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Abstract: A review of experimental studies carried out at the NRC “Kurchatov Institute” on plasma-
facing thermonuclear fusion reactor materials is presented in the paper. An experimental method
was developed to produce high-level radiation damage in materials simulating the neutron effect by
surrogate irradiation with high-energy ions. Plasma-surface interaction is investigated on materials
irradiated to high levels of radiation damage in high-flux deuterium plasma. The total fluence
of accelerated ions (3–30 MeV, 4He2+, 12C3+, 14N3+, protons) on the samples was 1021–1023 m−2.
Experiments were carried out on graphite materials, tungsten, and silicon carbide. Samples have
been obtained with a primary defect concentration from 0.1 to 100 displacements per atom, which
covers the predicted damage for the ITER and DEMO projects. Erosion dynamics of the irradiated
materials in steady-state deuterium plasma, changes of the surface microstructure, and deuterium
retention were studied using SEM, TEM, ERDA, TDS, and nuclear backscattering techniques. The
surface layer of the materials (3 to hundreds µm) was investigated, and it was shown that the changes
in the crystal structure, the loss of their symmetry, and diffusion of defects to grain boundaries play
an important role. The most significant results are presented in the paper as an overview of our
previous work for many years (carbon and tungsten materials) as well as the relatively recent results
(silicon carbide).
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1. Introduction

Thermonuclear reactor based on deuterium-tritium (DT) fusion reaction is aimed to
produce plasma with parameters providing high enough particle energy and density for
the reaction to take place. The generation of high-energy neutrons is an intrinsic factor
of the reaction, and therefore the reactor structure will undergo irradiation and would
suffer from the damage induced by the neutrons with appropriate consequences for the
properties of the structure materials. The first wall of the tokamak-reactor will face the
most severe damaging conditions because the magnetic confinement does not ensure total
isolation of the material wall facing the plasma, which accepts both plasma radiation and
particle fluxes. The choice for the ITER reactor under construction nowadays is made
in favor of beryllium for the first wall and tungsten for the divertor coating. Important
neutron fluence (≥1026 m−2) is characteristic of the tokamak-reactor operating in a steady
state. This brings an accumulation of radiation damage in the structure materials thus
leading to degradation of their physical and mechanical properties. Therefore, the problem
to obtain materials capable of operating in a fusion reactor for a durable time under neutron
irradiation and plasma fluxes is actually of the most acuity [1–3].

No neutron sources of the needed energy and intensity are actually available to
produce damage at the level predicted for a long-term operation of a fusion tokamak-
reactor. There are different principal approaches to obtaining high-level radiation damage
in materials for experimental investigations. The first one relates to a fusion neutron source
of sufficiently high intensity, but it is not yet realized today. Second, fission neutrons
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from a fast reactor may be taken. In this case, a long irradiation time of about a one-
year-scale period is needed to accumulate radiation damage at a high enough level [4].
Finally, fast charged particles from accelerators (protons as well as heavy ions) suit well
for experimental modeling of radiation damage of fusion materials [5]. The ion irradiation
has been offered long ago for simulations of the neutron effect on the materials for nuclear
applications [6]. Charged particles accelerated to high energies present an efficient means
for the production of displacement damage for a reasonable experimental time period
at the levels being of interest for fusion research. This method is widely used in fusion-
oriented investigations [7–14]. The method has been also taken in our research and it was
developed on the basis of experimental facilities at NRC “Kurchatov Institute”. To date,
ion irradiated samples at a level quantified in displacements per atom within an interval
from 0.1 to 100 displacements per atom (dpa) have been obtained thus covering the whole
range corresponding, namely, to the ITER and DEMO projects.

We conducted experimental research on the relation between the plasma effect on
plasma-facing materials and the level of radiation damage. Ion irradiation experiments
were performed using the U-150 cyclotron providing high-energy particles from several
MeV to 60 MeV. Radiation damaged samples were studied on the linear plasma device
LENTA simulating tokamak divertor plasma conditions. Plasma-facing materials actually
considered as candidates for application in tokamak reactors have been studied: carbon-
based materials have been examined at the initial stage [15] and tungsten at the ongoing
stage of the work [16–19]. Silicon carbide was also included in the study.

The review is structured as follows: Section 2 describes material choice, research
methods, and facilities. Section 3 contains major results on irradiated carbon materials
exposed to deuterium plasma. Section 4 summarizes results on tungsten samples irradiated
by different ion types followed by deuterium plasma exposure. The results of plasma
exposure on proton-irradiated silicon carbide samples are presented in Section 5. Finally,
Section 6 discusses the obtained results and concludes the review.

2. Experimental Method and Materials

The research is based on a complex method using irradiation of materials with acceler-
ated high-energy ions to produce damage at the first stage which is followed by exposure
of the irradiated samples to steady-state plasma simulating the tokamak scrape-off-layer
(SOL) and divertor conditions. The ion irradiation generates displacements of atoms in
the material structure at a rate of several orders higher than neutrons, and this makes it
possible to achieve high levels of radiation damage at a reasonable time of an experimental
run. Using this method, we can accumulate radiation damage equivalent to fast neutron
irradiation at a dose of up to 1022 cm−2 in a few days’ operations of the cyclotron. The
primary defects in the materials are generated in a near-surface layer at a depth of ion
range depending on the type of ions and on their energy.

The work included the study of carbon-based materials and then of different tungsten
grades. Silicon carbide (SiC) was also studied as a low-activated candidate material. For
this, accelerated carbon ions were taken to produce damage in carbon-based materials
(graphites). Different ion species have been used in irradiations of tungsten, namely, 4He2+,
12C3+, 14N3+, and protons. Silicon carbide was irradiated with accelerated protons.

The linear plasma machine LENTA [16] was used at the second stage of the experi-
mental procedure to process the irradiated materials in deuterium plasma and to study
their erosion in conditions relevant to SOL of a tokamak reactor. The plasma simulator
LENTA generated plasma in a steady state discharge powered by electron beam providing
deuterium current on the surface of the materials under study at jion = 1017–1018 cm−2s−1

(Ne = 1012–1013 cm−3, Te = 1–20 eV). The energy of plasma ions was controlled at the
levels relevant to divertor conditions by bias potential applied to the sample under study.
Plasma exposures were performed in sequential order to reach deuterium ion fluence on
the surface about 1021 cm−2 in each sequence to reach a noticeable erosion of the material.
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The erosion effect was measured by the weight loss method. Analysis of the sample surface
microstructure was made with scanning electron microscopy (SEM) after each plasma run.

3. Carbon Materials

The carbon fiber composite (CFC) candidate SEP NB-31 was studied along with
Russian fine grain graphite MPG-8 and pyrographite quasi-single crystal. Carbon ions 12C+

were accelerated on the cyclotron to 5 MeV to produce radiation damage in samples of
these three graphites. The high level of radiation damage obtained in the materials was
due to the choice of the ion species and to the high ion fluence received by the samples
during several days’ irradiations. By this, three levels of displacement damage 1 dpa, 5 dpa,
and 10 dpa in average over the damaged layer were reached in the samples of each carbon
material after irradiation to fluences 1017 cm−2, 5 × 1017 cm−2, and 1018 cm−2, respectively.
Calculated in SRIM [20], the distribution of primary defects produced by 5 MeV 12C+ ions
in the near-surface layer of graphite (ρ = 1.7 g/cm3) is given in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Primary radiation defects as a function of depth for a carbon material (ρ = 1.7 g/cm3) irradiated
with 5 MeV C-ions to a dose of 1018 cm−2.

Maximal damage ~90 dpa is at a depth of about 5 microns corresponding to the
range of 5 MeV C-ions in a carbon material of 1.7 g/cm3 density while average damage
is <D> = 10.2 dpa. The surface structure is modified under irradiation, though sputtering
effect is not important. Modification of the surface structure of the SEP NB-31 sample is
shown in Figure 2, where the boundary between irradiated and non-irradiated parts is
apparent. Development of the surface is seen on the irradiated part of the surface.
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Figure 2. Border on the surface of the SEP NB-31 sample irradiated to <D> = 10 dpa: damaged area
is to the left; the right part was shielded from the irradiation. The scale is 100 µm [21].

A large radiation-induced deformation has been found on the carbon materials. This
was clearly detected by profiling the surface around the boundary of the irradiated zone
shown in Figure 2. Considerable linear deformation measured with a profilometer was
found on all ion irradiated graphites under study. The results of these measurements for
all three types of materials are summarized in Figure 3 as a function of irradiation dose.
The MPG-8 was found as the most radiation-resistant having minimal deformation in our
case while the composite SEP NB-31 has shown large deformation: ∆H = 20 µm on 10 dpa
sample (1018 cm−2). The deformation of the 10 dpa pyrographite sample surpassed the
profilometer limit of 160 µm.

Figure 3. Linear deformation of carbon materials ∆H after irradiation with 5 MeV C-ions.
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Thus, the studied graphites exhibited a great swelling effect after irradiation which
was very large as compared with the damaged surface layer (~5 µm ion range). Besides the
damage induced by fast ions, those materials undergo sputtering. Surface modification
due to these effects was detected on all materials (see Figure 2). Splitting of the damage
layer was also observed on pyrographite. Cracks were found on 5 and 10 dpa MPG-8.

The irradiated graphite samples were then exposed to the steady-state deuterium
plasma on the LENTA plasma simulator. Exposure parameters were as follows: D-ion
current 10 mA/cm2, ion energy 100 eV (negative bias), sample temperature during plasma
operation ≤40 ◦C. The carbon materials were processed in the plasma in two exposures
1 h each. The layer of about a half-fast ion penetration depth was eroded during the first
step (about 2–3 µm), and the layer of the maximal radiation damage was eroded in the
second plasma exposure (~3–7 µm) [21]. Weight loss due to the plasma bombardment was
measured after each plasma exposure. The result of double successive plasma exposure of
carbon materials is illustrated in Figure 4. Shown are the erosion depth and erosion rate
of the three graphites under study after the first and after the second plasma runs. All
materials exhibit increase in erosion rate in the second plasma exposure corresponding
to the layer of maximal defect density involved in the erosion. This evidently shows the
increase of erosion rate for higher irradiation damage levels of the investigated materials.

Figure 4. Erosion depth (a) and erosion rate (b) in double plasma experiment for 1 dpa samples of SEP NB-31, MPG-8
and pyrographite.

Changes in the surface microstructure were observed after each plasma exposure. An
example of the SEP NB-31 surface irradiated to 10 dpa after plasma bombardment is shown
in Figure 5b.

The adopted experimental procedure allows for the highly inhomogeneous distri-
bution of the radiation defects in carbon materials thus enabling to get experimental
data on erosion yield for different damage levels. Erosion yield was evaluated taking
into account deuterium ion current to the surface. Figure 6 shows the erosion rate of
the SEP NB-31 in D-plasma as a function of plasma current to the sample irradiated
with high-energy ions and to the non-irradiated one. Erosion yield Y was deduced from
these measurements as the slope of the curves plotted on the graph. Though scattered
(for CFC), the result gives evidence of the higher erosion rate for the irradiated mate-
rial. The enhancement factor of the erosion yield is given by the appropriate ratio of Y
values for irradiated to non-irradiated materials as YSEP irrad/YSEP = 2.6 ± 0.6 for SEP NB-
31 and even larger Ypyro irrad/Ypyro = 4.8 ± 0.4 for pyrographite while the minimal value
YMPG irrad/YMPG = 1.6 ± 0.4 was found for MPG-8 [21].



Symmetry 2021, 13, 2081 6 of 21

Figure 5. SEP NB-31 surface at initial state (a) and after irradiation with C ions to 10 dpa and plasma exposure (b) [15,21].

Figure 6. SEP NB-31 erosion rate vs. ion current in D-plasma [15,21].

Changes in the surface took place on the CFC materials. The formation of holes,
whiskers, and cones was seen on the SEP and MPG samples. Our observations lead
us to the conclusion that the radiation damage has a strong influence on the erosion in
plasma of carbon plasma-facing materials increasing with higher damage levels. The
effect is supposed to be determined by the radiation damage accumulated in the lattice
that results in the material microstructure changing from dense to more friable (loss of
regular structure).
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4. Tungsten

Tungsten is the most actively studied material for usage in contact with plasma [22–24].
We have studied polycrystalline tungsten W 99.95 wt.% (Russian grade) as well as PLANSEE
and POLEMA grades offered for ITER divertor armor. Tungsten samples were irradiated
by different ion species: by 4He2+ at 3.5–4.5 MeV, by carbon ions 12C3+ at 10 MeV and by
nitrogen ions 14N3+ at 28 MeV [16–19].

4.1. Tungsten Irradiated with Helium and Carbon Ions
4He2+ at 3.5–4.5 MeV irradiation was investigated as similar to fusion alpha particles

at 3.5 MeV from DT reaction. W samples have been subjected to ion beam irradiation to
reach fluence on the surface from 1017 cm−2 to 1019 cm−2. Defects produced in this way
are distributed in the surface layer of about 6 µm in accordance with the 4He2+ range in
tungsten. The results of He-irradiated tungsten (microstructure modification, swelling
effect) have been reported elsewhere [16–18]. Helium porosity formation in the damaged
layer was found at high helium fluences of 3 × 1018 cm−2–1019 cm−2. The presence of
helium-filled micron-size pores and cavities would have a major influence on hydrogen
penetration and retention in the material after exposure to deuterium plasma. The swelling
effect was also detected by damaged tungsten surface profile measurements at 2–3%.

Another case of irradiation, namely, by 12C3+ has been investigated, which would
help to distinguish effects of the accumulated He and of the damage itself on hydrogen
retention in damaged tungsten [18]. Tungsten samples were irradiated with carbon ions
12C3+ accelerated to 10 MeV, the total ion fluence reaching (1–2) × 1017 cm−2. Ion energy
and the total fluence value were chosen so that the resulting damage expressed in dpa was
similar to that for He-ion irradiations. Figure 7 shows distributions of primary defects
in tungsten produced by 4He2+ at 4 MeV and by 12C3+ at 10 MeV (SRIM calculations) in
3–7 µm layer. The concentration of the implanted ions is also presented.

Figure 7. Distributions of primary defects (dpa) and implanted ion concentrations (at.%) in tungsten irradiated with He (a)
and C (b) high-energy ions (SRIM calculations).

Temperature as an important parameter for the research of a damaged material was
also taken into account. Irradiations of tungsten by carbon ions were made at different
temperatures, namely, at room temperature (RT) and at 600 ◦C. Figure 8 shows the dam-
aged structure of tungsten irradiated with C ions at 600 ◦C taken by the TEM technique.
Numerous vacancy pores and dislocation loops are presented in figure.
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Figure 8. System of dislocation loops and vacancy pores in tungsten irradiated by carbon ions at
10 MeV, T = 600 ◦C [16].

Linear deformations have been found on C-irradiated tungsten by surface topography
observations. The result of the surface profile measurements is shown in Figure 9. The
boundary of the irradiated area was studied for two temperatures of the material during
irradiations—room temperature and 600 ◦C. The step corresponding to the swelling effect is
clearly visible on the surface for both cases. The elevated part is on the irradiated area side.
The swelling was much higher for the lower temperature irradiation. The measurement
was made with necessary statistics in the high temperature case.

The irradiated tungsten samples were exposed to deuterium plasma. Experiments
were carried out in erosion conditions in sequential order to study changes in the damaged
layer and their consistency with the level of damage considering defect distributions
(see Figure 7). The plasma exposure parameters were chosen so that a dynamic erosion
condition was realized, and a notable sputtering of the material took place. Ion energy
250 eV exceeded the sputtering threshold at fluence Φ = 1021–1022 cm−2. Surface erosion,
changes in the microstructure of the surface, and damaged layer were examined for these
conditions (weight loss, SEM technique).

Figure 10 shows the surface and the damaged layer of the sample irradiated to
90 dpa in average for the case of maximal fast ion fluence He2+ (Φmax = 1019 cm−2,
Φav = 3·1018 cm−2, E = 3–4 MeV) followed by plasma exposure with an erosion of 2 microns
as a result. Cavities are displayed presumably filled with helium after irradiation.
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Figure 9. Tungsten profiles around the boundary of the C-irradiated area for the two temperatures of
the surface during irradiation—room temperature and 600 ◦C (the irradiated part is to the right).

Figure 10. Damaged layer in fracture of He-irradiated tungsten (Φ = 1019 cm−2) after exposure to
deuterium plasma (inclined view) [16].

An example of surface structure modifications of the He-irradiated sample, after
plasma sequential exposures, is presented in Figure 11 where the surface has been changed
from initially smooth to porous at higher plasma fluence (and higher damage).
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Figure 11. He-irradiated tungsten (3 × 1018 cm−2, 4 MeV): (a)—6 dpa at the surface; (b)—after
D-plasma 2.4 × 1021 cm−2. The depth of 3.6 µm eroded to reach the layer of damage corresponding
to 15 dpa [16].

The fracture of C-irradiated tungsten is shown for comparison in Figure 12 as regis-
tered after deuterium plasma: the surface layer 1 micron thick was sputtered by plasma
bombardment. Considerable changes of microstructure by fast C ions in the layer of about
4 µm (the range of a carbon ion in tungsten) are clearly seen in figure.

Figure 12. Microstructure (fracture) of C-irradiated tungsten after exposure to deuterium plasma
(1 µm eroded by the plasma) [16].

C-irradiated samples have not shown spectacular changes of the surface structure after
plasma as He-irradiated samples. SEM photos of C-irradiated tungsten after deuterium
plasma are presented in Figure 13. The two pictures correspond to the close levels of
primary defects (5–6 dpa) but to different temperatures of the material during irradiation
and plasma exposure—room temperature and 500 ◦C, the difference between these two
cases being though not significant but quite visible.
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Figure 13. Tungsten surface irradiated and exposed to plasma at different temperatures—room
temperature (a) and 500 ◦C (b). Ion type, energy and fluence were 12C3+, 10 MeV, (1.5–2) × 1017 cm−2,
respectively. Both samples were eroded in deuterium plasma to a depth of 1 µm.

The erosion rate of tungsten was measured by weight loss in all plasma experiments.
It was around 0.5–0.8 mg/cm2h in all cases. Erosion yield for D-plasma ions at an energy
of 250 eV in the chosen conditions was Yd-w

∼= (2–4) × 10−3. No distinct influence of
displacement damage on erosion rate has been found thus far. No correlation of the yield
values has also been found with the damage level for different doses for both He-irradiated
and C-irradiated tungsten.

Deuterium retention was studied by measurements of deuterium concentration in
damaged tungsten after exposure of the irradiated samples to deuterium plasma at dif-
ferent steps of erosion from initial surface to the termination of the damaged layer (about
high-energy ion range). Elastic Recoil Detection Analysis (reaction D(4He,D)4He, the prob-
ing depth of 1.9 MeV He beam ~150 nm) was applied to make profiling of deuterium
concentration in the near-surface layer. An important increase of the retained deuterium
(by an order) has been found at a depth of the maximal damage for He-irradiated tung-
sten and a large amount of the implanted helium (10% at.) has been detected by nuclear
backscattering in the layer 2–3 µm wide at a depth of 5–6 µm (He ion range) [16–18].

Deuterium retention on C-damaged tungsten exposed to deuterium plasma was
analyzed in experiments conducted at different temperatures of the material. Profiles
of the retained deuterium are shown in Figure 14 for two tungsten samples. About ten-
fold reduction of deuterium uptake has been registered on the high temperature sample
in comparison with the room temperature case (8.7 × 1016 cm−2 to 0.8 × 1016 cm−2).
Both deuterium distributions have a maximum at about 20–30 nm in the layer between
10–140 nm.

Direct comparison of the deuterium retention for He and C pre-irradiated samples
were also performed. The ERDA results for four tungsten samples are presented in
Figure 15 for room temperature. Two samples were irradiated with He ions and two
others with C ions. The damage level at the surface was nearly the same (1–2 dpa) at the
moment of the measurement (at the corresponding stage of the plasma erosion). The result
shows that deuterium is concentrated around 20–40 nm (maximum) in a depth of 60 nm in
all cases with a total amount of the detected deuterium (1.65–1.85) × 1016 cm−2.
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Figure 14. Deuterium retention in tungsten pre-irradiated with C ions at room temperature (a) and at 500 ◦C (b) after
exposure to deuterium plasma (both cases correspond to 1–2 dpa layers).

Figure 15. Deuterium concentration in damaged tungsten after plasma exposure: He-irradiated
samples to 1–2 dpa W-03A and W-4; samples W-5 and W-6 pre-irradiated with C ions to 2 dpa.

4.2. Tungsten Irradiated with Nitrogen Ions

Irradiation by 14N3+ ions was explored on PLANSEE and POLEMA tungsten samples
suggested for application in the ITER reactor [19]. Numerical calculations were performed
to find out irradiation fluence needed to obtain damage comparable with those already
obtained in He and C cases at fluence 1017 cm−2. Figures 16–18 present primary defects
concentrations in the surface layer along the ion penetration depth for three ion species.
Figure 16 shows the result of tungsten irradiation with helium ions at 5 MeV to fluence
1017 cm−2. The corresponding data for carbon ions at 30 MeV is given in Figure 17. The
calculation for nitrogen irradiation was made with the data given in Figure 18: ions
14N3+, energy 30 MeV, fluence 1017 cm−2. This choice gives average irradiation damage
<DN> = 1.5 dpa in a layer of 8 µm which is close to <DC> = 0.9 dpa for carbon ions.
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Figure 16. Concentration of primary defects in tungsten produced by He ions at 5 MeV, 1017 cm−2.

Figure 17. Concentration of primary defects produced in tungsten by 12C3+ ions at 30 MeV, 1017 cm−2.
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Figure 18. Concentration of primary defects produced in tungsten by 14N3+ ions at 30 MeV, 1017 cm−2.

The surface microstructure of tungsten samples after irradiation by nitrogen ions had
no spectacular changes, as was shown by SEM analysis. Given in Figure 19 is the surface
of PLANSEE sample at the initial state and after irradiation by 14N3+ beam at 28 MeV to
fluence 1017 cm−2.

Figure 19. PLANSEE surface before (a) and after (b) irradiation with 14N3+ ions at 28 MeV to fluence
1017 cm−2.

The surface of the irradiated tungsten was also examined with a profilometer, and
a significant swelling effect was detected as the result of radiation defects accumulated
in the layer of 8 µm. The example of the surface profile registered around the boundary
of the irradiated region is shown in Figure 20. The measured elevation values were from
600 Å to 1800 Å for the irradiated PLANSEE samples under study. Taking into account
the depth of the damaged layer one may evaluate the swelling effect from 1% to 2.5%.
Similar measurements were made on the POLEMA tungsten samples irradiated in the same
conditions. The registered elevation step was 2200–2350 Å in this case. This corresponds to
the swelling effect of 2.7–2.9% for the investigated material.
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Figure 20. Profile of the irradiated PLANSEE surface: irradiated area is to the right (14N3+ ions,
28 MeV, 1017 cm−2). The left part is masked from irradiation.

Both irradiated and non-irradiated samples were exposed to plasma. The samples
were placed in contact with deuterium plasma generated by electron beam (4 kV, 1.3 A) at
Ne = (2–3) × 1012 cm−3, Te = 2–5 eV. Plasma ion fluence FD reached during each plasma
run was > 1021 cm−2; plasma flux on the surface was j = 2 × 1017 cm−2s−1. The energy of
the incidents ions on the surface (bias) was 250 eV. The temperature of the samples was
maintained at T = (50–80) ◦C by cooling. Examples of the plasma exposure parameters and
the measured values of erosion rate and erosion yield are summarized in Table 1 for two
samples of POLEMA and PLANSEE tungsten.

Table 1. Plasma parameters and exposure results for POLEMA and PLANSEE tungsten samples.

W Erosion Rate
G, [mg/cm2 × h]

Weight Loss
∆P, [mg]

Erosion Depth
∆, [µm]

Ion flux,
[mA/cm2]

Ion Energy,
[eV]

Erosion Yield
Yw, [rel. Units]

Plasma Fluence
ΦD, [cm−2]

POLEMA 0.90 4.1 2.68 32.7 250 4.2 × 10−3 4.1 × 1021

PLANSEE 0.85 3.3 3.82 30.3 250 4.3 × 10−3 3.6 × 1021

The erosion yield obtained in this experimental series was (4.1–4.7) × 10−3, and the
numbers do not differ too much for the two studied materials. Similar Yw values were also
on non-irradiated materials, and this does not reveal any relation of the erosion yield to the
defect structure of the surface layer taking into account experimental errors.

SEM analysis of the surface was made at every stage of the experiments—after irradia-
tion with high energy nitrogen ions and after plasma exposure. It was shown that fast ions
irradiations did not result in visible changes of the surface structure. On the other hand,
the surface exhibits strong transformations after exposure of the materials to deuterium
plasma having extensive erosion (ex. 3 µm shown in Table 1). This effect is due to the
changes in the crystal structure, and these are the development of intergranular boundaries
where deep caverns appear bound to them. These features are clearly seen in Figure 21,
presenting the surface of the pre-irradiated PLANSEE sample after plasma exposure.
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Figure 21. N-irradiated PLANSEE surface after plasma exposure to ΦDi = 3.6 × 1021 cm−2

(EDi = 250 eV) (scale bars in µm).

5. Silicon Carbide (SiC)

Silicon carbide was included in the experimental study as a low-activated material.
Experiments have been made aiming for the production of radiation-damaged material,
and high energy protons were chosen for irradiation of SiC samples (1.5 mm thick) [19].

The calculation was performed in SRIM to obtain damage characteristics for the
proton irradiated SiC material. Threshold energy for the defect production was 35 eV
and 20 eV for silicon and carbon, correspondingly. The result given in Figure 22 is the
primary defect concentrations in SiC for protons accelerated to 30 MeV for Φ = 1017 cm−2.
These protons produce damage to the whole thickness of the samples (1.5 mm) at a level of
1.23 × 10−4 dpa on average.

Figure 22. Radiation damage profile produced in SiC by protons with energy 30 MeV to fluence
1017 cm−2.
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SiC samples were pre-irradiated with protons with an energy of 32 MeV to fluence
1017 cm−2. Then the samples were exposed to deuterium plasma on the LENTA plasma
simulator in the following conditions:

• deuterium ion flux on the surface 1.2 × 1017 cm−2s−1;
• incident ions energy 100 eV;
• deuterium plasma fluence 0.4 × 1021 cm−2;
• surface temperature < 100 ◦C (water cooled target).

The erosion depth of the plasma exposed material was 0.6–2 µm as measured by
weight loss, and erosion yield was found to be at (1–2) × 10−2 that is consistent with
experimental data on the sputtering of carbon and silicon by deuterium ions.

Surface structure was analyzed at different stages of the experiments by SEM and
TEM microscopy. Figure 23 shows the initial state of the SiC surface. The result of the
plasma exposure of the irradiated and of non-irradiated material is shown in Figure 24.

Figure 23. SiC surface at initial state as taken by TEM (a) and SEM microscopy (b,c).

Figure 24. SiC surface after exposure to deuterium plasma (ΦDi = 0.4 × 1021 cm−2, EDi = 100 eV):
(a)—sample irradiated with protons, (b)—non-irradiated sample (scale in µm).

The analysis showed that the production of defects in the material by fast protons
induces important changes in the surface structure at plasma erosion regime. They are
manifested by the appearance of a large number of flaky elements that, in turn, may
enhance erosion. The erosion process is evolving on the background of the mosaic structure
which is clearly revealed on the wavy surface of the non-irradiated material (Figure 24).

6. Discussion and Conclusions

The experimental investigation of plasma-facing materials suggested for use in reac-
tors with DT fusion reaction is presented in this review. The major problem of the work was
to obtain experimental data on the behavior and stability of the materials facing plasma
under fast neutrons irradiation accompanied by the plasma bombardment. A complex
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method was applied based on surrogate ion irradiation to produce radiation damage in the
materials and simulate neutron effect and exposure of the irradiated materials to D-plasma
simulating the conditions of tokamak-reactor. The research was conducted on the facilities
of the NRC “Kurchatov institute”—the cyclotron U-150 providing accelerated ions up to
60 MeV and linear plasma divertor simulator LENTA.

Carbon-based materials, tungsten of different grades, and silicon carbide were studied.
Ions of 4He2+, 12C3+, 14N3+ and H+ (protons) accelerated to 3.5–10 MeV depending on a
particular case were taken for irradiations.

Radiation damage reached in carbon materials was 1–10 dpa on average over the
layer of ion range, which was ~5 µm for CFC SEP NB-31, MPG-8 low-pore graphite,
and pyrographite quasi-single crystal. The studied graphites exhibited a large linear
deformation after irradiation, and that was the highest for pyrographite, while the MPG-
8 has shown to be the most resistant to radiation with minimal deformation. A large
deformation was also measured on the 10 dpa sample SEP NB-31 as ∆H = 20 µm compared
with 5 µm ion range (C ions, 1018 cm−2). Linear growth of the deformation with ion
dose was clearly registered for these carbon materials. The damages accumulated in the
graphites along with sputtering of the irradiated materials during exposure in plasma
brought to the surface modification observed by SEM analysis. Surface modification due to
these effects was detected on all carbon materials as the splitting of the damaged layer on
pyrographite, cracks on 5 and 10 dpa MPG-8. Holes, whiskers, and cones were also seen on
the SEP and MPG surface. Measurement of the erosion rate has shown that it was higher for
the irradiated carbon materials than for non-irradiated ones with an increasing rate for the
higher irradiation damage level. This was attributed to the enhancement of the chemical
erosion which is typical in general for carbon materials in deuterium plasma. In this case,
the damaged layer was sputtered due to a significant energy deposition during irradiation.

The irradiation conditions by different ion species for tungsten samples were chosen
to obtain a similarly close defect production pattern in the damaged layer and to provide a
possibility for the comparative analysis of the results. The plasma impact on the damaged
tungsten was studied in the dynamic condition of the sputtered surface progress. This
method revealed that relation of the damage level being highly inhomogeneous in the 3–6
µm layer with tungsten structure and deuterium retention. The obtained results showed the
formation of different structures of the material after high-energy ion irradiations for two
ion species used for damage production—He and C. The damaged tungsten structure has
shown large changes; the formation of bubbles and cavities has been found. The damage
was strongly manifested in changes of the surface microstructure during exposure to the
plasma—cracking, blistering, delaminating (in He-irradiated W). Helium is supposed to
be accumulated in the pores observed in the damaged layer of several micron sizes and
cavities, and they may develop under plasma bombardment and may have an influence on
the changes in the structure with helium release to the material surface.

The swelling effect has been clearly detected on tungsten at 1.5–5% by the linear
deformation control. Also, TEM analysis has shown the development of loop and vacancy
pore systems in the material damaged by energetic ions.

A lot of measurements of erosion rate and erosion yield have been made in our
experiments both for He and C cases. Erosion yield was quantified as Yd-w

∼= (2–4) × 10−3

both for He and C and cases for different damage levels of the layers facing the plasma,
and this was about the same as for undamaged tungsten. Thus, no correlation was found
with the damage level or irradiation method, and no clear damage effect on tungsten
erosion rate was found thus far in contrast with erosion enhancement found earlier on
damaged graphite materials [15]. This might be attributed to different erosion mechanisms
of tungsten and carbon materials—chemical erosion activated by damage and pure physical
sputtering of tungsten.

The ERD method used in the work supplied data on D-concentration in the near-
surface layer down to 100–150 nm deep. The results on hydrogen isotope retention de-
scribed in Section 4 show that distributions of deuterium and its quantities in the damaged
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near-surface layer may not be very different for He and C cases and, in contrast, they may
be very similar for the two methods of damage production in tungsten (He and C) for the
equivalent damage levels with 6–8 at.% maximum in the layer of about 60–100 nm. The
observed D-distributions may be explained by the generation of the traps which might
control the diffusion of deuterium into the bulk, and they might dominate deuterium
solution and simple bulk diffusion. The similarity of the profiles for maximal and total
retention (over measured layer) observed for C and He irradiations for close damage levels
(2–3 dpa) support this consideration. Other effects such as the trapped-induced Gorsky
effect [25] should also be taken into account for describing the observed D-profiles in the
near-surface layers.

The damage produced by C ions at room temperature resulted in a large deuterium
accumulation (20 at.%) while the experiments conducted at 500 ◦C showed low retention,
which was at the same time very close to the retention values detected for the undamaged
material. With all features of ERD analysis taken into account (small depth), this result
appears to be rather significant for the investigations of possible tritium inventory in
tungsten as showing the necessity to explore the effect at increased temperatures.

The irradiations of tungsten samples were also made with 14N3+ ions. As calculation
analysis has shown the damaged layer is formed to a depth of ~8 µm for 30 MeV 14N3+

ions. Two tungsten grades PLANSEE (Austria) and POLEMA (RF) were subjected to those
irradiations. The samples damaged up to 10 dpa at the ions stopping range were obtained.
As a result of the irradiation, important linear deformation has been found by profiling
measurements on the irradiated surface. Evaluation of the swelling effect gave 2.5% for
PLANSEE and 2.9% for POLEMA tungsten. The erosion yield of these two materials
in deuterium plasma was evaluated at Yw = (4.1–4.7) × 10−3. Changes in the surface
morphology specific to this method of irradiation were observed as the development of the
intergranular boundaries and formation of holes.

Samples of silicon carbide SiC were also studied in deuterium plasma after irradiation
by high-energy protons. The loss of a regular structure was found on the surface after
irradiation with 30 MeV protons. Formation of the flaky surface structures would facilitate
erosion of the material in the plasma.

In general, an increased role of grain boundaries in the accumulation and diffusion of
the produced defects is revealed in all the described experiments, and this fact becomes
evident after plasma exposures following the defect production by high energy particles.
Changes in the surface took place in the materials as a result of the accumulated energy
in the damaged layer, which loses the regular structure of the solid determined by the
symmetry properties. The effect is due to the radiation damage of lattice that results in the
material microstructure change from dense to looser. This also leads to changes of physical
properties important for the application of the considered materials as of plasma-facing
armor (thermal conductivity, erosion rate, etc.).

Finally, we may conclude that the method applied in this work has proven to be
efficient for the simulation of the neutron effect in materials being developed for fusion
reactors. Using the surrogate fast ion irradiations in complex with the study of the ir-
radiated materials in the plasma matching the tokamak SOL conditions enables getting
direct experimental data extremely needed at the stage of the development of future fusion
reactors facilitating the choice of materials facing plasma and providing a basis for the
evaluations of their service life under high neutron and plasma impact.
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