Reduction of Mars Odyssey Neutron Data
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Neutron Detection: Energetic neutrons are pro-
duced in the atmosphere and regolith of Mars by ga-
lactic cosmic rays via spallation reactions.  High
energy neutrons are fast neutrons which loose their
energy by both nonelastic interactions and elastic
collisions with nuclei near the surface. Epithermal
neutrons have energies lower than the threshold for
inelastic scattering for major elements found in Mar-
tian surface materials. Thermal neutrons experience
a lot of energy-exchange collisions to reach an equi-
librium state with the surrounding materials.

The Los Alamos built neutron spectrometer on-
board Mars Odyssey uses boron-loaded plastic scin-
tillators to detect and separately measure thermal-,
epithermal-, and fast-neutrons originating from Mars
[1,2]. The spectrometer consists of a block of boron-
loaded plastic that is diagonally segmented into four
optically decoupled prisms that are read out by sepa-
rate photomultiplier tubes. P1 is covered by cadmium
foil, which absorbs neutrons below roughly 0.5 eV.

Thermal- and epithermal-neutrons are detected via
the *°B(n,a)’Li* reaction, which produces a distinct
peak in the pulse height spectrum at 93 keV electron
equivalent light output due to the recoil of the reac-
tion products. For each prism, the net count rate for
this peak is determined from the Category 1 pulse
height spectrum, which is a spectrum of single-
interaction events.

Fast neutrons are separately measured by the de-
tection of a characteristic, double pulse. The light
output caused by proton recoils produced by the
prompt interaction of a fast neutron and the hydrogen
in the plastic provides a measure of the energy of the
incident neutron. A second pulse of light corre-
sponding to the absorption of the neutron at low en-
ergy by B, follows a delay in which the neutron is
slowing down in the plastic, but does not produce
light. This double-pulse signature occurs for neutrons
above approximately 700 keV.

Reduction Scheme: Counting rates are acquired
every 19.75 sec. During this interval, the spacecraft
traverses ~1° of arc length. The reduction process is a
series of corrections to be applied in a precise order
to obtained maps of thermal, epithermal, and fast
neutrons counting rates.

Exclusion of anomalous data: There are numerous
occurrences when the data are not useful for science
analysis: Solar Energetic Events (SEP) which were

identified for approximately 180 days between Feb.
2002 and Dec. 2006, spacecraft being pointed off
Nadir, engineering time, and single upsets. About
14% of the data set is discarded, and no attempt has
been made to recover these data.

Category 1 processing: The objective is to extract the
signal from the pulse height spectrum under the peak at 93
keV. The spectrum is first corrected for Analog-to-
Digital Converter non-linearity, and then for gain and
offset. This allows us to track the gain drift of each
prism, and eventually to adjust the high voltage lev-
els. The integration of the peak area for prism 1
(looking nadir) yields the epithermal counting rate,
for prism 2 (looking forward) minus prism 4 (looking
backward) the thermal counting rate, and for prism 3
(looking toward the spacecraft) the spacecraft back-
ground.

Event mode: A fast neutron counting rate is read-
ily measured from the recoil (n,p) interaction in prism
1. However, after-pulsing (photomultiplier tube emits
a characteristic “after pulse” caused by the produc-
tion of secondary electrons through the impact of
back-streaming ions on the photocathode) is removed
by raising the lower level threshold.
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Fig. 1: Longitude-average count rates in prism 2 when the
spacecraft is moving northward or southward.

Background: As measured during cruise [2], there
is no significant background for thermal and epi-
thermal counting rates. The background for fast neu-
trons is ~0.12 counts/sec.

Height Correction: The spacecraft altitude varies
from 385 km to 455 km. A solid-angle law is used to
account for this bias. At this point, no limb darkening
is included to account for the non-Lambertian nature
of the neutron emission.

Latitude Aberration: The detected neutron veloc-
ity measured in the spacecraft frame yields registra-
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