous annealing is expected for reset
sandstones given that the dated apatites and
zircons are derived from a variety of sources
(Brandon et al., 1998), but this result is also
found in some plutonic rocks as well where one
might expect that the dated mineral was more
homogeneous (O'Sullivan and Parrish, 1995).

The central age is clearly not appropriate for
mixed distributions, in that it provides only a
simple average for all grains. A better approach
is to decompose the FTGA distribution into a set
of component distributions, and to interpret the
FT results using the average ages for those
components. Various methods are available for
estimating components in a grain-age
distribution (Seward and Rhoades, 1986;
Galbraith and Green, 1990; Brandon, 1992;
Galbraith and Laslett, 1993; Sambridge and
Compston, 1994; Brandon, 1996).

In my experience, the best method for
decomposing FT grain ages is the binomial
“peak-fitting” method of Galbraith and Green
(1990). The only program available for this
method has been a DOS program, BINOMFIT,
introduced by Brandon (1992). We have used
this program extensively over the last 10 years
and have found that it works very well for real
FTGA distributions. A big advantage of the
binomial peak-fitting method is that it provides a
one-component solution that is equivalent to the
pooled age. As a result, the calculation provides
a seamless extension of the estimation method
used for concordant FTGA distributions.

In formal terms, a mixed distribution is
considered to be a mixture of a finite set of
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component distributions, or components. Such
components will commonly appear as bumps or
peaks in a histogram or probability density plot, but
this need not be the case given that overlapping
components may appear as only one peak.
Nonetheless, the term peak has come to be used
as an equivalent for component.

Galbraith and Laslett (1993) introduced the
term “minimum age”, which can be loosely viewed
as the pooled age of the largest concordant
fraction of young grain ages in the FTGA
distribution. They proposed a two-component
mixture model for estimating the minimum age.
Binomial peak fitting can also be used to estimate
the minimum age of a distribution, while at the
same time providing information about older
components. The main requirement, however, is
that peak fitting must be coupled with a test to find
the maximum number of significant components in
the distribution, as discussed below.

We have found that FT minimum ages are
very useful in a variety of studies. For detrital
zircon FT studies of volcanoclastic rocks, the
minimum age is commonly a useful proxy for the
depositional age of the rock (Brandon and Vance,
1992; Garver et al., 1999, 2000). Likewise, the
minimum age for a tuff can remove biases due to
older contaminant grains. For reset rocks, the
minimum age represents the time of closure for
that fraction of grains with the lowest retention for
fission tracks, such as fluorapatites in apatite FT
dating (e.g., Brandon et al., 1998) and radiation-
damaged zircons in zircon FT dating (e.g.,
Brandon and Vance, 1992).

General Concepts for the BINOMFIT Program

It is useful to ask why the binomial distribution
is important for this problem. The data we
measure are spontaneous and induced track
counts for each grain, designated as ri and si with
the index indicating the ith grain in a sample of i =
1 to N dated grains. The variables ri and si are
Poisson distributed, but they can be converted into
a single binomial-distributed variable by the
transformation ri / (ri + si) (Galbraith and Green,
1990). This variable can be approximated by a
Gaussian distribution when values of ri and si are
large, which is commonly the case for zircon,
which tends to have a high track density because
of greater U content. However, as the cooling age
and U content decrease, ri and si get small. Thus,

the Gaussian approximation tends to breaks
down for young cooling ages, especially for
apatites, which commonly have low U content.
In these cases, decomposition methods based
on the Gaussian distribution (e.g., GAUSSFIT by
Brandon, 1992; MIX by Sambridge and
Compston, 1994) will perform poorly. The
binomial peak-fitting method provides unbiased
estimates of peak ages for track counts of any
size.

The binomial peak-fitting method is based
on the maximum likelihood method, which
means that the best-fit solution is determined by
directly comparing the distribution of the grain
data to a predicted mixed binomial distribution.
This approach is a significant improvement over
the convention least-square method, which
requires more restrictive assumptions about the
distribution of residuals.

A problem with all peak-fitting method is that
the calculation requires an initial guess of the
number and ages of the peaks in the
distribution. The user specifies the number of
peaks to be fit, and that number could be as
large as the number of grains in the FTGA
distribution. So we are left to ask, how many
peaks are significant? The solution can also fail
to converge given a poor initial set of peak ages
used to start the solution.

BIONOMFIT provides an iterative search of
peak ages and number of peaks to find an
optimal solution. The procedure we use is an
automated version of the F-test approach
outlined in Brandon (1992). For this search, we
consider a large set of trial solutions. The trick is
to organize the search and to apply appropriate
tests to find the best solution.

The quality of fit for each trial solution is
scored using the χ2 statistic, in a manner similar
to the conventional χ2 test. The strategy for the
search is to consider successively larger number
of peaks and to use a large number of initial
guesses to ensure that for a specified number of
peaks, we have found the best-fit solution. The
initial guesses for peak ages are generated from
the probability density plot for the FTGA
distribution. The density plot is estimated using
the method in Brandon (1996), and the first and
second derivatives are used to find bumps and
humps in the plot. The probability density at
each candidate age is used to guess the
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potential size of the peak. We have tried an
alternative approach, using evenly spaced ages,
but the computation takes longer and does not
provide any improvement in performance.

The next step is to iterate through an
increasing number of peaks. The first iteration
produces a single component age, with an age
identical to the pooled age and a χ2 value identical
to that produced by the conventional χ2 test. The
next iteration finds a best-fit two component
solution using all combinations of initial peaks as
initial guesses. The best solution is the one with
the lowest χ2 value. We next consider a three-
component solution, then a four-component
solution, and on.

With each iteration, we use the F test to
determine if the introduction of an additional
component has produced a significant
improvement in the χ2 statistic (Brandon, 1992). In
general, one will find that the χ2 statistic gets
smaller with the introduction of a new component.
In part, this is due to the fact that the additional
component provides the model with greater
flexibility to fit the data. But we need to know if the
improvement in fit is large compared with the
expected random variability associated with
measurements. In other words, we want to be
assured that the additional peak is fitting signal
and not just noise.

This question is nicely addressed by the F
test. To explain, consider two solutions for m and
m+1 peaks, and the quality of those fits, indicated
by χ2  and . The F statistic is given by

 When F is large,
then the improvement in fit associated with the
additional peak is considered significant. The F
distribution is used to assign a probability P(F),
which is the probability that random variation alone
could produce the observed F statistic. We
consider P(F') < ~5% to indicate that the
improvement in fit is significant. Thus, we can find
the optimal number of significant peaks by adding
peaks until we get a value of P(F')> ~5%.

Using BINOMFIT

The Windows version of BINOMFIT is written
in Visual Basic v. 6.0. Most people will have to
deal only with the executable program, but I am
distributing the source code as well so that one
can inspect the methods used in the program. You
are free to  modify the source code  but  please do
not distribute the  modified version  without first

consulting with me, in order to avoid confusion
about different versions. Also I encourage
queries about problems with the program and
suggestions for improvements.

The executable version requires some
supporting DLL and OCX files. These files are
already loaded on many Windows systems since
they are used by a variety of other programs.
The Readme.txt file in the distribution package
provides information for those of you that might
be lacking the necessary support files.

Data files are constructed as simple text
files. Make sure that the files are standard
Windows-based ASCII files. If you are unsure
about the provenance of a data file, then open
the file in MS Word for Windows, edit out any
offending lines or characters, and then save as
Plain Text (*.txt). I recommend that the file
extension be set to .FTA, .FTZ, etc. depending
on the dated mineral. Note that the file extension
may not be visible since the default option in
newer versions of Windows is to hide the
extension. You can change that option or just
pay attention to the file type designation to see
the extension.

Data files have the following format:

1) Line 1:  Title for data set.

2) Line 2:  This line is flagged by making the
first value negative. All values on this line
should be separated by commas.

a. ZETA METHOD: Effective track density
(tr/cm2) and the relative standard error
(%) for the fluence monitor, and the
effective uranium concentration (ppm) of
the monitor standard.

b. Z METHOD: Enter line as:  -1, 0, 0.

3) Line 3:  All values should be separated by
commas.

a. ZETA METHOD: Zeta factor (yr
cm2/tr), standard error (yr cm2/tr),
counter square size (cm2).

b. Z METHOD: Z factor (yr), standard error
(yr), counter square size (cm2).

4) Line 4 and on:  For each grain, enter the
measured spontaneous and induced tracks,

F = (m+1)( χ      χ      )/
m

c2 - mχ2 .c2 m+1m

χ2 m+1
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and the number of squares for the area
counted. Data values can be separated by
spaces or commas.



5) To merge another dataset, repeat lines 2 and
on.

6) A semicolon in the first space marks the line as
a comment. The  program  skips comments
and blank lines.

The methods described here follow Hurford
and Green (1983). The zeta method is the most
widely used, but there are some cases where the Z
method is needed (such as when an age standard
is used as a fluence monitor). The program can
handle up to 1000 grain ages, so size limitations
should not be problem.

The program comes with some example data
files. We focus here on MTTOM.FTZ, a detrital
zircon FT sample from Mount Tom in the Olympics
Mountains (Brandon and Vance, 1992). We start
the program and use the file menu to open the
data file. The program comes up with a window
showing a list of initial guesses for peak ages. The
user is free to remove (i.e., “uncheck”) specific
peak ages from the list. The user then indicates
the mode for the calculation. Automatic mode is as
outlined above. Manual mode allows the user to
specify a limited set of initial peaks ages, and to
solve for that number of peaks only.

Figure 1. Best-fit solution for the Mount Tom zircon FT sample using automatic mode.

The automatic option is followed
immediately by the best-fit solution (Figure 1).
The best-fit peaks are reported by age,
uncertainty, and size. The uncertainty for the
peak age is given at 68% and 95% confidence
intervals. The size of the individual  peaks  is
reported as a fraction (in percent) and as a
count (number of grains). Note that peaks sizes
are constrained so that they all sum to 100%.

The “Grain Ages” plot (lower left in Figure 1)
shows a vertical line for each grain age,
organized according to its position in the file.
The best-fit peak ages and 68% confidence
intervals are plotted horizontally across the plot.
The cursor can be used to find grains according
to age and position in the file, by placing the
cursor over the grain line and looking at the
results in the status bar at the bottom of the
program window. Right-clicking the cursor brings
up a window where the user can remove the
selected grain age or copy the plot to the
clipboard, for pasting into another application.

-16-



The toolbar or view menu can be used to
select other reports on the data, including a
probability density plot of the data and the best-fit
peaks (Figure 2), a radial plot showing data and
best-fit peaks (Figure 3), and a P(F) plot (Figure
4), which summarizes the results of the F tests
used to determine the number of significant peaks.

Figure 2. Probability density plot (red line) with 
best-fit peaks plotted using blue lines for the
Mount Tom FT zircon sample. The histogram in
the background is scaled to the same density as
the density plot.

Figure 3. Radial plot for the Mount Tom FT zircon
sample.

Figure 4. F test for Mount Tom zircon FT
sample.

The P(F) plot is useful as a summary of the
search, the details of which can be found in the
Log File, available in the View menu. The peak
search determined that the 3 peak solution was
optimal, but note that the 4 peak solution failed
by only a faction of a percent, with P(F) = 5.7%.
Adding additional peaks manually indicates that
the 5 peak solution has P(F) = 100%. Thus, we
can say with confidence that the number of
significant peaks is definitely more than 2 and
less than 5. Note that this ambiguous result is
unusual. More commonly, we find that P(F) rises
rapidly across the 5% threshold.

The Print option in the File menu will send
a full report of grain ages, best-fit solution and
plots to a designated printer. The Save option
in the File menu allows the user to save plot
files, which can be imported into a graphics
program (e.g., Excel, SigmaPlot) to prepare
formal plots for publication. Plot files are
available for probability density plots, radial
plots, and P(F) plots. Data file can be saved as
well, to account for when the file is modified in
the program, due to removal of grain ages or
merging multiple data files.

In closing, I note that the program presently
lacks a Help file. I am hoping to have this
available within the next couple of months. The

-17-

program should  be fairly intuitive for the aver-
age user.
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BACK TO BASICS?

RAYMOND C. JONCKHEERE1 AND LEWIS T. CHADDERTON2

1 Technical University and Mining Academy Freiberg, Bernhard von Cottastraße 2, Freiberg, Germany.
2 Atomic and Molecular Physics Laboratories, Research School for Physics and Engineering,

Institute for Advanced Studies, Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.

There are significant milestones in the develop-
ment of fission-track dating and apatite tempera-
ture-time path modelling. Selection of apatite, track
length measurements, use of confined tracks, ap-
plication of external detectors, adoption of the z-
calibration, and the recognition of chemical com-
position effects are some of them. But the devel-
opment of a practical algorithm for calculating
thermal histories in the late eighties was probably
the most significant breakthrough for apatite fis-
sion-track modelling. Th i s w as mad e po ssib l e by
the  use o f emp ir i cal  equ ati ons to de scri be i so-
the rmal  a nnea l in g, an d by a dopt io n of t he principle
of ‘equivalent time’, permitting the big step to be
made from constant to variable temperatures, and
application of the corresponding annealing equa-
tions to ‘real’ geological situations. Never-theless a
fundamental contradiction remains! Abandoning
the search for a deeper understanding of track
registration and recovery physics, in favour of em-
pirical annealing equations, implied that we simply
supposed a fission track, in our zeroth-order
model, to be a complex and unspecified aggregate
of unknown crystal defects. This de facto recogni-
tion of our inadequate understanding of the be-
haviour of a complex atomic physical system at
the time was perfectly reasonable. The central
principle of equivalent time, on the other hand, is
derived from the ‘independent pathway’ hypoth-
esis, which states that a fission track has no mem-
ory or identity apart from its etchable length. How-
ever different their histories, two tracks of the
same length will show identical behaviour under
the same conditions1. The ‘independent pathway’
hypothesis is as wide ranging in its implications2

____________________________

1 This formulaton is certainly not entirely supported by the ex-
perimental evidence. But for modelling purposes it suffices
that the principle of equivalent time applies to the mean
length of a statistically sufficient ‘single-length’ population of
tracks (defined as a population with a common age and
thermal history). A closer look at the principle of equivalent
time in the context of general statistical validity would clearly
be worthwhile.

2 In its less than rigorous formulation, the ‘independent path-
way’ hypothesis can be interpreted to imply the identity of

as it is beautiful in its simplicity3. But it does claim
a fundamental understanding of fission tracks that
is difficult to reconcile with an empirical approach4.
And it must be argued in physics that no two latent
tracks could possibly be identical, since the true
compound ranges and the ‘straggling’ of fragments
differ fundamentally due to the natural spread in
both mass, energy and charge in fundamental bi-
nary fission.

Subsequent developments in apatite temperature-
time path modelling have been characterised by
the search for a better understanding of anisotro-
pic and compositional effects, and the develop-
ment of more efficient algorithms. This has, how-
ever, taken place within the framework of a self-
contained empirical system disconnected from re-
lated fields. The result is a concept suspended
somewhere between physics and geology, but
lacking a bridgehead at either end. At the interface
with physics, there is little more than a consensus
that fission tracks are particle tracks produced by
the fragments set free by nuclear fission of
uranium. Indeed many physicists are even un-
aware that the geological etched fission track con-
sists of two tracks – due to light and heavy frag-
ments – and is therefore a sum of two etched
‘ranges’, each with an intrinsic deficit (‘etched’ as
opposed to ‘latent’)5. At the interface with geology,
there is a noticeable lack of resonance between
fi ssi on- track a nnea l in g re sul ts an d those  obta i ned

                                                         
fossil and induced tracks of the same mean length. Herein
lies the justification for applying annealing equations derived
from experiments on induced tracks to the annealing of fossil
tracks on a geological timescale.

3 Fission track annealing in general is described by: dl/dt = F(l,
T(t)), with l = length, t = time and 0 < t < t (t=0 corresponding
to a point in time before the onset of effective track accumu-
lation), whereas fission-track annealing with equivalent time
is simply described by: dl/dt = F(l, T(t)).

4 There is indeed experimental support for the principle of
equivalent time within a limited range of lab annealing condi-
tions but in our view this is not suffcient to warrant its appla-
cation to annealing on a geological timescale.

5 A physicist’s track is just that – one fragment – one trajectory

– one track.
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usi ng  i ndep ende nt, cl assi cal  m etho ds. T hi s i s
som eti mes i n terp reted  as pr oof o f the  super i or
power of modern physical methods.  We find some
irony in this, because as the instances of unsus-
pected and uncorroborated kilometer-scale uplift in
diverse tectonic settings worldwide accumulate,
the gap between fission-track and classical geol-
ogy widens, confusion increases and - let’s face it
- our confidence is the casualty!

It i s fu ti l e to t ry to ca ptur e the  mor al  hi gh grou nd by
cri ti ci si ng a system  that other s have  strug gl ed to 
const ruct. It i s also too simple to wave the banner
of interdisciplinary research in support of efforts to
re-connect fission-track modelling with track phys-
ics and classical geology. The fact is that i t i s
har dl y l i kel y tha t a n ew  theo reti cal  b asi s for  fi ssi on-
tra ck mod el l i ng w i l l  be ( re) constr ucted ab i ni ti o i n
the  shor t term . H ow ever , a b etter  und erstan di ng o f
the  form ati on,  structu re a nd p rope rti es of  fi ssi on
fra gmen t (a nd en erge ti c hea vy i on) t racks g ener-
al l y w i l l  at le ast set qual i tat ive  l i mi ts to the i nt er-
pr etati on  of ou r da ta, a nd cou ld  w el l  l ead us to
tho se ato mi c scal e p rocesse s w hi ch p rodu ce ob-
ser ved tr ack chan ges o ver ge ol ogi cal  p eri od s of
ti me . It i s a lso  a fa ct that,  al th ough  temp erat ure- 
ti me  path   mod el l in g ha s on o ccasi on p rodu ced
re sul ts tha t are  not su ppor ted, or eve n i n co nfl i ct
w i th th e i nde pend ent g eol ogi ca l evi dence , thi s h as
not  unti l  no w  l ed us to qu esti on th e pr i nci pl es of 
the  meth od. P er haps t hi s i s beca use con trad ic-
ti ons are di ffi cul t to resol ve . An d ab sence o f evi -
den ce for  an e vent i s n ever for mal  a cceptab l e evi -
den ce ag ai nst i t. I t i s al so m uch si mp l er to  recon-
ci l e di ffe ren t geo lo gi cal  i nte rpre tati on s than to
que sti on th e ph ysica l  meth od. B ut t he ge ol ogi cal 
evi de nce doe s i tsel f se t l i mi ts to  the i nt erpr etati o n
of o ur f issi on- track r esul ts.

W e br i efl y di scuss so me a spects o f apa ti te fi ssi on- 
tra ck mod el l i ng w hi ch l i e  i ll - at-e ase w i th u s.  W e
ask q uesti on s and,  w here  w e can,  w e try t o poi n t a
w ay.

Spikes

The ion explosion spike has long been the fa-
voured geological track formation model. Of
course we have been aware of the thermal spike,
the thermalised ion explosion spike, core plasma,
Orsay and CBK models – but have considered
them less successful overall. Those who have
taken an interest, will have accepted the correla-
tion with [dI/dx]c and the distinction between insu-
lators and conductors as arguments in favour of
the ion explosion spike. Other explanations and

the later demonstration of track registration in
metallic glasses and metals, and non-registration
in some insulators, have received less attention.
The subject has grown complex, and we lost inter-
est altogether when we opted for an independent
empirical approach. The general feeling - who ca-
res? - was understandable. If the geological com-
munity had waited for consensus about what a fis-
sion track is and how it is formed, there would be
no apatite T(t)-path modelling today. But we have
created a habit. The only model presented in fis-
sion-track texts is the ion explosion spike w i th, a t
mo st, a m umbl e d pro vi so l eavi ng  the di sti nct i m-
pr essi on th at i t i s m ore i n tende d to cover t he
aut hor agai nst  all eventualities than anything else.
In the face  of th at, ho w  many of us kn ow  w heth er
the  i on exp l osi on sp ike  i s sti l l  consi de red a pro b-
abl e  track form ati on mechanism by specialists?

Figure 1. HRTEM micrograph of the cross-section of
a 14 MeV/nucleon Pb-i on t rack i n zir con ( from :
B ursi l l  an d B raun shause n 19 91)

The ion explosion spike (like the spherical dis-
placement spike in ion implantation) predicts a
cylindrically depleted track core, surrounded by a
region rich in point defects and a gradual transition
from one to the other (like the depleted zone in a
displacement spike (Chadderton 1965)). Assuming
for a moment that the beautiful TEM cross-section
of a 14 MeV/nucleon Pb-i on t rack i n zir con ( B ursi l l 
and  B raun shause n 19 91; F i gure  1) i s r epr esenta-
ti ve o f a fi ssi on  track, then we  have an amorphous
track core, surrounded by virtually intact lattice and
a sharp boundary between the two, which is
moreover more parallel to low-index planes than
one could expect it to be. The Pb-i on t rack i n zir-
con is, in this, as unlike an ion explosion spike
track as a track can be. On the other hand, the
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core boundaries are reminiscent of the flat inter-
faces that develop between different phases in
crystal growth, melting, dissolution, and, more fa-
miliar, in etching. Do we then accept, without fur-
ther question, that here is a clear phase transition
demarking a track, and arbitrarily extend that
model to other minerals?

The point is that we do not know but that we could
know  i f we  care d en ough  abou t the physi cs of fi s-
si on t racks. B ut does i t matte r? For many of us
still, it is unimportant which is the real track forma-
tion mechanism. One  hund red  ti mes th e cor e di -
am eter has be en e tched out be fore  w e eve n see a 
tra ck und er ou r op ti cal  mi cro scopes.  The  open ed
chan nel s w e co unt a nd m easur e an d the atom ic
scal e p hysi cal  str ucture s that  are la tent fi ssio n
tra cks are , to a ll  i n tents a nd p urpo ses, di ffe rent 
bea sts. B ut fo r mo st of i ts l i fe  a fi ssi on track i s the 
physi ca l  obj ect. It i s the  l atent  track b east th at r e-
spon ds to tempe ratu re, p ressu re, str ess an d how  i t
doe s resp ond depe nds on  w hat i t i s. The trad i -
ti ona l  vi ew  of a nnea li n g has been  of a d epl ete d
cyl i nde r bei n g ‘ rep l eni shed ’  by the  surr ound in g
i nter sti ti al  ato ms mo vi ng ba ck tow ar ds the  core, 
over  di stan ces of se vera l uni t cel l s, t hrou gh a
mo re or  l ess i nta ct l atti ce. An  amor pho us ther mal 
spi ke co re, on the  othe r ha nd, ca n be repa i red b y
out wa rd m i grat io n of the de fects th roug h a p ro-
gr essi vel y l ess da mage d ma tri x. F orm ati on
me chani sm , track structu re an d an neal i ng  are 
cl osel y r el ated .

Tr ack ph ysics has al so  had it s bump y ri de .
N ever thel ess the l ast  decad e has evi dent ly seen
si gni fi ca nt adva nces i n fu ndam enta l ly unde r-
stan di ng ( l arge ly due t o the  avai l abi l i ty o f GeV 
hea vy i ons, Me V cl ust er i on s, art if ici a l frag ments
etc.)  the  very n ature  of th e pr im ary b east ( l aten t
tra ck). In stead of com pari n g thi s sp ike  w i th tha t,
tha t spi ke w i th thi s, i t i s no w  abun dantl y cl e ar, a nd
i s ra pi dl y beco mi ng w i d el y reco gni zed,  that we 
mu st to d if feren t deg rees in corp orate  aspe cts of al l 
the  di ffer ent sp ike s (th erma l , C oul om b expl o sio n,
pl asm a, an d so o n) i nt o one  ‘ compo und spi ke’ .
S uch a  si mpl e ste p to real i ty! A l l  tho se physi ca l 
pr ocesses –  di rect  heat in g du e to Zef f, cha rgi ng ,
re pul si on a nd th en r e-at tracti on  of d -e le ctron s,
add ed h eati ng  (an d sti l l  mor e Zef f) d ue to  a tr ansi -
ent  pl asma , for mati on  of a prot ecti ve (a nd neu-
tra l izi n g) e le ctron  sheat h etc. –  fused  i nto o ne. In-
stea d of co mpar i ng w e now  com bi ne th em. And  i t
i s sugg ested  that we  comb in e the m acco rdi ng  to
si mpl e  rul es associ ated  fi rst w i th  the p rope rti es o f
the  char ged p roj ecti l e (w el l  und ersto od fo r fi ssi on
fra gmen ts) w hi ch  do n ot chan ge, a nd se condl y

(a nd mu ch mo re i m porta ntl y) w i th  the u ni que at-
om ist ic prop erti es of the  targ et, e speci al l y de fects.
In t hi s conte xt w e ar e ob li g ed to  note  that a l l pure l y
the rmal  sp i kes re ly onl y on  macr oscopi c a verag ed
pr oper ti es of h eat co nduct io n. S urfa ce fi ssi on
tra cks are  anom al ous in  ever y sense.  The  C ou-
l omb  expl osi o n spi ke d omi na tes eve rythi ng , el ec-
tro ns an d posi ti ve  i ons can  escape  i nto ‘ va cuum’ ,
the re i s l oss of mo mentu m, a nd th erefo re m atter  i n
el ectr oni c ‘ spu tteri n g’ .

B ut i n a nnea l in g – i n  a gen era l sense th e i nver se
of r egi str ati on –  man y di ffer ent r epai r  mech ani sms
ar e conce i vabl e, t hat ar e no t the rever se of those
i nvol ve d i n tr ack for mati on : re crystal l i sati on  of th e
or ig i nal  or  pre cip i tati on of di ffe rent , per haps i n ter-
me di ate p hases,  rand oml y o ri ente d i n th e core ,
and /or parti a ll y o r com pl etel y e pi taxi al  w i th sharp 
tra ck w al l s. W e ha ve unti l  n ow  per haps al so taci tl y
assum ed t hat on e an neal i ng  mech ani sm, o ne
tra ck struct ure (and  by i mpl i ca ti on on e for mati on 
me chani sm ) w i l l expl ai n t he di ff eren t ther mal  sta-
bi l i ti es o f tracks in  di ffer ent m i nera l s, thei r  ani so-
tro py an d dep ende nce on  chem i cal  comp osi ti on,
and  une tchab le  gap s, bett er th an an y othe r. H ow 
mu ch fur ther  w oul d w e be i f th e know n  track p rop-
er ti es i n ap ati te w e re an chor ed i n a  fi rm p hysi cal 
descr i pti on for fr agm ent sto ppi ng ? A nd ho w  much
fur ther  sti l l if  w e w ere  to r ecal l  tha t pha se chan ges
ar e i n pr acti ce b roug ht ab out b y the ca tal yti c ac-
ti on of i ntr i nsi c poi nt  defect s - de fects un i que t o
each  speci fi c m i nera l?  In th i s scenar i o the  si mpl e
pha se cha nge i n  zi rcon in  Fi gu re 1 becom es the 
excep ti on, r athe r tha n the  rul e.  Ap ati te i s si m il a rl y
“w el l - beha ved”.

Take your pick

There is perhaps one principle more engrained in
geological fission track theory than the ion explo-
sion spike - so fundamental that it doesn’t even
have a name. We call it the ‘line-segment model’,
which states that a fission track of a given etchable
length can be equated with a mathematical line
segment of the same length. It not only explains
the relationship between volumetric and surface
track densities, but also dictates the anticipated
linear relationship between track length and track
density.  There has been experimental confir-
mation, for a limited range of lengths, from an-
nealing experiments on induced tracks, but does it
also apply to fossil tracks? Well - yes and no!
Gleadow and Duddy (1981) observed a different
trend, characterised by a certain amount of length
reduction w i thou t red ucti on of tra ck den sit y. Gree n
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(1 988)  l ater  re- norm al i sed th e tra ck den sit ie s, and 
re -estab l i shed th e l i nea r relationship. But this re-
normalisation is based on the premise that there
exists a linear relationship. If we were to start from
a different premise, say that there is a certain
amount of length reduction without a decrease of
track density, then the re-normalisation of the track
densities would be invalid, and the resulting, un-
altered relationship would also confirm our prem-
ise. On formal grounds, the re-normalisation
doesn’t prove, nor does Green (1988) claim, that
one is right and the other is wrong. But it does
produce the same relationship for fossil as for the
induced tracks, which is, moreover, in agreement
with the line-segment model. It didn’t have to be
so, and the result is therefore inconclusive but not
trivial. That may be, but here is a mathematical
relationship, confirmed by experiments on induced
tracks, and at least not in conflict with the data on
fossil tracks. Nevertheless, we argue that there are
two options. One, the line-segment model is cor-
rect and fossil and induced tracks anneal in the
same manner. Two, fossil and induced tracks do
not anneal in the same manner, which comes
dangerously close to questioning the principle of
equivalent time, and the line-segment model does
not apply to fossil tracks.

B ut w hy m ake d if fi cul ti es, an d on  thi s poi n t? T he
usua l  comm onpl ace s can m ake i t sound li ke  a
nob l e enterprise, but the truth is that there is much
to be gained. If the relationship proposed by
Gleadow and Duddy (1981) is right, we do not
have to invoke unidentified systematic errors,
which happen to be the same magnitude as the
length reduction, to explain why the independent
fission track ages of age standards, and other
samples of known age, agree with their reference
ages, without length correction. This also applies
to the Otway apatites: a length correction would
make them ten percent older than the titanites.
Even invoking unknown, or known, systematic ef-
fects, it still takes some explaining how the apatite
ages can be older than the titanite ages. But Ot-
way is not our immediate concern. If near-ambient
temperature annealing of fossil tracks, over geo-
logical periods of time, is indeed not the same as
laboratory annealing of induced tracks, then the
borehole data tell us that a significant length re-
duction can take place at low temperatures. This is
in fact not in conflict with a track recovery mecha-
nism based on the physics of point defect acti-
vated diffusion - slow but relentless over time.

Figure 2. A hypothetical mechanism to account for
the difference between the mean confined track
length (lcon) and the density-effective mean length
of surface-intersecting tracks (leff), proposed to ex-
plain the fact that leff > lcon according to the calcu-
lated values for Durango apatite (spontaneous
tracks: leff = 16.2 ± 0.3 mm; induced tracks: leff =
16.9 ± 0.4 mm; Jonckheere 1995).

Yet it is an unwelcome complication, and we would
have to rethink the extrapolation of the laboratory-
based annealing equations, though it would rid us
of the world-wide recent exhumation in one stroke.
With that gone, our fission-track results would at
least now and again be in agreement with the in-
dependent geological evidence.

If there is a non-linear relationship between track
length and track density, the line-segment model
must be flawed. Gleadow et al. (1983) have shown
one way in which this could be so. A second is il-
lustrated in Figure 2. It is within the bounds of the
accepted image of tracks. A track consists of a
central etchable section, and unetchable sections
at either end, where the damage is below the
etching threshold6. If this damage is continuous

____________________________
6 Here there are two physicist’s tracks (one geologist’s) with
common origin, but only two ends. The physics argument would
be contrary to the view that the unetched segments are of iden-
tical length due to an etch sensitivity arising out of (a) detailed
track structure due to real differences in fundamental particle
range and straggling, and (b) subsequent differences in the
spatial density of point defects. These differences may be in-
distinguishable if there is initially a sharp crystal/amorphous
interface, and certainly if a statistical average is taken over
many measured lengths.
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and sufficient to allow the formation of an etch pit,
then the effective length is not the same as the
etchable length. That ‘unetchable’ damage can
nevertheless produce an etch pit is due to the fact
that the formation of an etch pit is a result of the
defect properties of the surface, not of the track
(Jonckheere and Van den haute 1996). Even a
dislocation, the minimal form of linear damage,
produces an etch pit. Both mechanisms run into
difficulties, and we support neither of them, but
they do show that the line-segment model is not
self-evident. As with the principle of equivalent
time, we should know much more about track rev-
elation before making such a claim.

Conclusion

The separation of fission-track modelling from
physics has allowed us to construct a working
geological tool, without much interference from
physicists. It has remained comparatively simple
and has not been seriously contested. It has re-
mained in the hands of geologists and it has been
successful. But how theoretically sound is it? We
don’t know because we are disconnected from
physics. How well does it work? There isn’t that
much accord with the independent geological evi-
dence to claim that the method has proved itself.
What can we do? We can give it a nudge and see
how it stands up; this is what we have attempted
here. But we should consider going back to basics.
The superstructure is fine but the foundations may
not be solid. Reasearch on such fundamental
questions must be interdisciplinary but not expen-
sive: it is therefore not impossible to sell.
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MAKING TRACKS IN THE MONASTERY
A reflection on the European Workshop on Fission-Track Analysis held in Cádiz, Spain, June 2002.

Tony Hurford <t.hurford@ucl.ac.uk>

Dept. of Geological Science, University College London,
Gower Street, London WC1E 6BT, UK.  

The former Cappuccino Monasterio San Miguel
(built in 1733 and now a hotel) was the venue for
the European International Workshop on Fission-
Track Analysis: Theory and Applications between
3rd and 7th June 2002.  Situated in the town of El
Puerto de Santa Maria on the Bay of Cádiz, Anda-
lucia, Spain, this workshop was organised by Luis
Barbero (University of Cádiz) and was the succes-
sor to three meetings, initially Italian and subse-
quently more widely European, started by Gianni
Zuffa in Bologna.  The Cádiz workshop drew wider
participation with colleagues from Australia and the
United States joining the Eurozone (plus British,
Swiss and Norwegian) trackers.  This expansion
was, perhaps, appropriate given the location: El
Puerto de Santa Maria was the starting point for
Christopher Columbus's epic voyage to the New
World.

The themes of the Workshop centred around
methods and applications, with keynote papers by
Ulrich Glasmacher reconsidering formation and
cooling ages from alpha-recoil tracks, and your
present correspondent who endeavoured to review
where we are with the FT method.  Feeling a bit
like an aged seer giving the state-of-the-nation talk,
I commented (yes, yet again) on the lack of con-
sensus and comparability in considering the com-
positional effects on annealing, reproducibility and
standardisation of length measurement, and mod-
elling of track-length data.  Integration of FT and U-
Th/He chronometry was noted as an exciting reality
for constraining lower temperatures and this was
ably demonstrated subsequently with papers on
Swedish Precambrian basement (Charlotte Ceder-

bom  et al.), the Great Escarpment Development,
SE Australia (Christine Persano et al.), the Aegean
islands (Stephanie Brichau et al.), the Canadian
Shield (Matevz Lorencak et al.) amongst others.  It
seems the application of U-Th/He apatite chronol-
ogy is truly underway ..... what, I wonder, will the
pitfalls be - if any?  Combining the philosophy for
interpreting FT data with the analytical skills of the
noble gas experts may mean that potential prob-
lems will be averted.  Let's hope so, because the
helium method working in tandem with FT chron-
ometry promises us much.

In the Alpine Chain session, Maria Laura Balestrieri
and Max Zattin asked whether we need something
more than AFT data to understand northern Apen-
nine exhumation, citing new ZFT, AHe and ZHe
data to define a more detailed pattern.  Barbara
Ventura and colleagues reported detail of post-
Variscan exhumation of the Erzgebirge meta-
morphics and granites from borehole samples.
Moving to the Andes, I was amazed at the number
of people working there - just as well it's a big oro-
gen!  When teaching the Andes in undergraduate
Global Tectonics classes I was always disap-
pointed at the apparent dearth of detailed chronol-
ogy: these research efforts can only serve to am-
eliorate that situation.  A cornucopia of papers was
presented by Alberto Adriasola Munoz (Southern
Chilean Andes), Harold Ege et al. (Central Andean
fold-thrust belt, S Bolivia), Kirsten Gräfe et al.
(Southern Chile), Martin Wipf et al. (south central
Peru), Richards Spikings et al. (Ecuador - FT and
40Ar-39Ar), Sarah Shoemaker (SW Mexico) and
Stuart Thomson (Patagonian Andes).

The question "just how stable is stable?" (originally
Rod Brown's I think) was revisited in southern
Canada (Matevz Lorencak and colleagues), at the
Laurentian margin (Ulrich Glasmacher et al.), in the
East African/Antarctic orogen (by Joachim Jacobs
et al.) and in Namibia (Matthias Raab and Rod
Brown).  In extensional settings thermochronology
in the nearby Betics was discussed by our host
Luis Barbero and colleagues, in the Basin and
Range Province (Tim Carter et al.), Central Mada-
gascar (B. Emmel et al.), on the East Greenland
margin N of 72°N (Kirsten Hansen et al.), along the
Ghana transform margin (Frank Lisker ), and in SW
Bulgaria ( Alexandre Kounov).

Ever since our simplistic treatment of FT data from
detrital grains (Geol Mag, 121, 269, 1984) I've al-
ways been fascinated by the use of FT to identify
detrital components and to determine provenance.
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Istvan Dunkl and Balazs Székely discussed a more
sophisticated analytical approach together with a
very attractive on-screen visualisation of the pro-
cedure.  Alexie Soloviev and John Garver pre-
sented Western Kamchatka results considering the
possibility of its being a northern continuation of the
Japanese Shimanto belt accretionary complex.

I've mentioned just some of the directions that re-
search and the resulting presentations seem to be
heading.  Apologies to those whose names are not
explicitly mentioned  - I've not attempted to provide
an all-inclusive listing of all presentations.  Luis
Barbero and Ferran Colombo provided an excellent
volume of abstracts attractively produced as
Geotemas Volume 4 by the Sociedad Geológica
de Espana (ISSN 1576-5172).  Luis may have
spare copies for sale to those interested.

So what, Mr. Editor, were my lasting impressions of
Cádiz?  A change to the north European timetable
for lunch and dinner to accommodate the Mediter-
ranean siesta and lifestyle?  Perhaps the visit to
Terry's* Bodegas to see the making of sherry and
brandy, and to taste the end-products? (*that's not
Di Seward's husband's private booze supplier).
Surely Thursday's magical mystery tour (with un-
cooperative coach drivers) to find the elusive
Ronda peridotite definitely rated highly on enter-
tainment value, affording some excellent oppor-
tunities for relaxed discussion of ideas and pro-
jects, if not for field geology!

We also discussed EFTAN (at some length! Ed.) -
the rather moribund European Fission-Track Net-
work, started some 10 years ago to facilitate co-
operation between workers throughout 14+ Euro-
pean countries.  Discussion about the future of the
network revealed a series of specifically defined
objectives: to facilitate the exchange of intellectual
ideas, share common problems and seek solutions;
to encourage human mobility (especially of young
scientists) between research teams; and to adver-

tise research funding opportunities, particularly
between research groups.  A new committee was
elected (Balestrieri, Barbarand, Barbero, Carter,
Glasmacher, Hurford) to take forward the stated
aims. Further details can be found shortly 

http://www.eftan.ucl.ac.uk

There were some landmarks and details which I felt
were significant:

• the challenge to our use of the x 2 test for
datasets of 20-30 crystals (Balazs Székely)

• the widespread use of Rich Ketcham's AFT-
Solve program for data interpretation

• the resurgence of titanite as an FT chronometer
(Joachim Jacobs)

• the reconsideration of the similarity (or not) of
spontaneous and induced track annealing
(Jocelyn Barbarand)

• the continuing uncertainty about how to use the
dependency of apatite FT annealing on compo-
sition in interpreting routine sample data.  Barry
Kohn described some interesting results from
the Stillwater layered complex, where chlor-rich
apatite resistance to FT annealing is not paral-
leled in He retention which remains similar irre-
spective of anion content.

But for me perhaps the most important thing was
the enthusiasm for our subject which shone out in
conversation and in the very high standard of oral
and poster presentation, especially by the many
research students in attendance.  Also the open-
forum discussions after each thematic session
were very stimulating, with many people asking
questions and offering comments in a constructive
spirit and an easy and relaxed atmosphere.  Well
done to Luis Barbero and colleagues for the or-
ganisation - and to the all participants and contri-
butors for their lively, instructional and challenging
contributions, both formal and informal.

This photo is available from Kroch Klicks at: http://www.autoscan.com.au/download.html

Back to
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FT STAge Systems

Automated microscope stage systems
greatly increase operator productivity by
automating tedious aspects of microscope
work.  Since their introduction, our systems
have been adopted by far more fission track
laboratories than any other system.

Outstanding Hardware:
Our stage systems are based on a highly-reliable, high-precision Kinetek™ computer-automated microscope scanning stage.  Several
hundred Kinetek stages are currently in operation, mainly in the demanding microelectronics and biotechnology  industries.  Compatible
with almost any brand of microscope.  Use of this popular, general purpose stage significantly reduces the system cost.  System also in-
cludes a high-quality Calcomp™ 12x12" digitizing tablet.  Assembly to full operational status generally requires only a few days.

Outstanding Software:
Software is a complete, highly sophisticated Apple Macintosh program developed with careful attention to all aspects of microscope
work.  Fully integrates track counting, track length measurement, slide scanning, and file management functions.  Moves precisely
from grain to mica print in 3 seconds.  Very user friendly.

Innovative, Highly-Intuitive Stage Control System:
Stage is driven primarily with the digitizing tablet cursor rather than a joystick.  For example, to center a grain or track, just superim-
pose the cursor on it, push a button, and the stage automatically centers it.  This avoids tedious manual centering via the joystick.
Most software commands are driven from the cursor buttons, which are easily distinguished by feel, so there is no need to look away
from the eyepieces to the computer screen or keyboard.

Fission Track Laboratories Using the System

 (year installed; *adapted to a non-Kinetek stage)
• Stanford University, Stanford, California (1991)

•University of California, Santa Barbara, California (1992)
•ARCO Exploration and Production Technology, Plano, Texas (1992).
  Moved to University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Minnesota, in 1999.
•Universität Bremen, Bremen, Germany (1993)
•E.T.H., Zürich, Switzerland (1993*)

•Kent State University, Kent, Ohio (1993)
•University of Wyoming, Laramie, Wyoming (1993)
•University of Arizona, Tucson, Arizona (1993).
  Moved to Syracuse University, Syracuse, New York, in 2000.

•Max-Planck-Institut, Heidelberg, Germany (1993*)
•Union College, Schenectady, New York (1994)
•Monash University, Melbourne, Australia (1994*).
  Moved to University of Melbourne in 1999.
•La Trobe University, Melbourne, Australia (two systems, 1994*).

Moved to University of Melbourne in 1999.
•University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (1995)
•Universität Tübingen, Tübingen, Germany (1995)
•Universidad Central de Venezuela, Caracas, Venezuela (1995)

•Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah (1995)
•Central Research Institute of the Electric Power, Chiba, Japan (1995)
•Universität Salzburg, Salzburg, Austria (1996)
•University of Southern California, Los Angeles, California (1996)
•E.T.H., Zürich, Switzerland (second system, 1996*)

•Geologisk Centralinstitut, Copenhagen, Denmark (1996*)

•University of Waikato, Hamilton, New Zealand (1996*)
•Università di Bologna, Bologna, Italy (1997)
•Centro di Studio di Geologia dell'Appenno e delle Catene Perimediterra-

nee, Florence, Italy (1997)
•University of Wyoming, Laramie, Wyoming (second system, 1997)

•Universität Potsdam, Potsdam, Germany (1997)
•Seoul National University, Seoul, Korea (1998)
•E.T.H., Zürich, Switzerland (third system, 1998)
•Universität Basel, Basel, Switzerland (1998)

•University of Florida, Gainesville, Florida (1998)
•Universite Paris-XI, Paris, France (1998)
•Universität Graz, Graz, Austria (1998)
•Göteborgs Universitet, Göteborg, Sweden (1999)
•Universidad de Cádiz, Cádiz, Spain (1999)

•Universite Montpellier II, Montpellier, France (1999)
•Kurukshetra University, Kurukshetra, India (1999)
•Universität Tübingen, Tübingen, Germany, (second system, 1999)
•California State University, Fullerton, California (2000)

•Geoforschungszentrum, Potsdam, Germany (2000)
•Polish Academy of Sciences, Krakow, Poland (2000)
•University of Glasgow, Glasgow, Scotland (two systems, 2001)
•Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut (2001)
•Université Joseph Fourier, Grenoble, France (2001)

Further Information:

An early version of the system is described in a paper in Nuclear Tracks and Radiation Measurements, vol. 21, p. 575-
580, Oct. 1993 (1992 Philadelphia Fission Track Workshop volume).  For detailed information please contact:  Dr.
Trevor Dumitru, 4100 Campana Drive, Palo Alto, California 94306, U.S.A., telephone (auto-switching voice and fax
line): 1-650-725-6155.
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CARLSON’S LAW : A FORMAL COMPARATIVE STUDY
WITH RESPECT TO LASLETT’S LAW

A. RADID *, J.C. MIELLOU*, A. CHAMBAUDET**

*Laboratoire de Mathématiques et Applications – Unité Mixte de Recherche 6632 C.N.R.S.,
**Laboratoire de Microanalyses Nucléaires Equipe d'Accueil 473 – LRC– CEA MO 7,

Faculté des Sciences et des Techniques, Université de Franche-Comté,
16 route de Gray, 25030 Besançon Cedex, France

INTRODUCTION

Here, we develop the results presented in Radid et
al. (2002) for extending Laslett’s law to Carlson’s
law, and give a new formulation of Carlson’s law
and compare it to a corresponding Laslett’s situa-
tion.

First, we derive a Bertagnolli-kind of expression
from the usual Carlson’s law formulation. This gives
rise to a Cauchy’s problem for a first order differen-
tial equation, which is very similar to the equation
derived from Laslett’s law in Igli et al. (1999). We
also recall that for thermal histories with a constant
temperature, Carlson’s law admits a formulation
similar to a previous annealing Laslett’s mathemati-
cal expression. This provides a homogeneous ap-
proach to the numerical methods applied to both
these laws.

COMPARISON OF CARLSON’S AND LASLETT’S
LAWS FOR TEMPERATURE VARIABILITY

Let us consider Carlson’s law, which represents the
mean length reduction of a population of fission
tracks by:
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The function t → l t( ) represents the mean length

of a population of tracks at time t  that were born at
time s after an annealing thermal history, expressed
by the function → ( ) : ∈ s,t[ ].

L  is the initial mean length of the tracks, h the

Planck’s constant, k the Boltzman’s constant ,  the
absolute temperature, s,t[ ] the annealing time in-

terval, Q  the activation energy of the atomic mo-
tions

leading to defect cancellations, R  the universal

constant of any gas, n a strictly positive real number
that is smaller than one (which describes the initial
distribution of the radial defects) and Aan empirical
constant of the shortening of the axial length.

Let us note:
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Where r represents the mean length shortening
rate of the considered population of fission tracks,
which satisfies:
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Let us derive the two sides of the above relation
with respect to time variable t .  We obtain:
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Therefore, Carlson’s Law reads:
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This initial value problem is very similar to the one
associated to Laslett’s law, which reads:
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where the constants a,b , must satisfy

a =
1

n
, b =1 in order to better fit (6).

THE EXPRESSION OF CARLSON’S LAW UNDER
A CONSTANT TEMPERATURE

If the temperature is constant, then the equation (1)
becomes:
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Which gives rise to:
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Conversely, this implies that:
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It is worthwhile to note that Carlson (1990) p. 1136,
established a comparison between expression (9) of
Carlson’s law and a previous annealing law written
by Laslett for isothermal histories.

CONCLUSION
This comparison makes it possible to extend to
Carlson’s law the study performed in Radid et al.
(2002) with respect to the approximation of the gen-
eral thermal histories by using piecewise constant
functions. The result is a new perspective for
studying numerical methods for both Carlson’s and
Laslett’s laws (this is in reference to our forthcoming
paper (2002) entitled,  "Some Comparative Numeri-
cal Experiments Concerning Two Standard Fission
Track Thermal Annealing Laws").
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Reactor Watch

This section is concerned with reporting the lastest
developments concerning reactor facilities If you
hear of any new developments concerning reactors
or are aware of reactors that may be suitable please
contact the Editor of On Track to ensure the latest
developments can be reported back to the Fission
Track community.

Frank Lisker reports that the new German neutron
source in Garching (FRM II) is expected to start
working early next year with the possibility of
providing irradiation services from mid 2003. This
will be a 20 MW reactor with two rabbit loading
systems. The facility will have a maximum neutron
flux of 8 x 1014 n/cm2s-1 with fast and epithermal
components expected to be significantly <1%.
Details about this reactor can be found on the web
at

http://www.frm2.tu-muenchen.de/frm2/index_en.html

Frank also pointed out that there is another German
neutron irradiation facility at the GKSS
Forschungszentrum in Geesthacht which has a
reasonably high flux (8 x 1013 n/cm2s-1) but
unfortunately is not well thermalised with fast and
epithermal components of 2.5% and 2.3%
respectively.

Barry Kohn reports that excavations have begun at
Lucas Heights for the new reactor intended to re-
place the ageing Hifar facility. This is good news.
The bad news is that a fault was encountered dur-
ing the excavations and the media have got hold of
this. Consequently environmentalists have new
ammunition with which to voice their opposition. The
reactor people are now quite 'anxious' to have the
history of this fault assessed.  It has been examined
and trenched by a group of geo-seismic people from
New Zealand, where they have plenty of experi-
ence, at least with young tectonics. But the question
that now needs clarification regards the 'timing' of
fault movement. Investigations will probably require
some AFT and/or  (U-Th)/He work that will help to
ensure the timely completion of the new reactor (or
maybe not). Stay tuned!

Meanwhile a consultation is planned between the
Geoscience community and the reactor people to
determine specifications that best suite their needs.
Although the reactor is already basically designed

input from the geoscience community may influence
some relatively minor engineering changes that will
benefit a wider community of research based users.

John Garver mentions that the Oregon facility is
now so heavily used by trackers that in order to
cope with demand it is going to have to start using
another position.

http://www.frm2.tu-muenchen.de/frm2/index_en.html
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REACTOR LUCAS HEIGHTS OREGON THETIS

INFORMATION HIFAR TRIGA Mark-II

X7 position thermal column positions

CHARACTERISTICS [inner face] 6,7,8,15,16

Thermal fluence: 3 - 5.7 x 1012 1.0 x 1011 1.0 - 3.0 x 1011

Epithermal fluence: 5.0 x 1008 [c] 0.6 - 4.3 x 1009

Fast fluence: 5.0 x 1008 0.8 - 5.0 x 1009

Thermal /fast: 145 [b] 60 - 120

Thermal/epithermal: 200 70 - 160

Cd ratio for Au: ~125, ~98 14

Cd ratio for Co:

Radial gradient: 3%/cm 6% / cm

Axial gradient: ~ 5 %/cm 1% / cm

Foreigners ? Yes Yes Yes

Price [nationals] A$350 /can [?] $ 200 (zr) 175 Euro /7h

Price [foreigners] A$350 /can $ 400 (ap) 175 Euro /7h

plus shipping plus shipping incl. ship. [g]

Packing: Ti cans [a] polyethylene

[supplied]

Can size [mm] : 20 x 50 23 x  90 19 x 70

[diam. x length]
(total glass in each can must

not excede 15 grams) price for 2 cans

Website w w w .ai nse.edu.au/

E-mail Contact: D avi d.hur w ood@ ansto.gov.au

REACTOR VIENNA PAVIA PAVIA KYOTO

INFORMATION TRIGA Mark-II TRIGA Mark-II TRIGA Mark-II KUR

Lazy Susan Thermal Column

CHARACTERISTICS Rot. spec. rack

Thermal fluence: 1.0 x 1013 1.0 x 1012 3.8 x 1009 4.0 x 1011

Epithermal fluence: [d] 6.0 x 1008

Fast fluence: 9.0 1011 8.0 x 1007

Thermal /fast: 1.1 5000

Thermal/epithermal: 700

Cd ratio for Au: 6.5 31  ~200 [f]

Cd ratio for Co: 48

Radial gradient:

Axial gradient:

Foreigners ? Yes Yes Yes [e] No

Price [nationals] Free On demand

Price [foreigners] Variable, On demand No commercial

± $80 /can use

Packing: plast. up to 80 h plastic, Al can, plastic, Al can, plastic

oth.: Al+quartz glass, etc. glass, etc. capsule

Can size [mm] : 35 x 100 22.5 x 50 22.5 x 50

[diam. x length]

Website

E-mail Contact:

TABLE 1: comparison of reactor parameters. Notes: [a] Mass of sodium containing glass must not exceed 15 g per
can; total mass of can + contents must not exceed 55 g. Some users report problems with broken samples; [b] Ex-
trapolated from 6" from face using 10%/cm gradient; [c] Measured 6" from face; [d] Epithermal neutron flux is high;
induced Th-fission can be a problem; [e] thermal column is presently unavailable for FT-irradiations; [f] Cd-ratio is
pers. com. [1988] Prof. M. Koyama to T. Tagami; [g] except by specialised transport.
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THE ORIGINAL AND THE BEST SOLUTION FOR FISSION TRACK DATING
18 YEARS - 20 COUNTRIES

NOW IN VERSION 3.0 – EVEN BETTER :

On-screen images of fission tracks for simplified marking and counting !
(Mark counted tracks with your mouse to avoid double counting).

Stereo pair of grain and mica mounts for easy comparison !
(Or instantly toggle between grain and mica images for track comparison in single-mount view).

q Give your brain a rest : TrakscanTM V3.0 automatically inverts and rotates mica image as shown
q User can mark area for counting on grain, automatically shown on mica (and vice versa)
q Automatic track density calculation on marked grain and mica areas
q Measurement of track lengths, including inclined tracks
q Standard glass and ART modules form part of program
q Ability to export data for direct use in TrackkeyTM and PopshareTM

Contact us now for your free demo CD with step-by-step TrakscanTM walk-
through/tutorial !

Also, ask us about AutoScopeTM for automated counting of fission tracks in glass !

MYDOCOS\ONTRACK24_TRAK.DOC Friday, June 28, 2002
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The new Autoscan Multi-Application Image Analysis System
Fe atur i ng Au toS cop e® Ve rs i on 2.0 f or Wi nd ows  95/ 98/ NT /2000

A PP LI C A TI ON S : 
The  ne w  A utoS cop e® s oftw a re , w hich r uns on our  new  mul ti-a pplic a tion sys te m, ha s a  w ide  va rie ty of a pplic a tions i ncluding
de te cti on, cha ra c te ris a tion a nd counti ng of :

< a lpha  re coi l tra c ks
< fis s ion tra c ks in gla s s
< tra c ks  in solid s ta te  det ec tor s (e g. a lpha  pa rtic le s, r adon, f as t ne utrons , fis si on tra cks )
< c a libra tion of moi stur e c onte nt me a sur ing equi pment  by ther ma l neut ron a bsor ption me thod
< ura nium mic roma pping a nd ultr a low - le vel ur ani um ana lys is 

In e nvir onmenta l pr ote cti on appli ca tions , A utoS cop e® is  abl e to a utoma tic a lly de te ct , cha ra c te ris e  and c ount the  tra c ks  lef t by
ra dioa c tive  al pha pa rti cle s  in C R 39T M pla st ic. T his  is us e ful in pe rs onnel  ra dia tion ba dge monit oring a nd ra don de tec tion
s tudie s. In t he E ar th Sc ie nc es , a lpha t ra ck de te c tion in C R 39T M w hic h ha s be e n in cont ac t w ith Z irc on, a nd fis sion tr a cks  in
volc a nic a nd othe r gl as se s  a re  tw o furthe r a pplic a tions .

ST A GE  HA RD WA R E  :
A utoS cop e® w orks  in c onjunc tion w ith our ne w  A S3000B  (f or upright  micr osc ope s)  or A S3000i (f or inve rte d mic ros c opes )
s tage s  a nd E L300 e le ctr onic s c ontrol ler , and i s a ble  to move  in sub- mic ron inc re me nts  ac ros s  up to tw o sta nda rd 75 x 25 mm
s lide s, a nd foc us  through a  dista nc e  of 3 mm in i ncr eme nts  of 0.1 mic r ons. T his pa c kage  inc orpor at es  3-a xis  move ment 
(inc luding f ocus , built i ntegr al ly into the  sta ge ), a nd is  suit able  for  high ma gnific a tion w ork involvi ng fre que nt re foc us sing
ope ra tions . The  posit ional  ac c ura c y is ±  0.25 mi cr ons, w ith 2 mi cr on position re pe a tabi lity. Sta ge  move me nt contr ol is  via our 
JS300 3-a xis  joyst ick w hic h a llow s  simul tane ous  X , Y a nd f ocus  move me nt. O ur st age s  ca n be  fitt ed to m ost popula r opt ica l
la bora tory mi cr osc ope s.

SOM E  FE A TU R E S OF  TH E A utoS cop e® SOF TWA R E  IN C L U D E : 
< the  a bility to ma nua lly a lte r a nd se le c t a  numbe r of "f ilte r f ac tors ", inc luding obj ec t a re a , c irc ula rity, pe rime te r, a nd

thre s hhold (r ange  of gr ey s c al es ).
< the  progr am s tore s  .BM P ima ge  file s  (thumbna il im age s ) of a ll de te c ted obj ec ts .
< da ta  output is  MS A c c es s  file s, f or dir ec t impor t into othe r a pplic a tion s oftw a re .
< da ta  file s c a n be  stor e d on any dis k, in a ny dire c tory.

The  A utoS cop e® s oftw a re  w as  de vel oped in c los e  coope ra tion w it h the A us tra lia n R adi ati on La bora torie s  (now  A RP A NS A ), a 
Fe de ra l G ove rnme nt orga nis at ion w hose  func tion it is  to monitor  a nd contr ol the  sa fe  us e of  ionis ing and non- ionis ing
ra dia tion.

For  f ur the r  infor mat ion, ple as e c ont ac t us  at :
AUT OS CAN S YS TE MS  P T Y. LT D. ( A.B.N. 73 006 275 136) 

P .O. Box 112, Or m ond, VI C 3204                           4/ 293 Bay S t r eet , Br i ght on, VI C 3186
T el .:  + 61 3 9596 8065                                                 Fa x : +  61 3 9596 8369

em ai l  :  aut os can@a ut oscan.c om.a u         Hom epage :  www.a utos can.com .a u/~a utos can
MY DOCOS \ ONT RACK 24_SC OP .DOC   F ri da y, 28 June 2002
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Fission-Track Papers
T he fol l ow i ng i s a l i st of r ecent and soon- to- be publ i she d fi ssi on tr ack paper s that w er e subm i tted by the author s for  i ncl usi on i n
thi s i ssue of On T r ack. T he l i st i s extensi ve but far  fr om  com pl ete. It m ay how ever  ser ve  as a star ti ng poi nt for  com pi l i ng a ' com -
pl ete'  l i st of fi ssi on- tr ack paper s. W e w oul d al l  agr ee that such a l i st has pr acti cal  use  as a r efer ence to w hat i s happeni ng i n fi s-
si on- tr acks or  i n your  study ar ea. T hi s cannot be achi eved w i tho ut ever yone' s acti ve co- oper ati on. So, i f you have or  know  of a
paper  that you w oul d l i ke to see l i sted i n thi s secti on, p le ase send the com pl ete r efer ence or  a photocopy of the fi r st page to the
edi tor .  W e ar e al so i nter ested i n non- fi ssi on- tr ack paper s that m ay b e of i nter est to the fi ssi on- tr ack com m uni ty.
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International Fission-Track Directory
This revised and extended International Fission-Track Directory is by no means complete or accurate. Although a number of
people do not figure in the staff, e-mail or phone directories of the institutes under which they are mentioned, this has not
been interpreted as a sign of non-existence, and they have for the moment been retained with their old affiliations. It would
be much appreciated if you would let the editor know if your address has changed, or if people have joined or definitively left
your lab, so that the directory can be updated.
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Afterthoughts

A  Rond a   Ron da th e garden like a teddy bear ... ......(adapted from an old English nursery rhyme)

Call for Contributions

The next issue of On Track is scheduled for January 2003 and we are looking for contributions. On Track welcomes contri-
butions of virtually any kind, including scientific articles, news, gossip, job openings, descriptions of new lab techniques, re-
views of useful products, ravings about what the other labs are doing wrong, meeting announcements, cartoons and descrip-
tions of what you are doing in your research.

If you would like to contribute, please send the final document no later than Dec 31, 2002. If you intend to submit a substan-
tial article, please let the editor know as soon as possible.

On Track includes a list of recent and forthcoming fission-track papers. If you know of a paper that was published recently or
is in press and should appear in the list, please let me know so that it can be added to the list. Also, if you happen to change
location due to a change in jobs or finishing off the thesis and graduating, please inform the editor.

On Track is also happy to print advertisements. Please contact the editor for advertising rates.

   Send contributions to:

E d S obel 
Insti tü t für  Geo wi sse nschaft en,
U ni ver sit ät P otsda m,
P ostfach  6015 53,
D -14 415 P otsda m
Ger many
P hone :++  49   3319 77 5 403
Fa x:++  49 3 31 9 77 50 60
E -ma il : sobel@rz.uni-potsdam.de




