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Abstract Despite the importance of photoneutrons doses
produced in the high-energy linear accelerators, currently
they are not considered in the treatment planning systems.
Therefore, it is necessary to characterize the photoneutrons
produced around the linacs. For this purpose, the main
components of head of 15 MV Siemens Primus were
simulated using MCNPX 2.6. Neutron contamination was
calculated in the treatment room at the isocenter. The
maximum dose equivalent of neutrons was found in
25 cm 9 25 cm field size. Neutron spectrum was also
measured applying the Bonner sphere with gold foils and
artificial neural network as unfolding method.
Keywords Neutron contamination  Bonner sphere
spectrometry  High-energy linac  Monte Carlo

Introduction
Radiotherapy with photon beams still represents the most
spread technique to control and kill tumor cells [1]. Recently,
the high-energy medical linear accelerators (linacs) operated
above 10 MV are widely utilized to eliminate tumor cells. In
this procedure, electron beam is directed to strike a target,
normally made of high-Z materials like tungsten or gold, and
Bremsstrahlung photons are produced inside the linac’s
head. In addition to required photon, linacs also produce
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undesirable particles such as neutrons, which raise concerns
about radiation dose due to the high ranges and high LETs of
their interaction products [2].
The main components of the linac’s head such as target,
collimators, and flattening filter constructed from materials
like Au, W, Al, Fe, and Pb as well as the element concentration in treatment room, couch and patient body, like
C, H, O, N, S, and Mg have a threshold energy to produce
neutrons through (c, n) interaction, which are referred to as
photoneutrons [3]. The threshold energy of some isotopes
for the (c, n) reaction were listed in the Table 1. Photoneutrons pass through the shield of linac’s head, scatter
throughout the treatment vault, and may ultimately deposit
their energies in the patient. Therefore, to evaluate the
possibility of subsequent cancer risk, the photoneutron
doses should be specified accurately.
In the current treatment planning systems, the photoneutrons are not transported while many researchers are
interested to calculate the photoneutron dose around the
high-energy linacs because of the importance of photoneutron effects on the patient body. With advances in
computational codes, it is possible to track the produced
photoneutrons and calculate the undesirable doses received
by patients. However, before calculating the photoneutron
doses in the human phantom, we must ensure that the
simulated model is correct and Monte Carlo calculation is
accurate.
Several works were done about the neutron contaminations around the high-energy linac for various types and
energy of linacs [5–7]. These studies were done with different computational codes such as GEANT4 [8] and
MCNPX [2, 9], or different methods of measurements such
as Bobble detector [10, 11], TLD [12, 13] and Nuclear
Track detectors [14, 15]. In this study was tried to validate
the neutron calculations with experimental using the
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Table 1 The threshold energy
for (c, n) reaction for different
isotopes [4]
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Isotope

The threshold
energy for (c, n)
reaction (MeV)

12

18.27

14

10.55

16

15.66

32

15.04

24

16.53

27

13.06

56

11.2
7.41

C
N
O
S
Mg
Al

Fe
184
W
197

8.07

208

7.37

Au
Pb

Bonner spheres method for neutron spectrometry. In this
method various thermal neutron detectors such as TLD [3,
16], gold foils [17], or 3He proportional counters [18, 19],
and different methods of unfolding such as MAXED
algorithm [20], BUNKIUT [21] and FRUIT code [17] were
applied. We used gold foils as thermal neutron detector and
Artificial Neural Network approach [22] for unfolding the
neutron spectrum around the 15 MV Siemens Primus linac
at Reza Radiation Oncology Center. We assay the experimental method for further neutron contamination evaluation around the other linacs at mentioned center.
Moreover, in this work, a detailed model of 15 MV
Siemens Primus linear accelerator head was simulated
using the Monte Carlo method. The measured percentage
depth dose (PDD) curves as well as beam profiles were
compared with those obtained from calculation for model
validation. In order to verify the photoneutrons calculation
experimentally, the measured energy distribution of neutron by Bonner sphere system (BSS) was compared with
obtained spectrum using MCNP. To evaluate the photoneutron dose, a 5-cm radius sphere of air simulated at the
isocenter, and neutron dose equivalent was calculated in it
for different irradiation field sizes and influence of size of
irradiation field was evaluated on the neutron dose equivalent. In addition, the distribution of main component of
linac’s head in the photoneutron production was also
calculated.

Methods and materials
Monte Carlo simulation
The MCNPX code version 2.6 [23] was used to simulate
the head of 15 MV Siemens Primus medical linear accelerator based on manufacture data. The simulated geometry
of the linac’s head is shown in the Fig. 1. This model
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included the target, absorber, primary collimator, photon
chamber, flattening filter, jaws (secondary collimators), and
shield. The simulated components of linac’s head are tabulated in Table 2.
The electron source was modeled as a 0.2-cm radius
disk, which produced electrons with a Gaussian energy
distribution. The optimum energy of incident electron
spectrum was selected among the ±0.5 MeV energy range
relative to the manufacturer-provided energy spectrum.
The selection of the optimum energy was based on the
agreement of build-up depth determined from Monte Carlo
simulations with that of the experimental measurements.
To calculate the PDD curve and beam profiles, a water
phantom with dimensions of 50 cm 9 50 cm 9 50 cm
was simulated under the linac’s head with a source-surface
distance (SSD) of 100 cm. The phantom was divided into
cylindrical meshes with 1 cm radius and 1 mm height, in
which the deposited energy of photons and electrons were
recorded using mesh tally (type 3) to calculate the relative
dose absorbed in the phantom. To plot PDD curve and offaxis beam profiles (in percent), the deposited energy in
each cell was divided to the maximum value. The statistical
errors were less than 2 %.
The measurements of both depth dose and beam profiles
were performed with a Semiflex ionization chamber (having a 0.125 cm3 of volume) at SSD of 100 cm in the Reza
Radiation Oncology Center with relative error of 1 %.
After finding the spectrum of electron source, to save
time in running the programs, surface source write (SSW)/
surface source read (SSR) card was used. For this, a total
number of 2 9 109 electrons were tracked and 7.7 9 108
particles including electrons, photons and neutrons were
recorded with their specifications (such as energy, angular
distribution, and direction) below the ion chamber on
horizontal plane by SSW card. For subsequent calculation,
recorded particles were read by SSR card. The PHYS:P and
mpn card were used to account neutron production from (c,
n) interaction. To calculate thermal neutron scattering, MT
card was also used. In these simulations, uncertainties were
kept below 3 %. The energy cut-off for electron and photon
were assumed 0.5 and 0.01 MeV, respectively.
Neutron calculations
To find the neutron source strength (Q) of the simulated
linac’s head, the number of photoneutrons produced per Gy
of photon dose at isocenter was calculated. For this purpose, a spherical surface with a radius of 100 cm was
simulated; so that its center was located on the target
according to the McGinley and Lundry method [24]. F1
and F6 tallies were used to compute the number of
photoneutrons crossing the surface and absorbed dose from
photons at the isocenter per initial electron, respectively.
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Fig. 1 Detailed geometry of
simulated linac’s head

Table 2 Main components of linac’s head
Elements

Material

Target

Gold

Absorber

Aluminum

Flattening filter

Stainless steel alloy (SST-303)

Primary collimator

Tungsten

Photon chamber

Aluminum oxide (Al2O3-alumina)

Jaws

Tungsten

Shield

Lead

To calculate the photoneutron dose equivalent, the
NCRP38 fluence-to-dose equivalent conversion factors were
used [25]. For this, the F4 tally (flux averaged over a cell) was
used and the fluence-to-dose equivalent conversion factors,
which are energy depended, were entered in the input file of
MCNP by dose energy (DE) and dose function (DF) cards.
The statistical error in the neutron calculation was
obtained about 5 %, so the seed number in the input files of
each filed size was changed and each program was repeated
for five times. Consequently, the uncertainties of neutron
dose was reduced with an acceptable error.
The results from the repeated calculations can be combined using a batch-statistics approach. That is, for each

tally quantity X, the series of results from the repeated
calculations, {Xk, k = 1, M}, where M is the number of
repeated calculations, can be computed as:
M
1X
X ¼
Xk :
M k¼1

ð1Þ

The uncertainty in the average of a scored quantity, X,
to be:
sﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
PM
2
k¼1 ðXk  X Þ
rX ¼
;
ð2Þ
MðM  1Þ
where N is the number of batches, Xk is the value of X in
batch k, and X is the mean value of X evaluated over all
batches [26, 27].
In order to calculate the photoneutron production contribution of different components of linac’s head, the
photoneutron production was only considered in the
desired component such as primary collimator, flattening
filter, jaws, and lead shielding. That is the mpn card was
considered zero for other components. Then, the obtained
values were divided to total number of produced photoneutrons, which is generated from all of components.
Therefore, the neutron production percentages were calculated for desired components. It should be mentioned
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that, in the neutron calculations, to save the running time
the energy cut-off for electrons and photons was assumed
7 MeV, below the photonuclear interaction.
Measurements of neutron spectrum
Neutron dose is highly dependent on energy, so the neutron
spectrometry is necessary for neutron dosimetry. However,
neutron dosimetry is not an easy task because of the type of its
interactions with matter. Nevertheless, neutron spectrometry
using Bonner sphere is a conventional method, which covers a
wide energy range from thermal up to several of MeV. Around
the linacs the radiation field is mixed, pulsed and intense
inducing pulse pileup and large dead times in active neutron
detectors, to overcome this drawback passive detectors are
used, like thermoluminescent dosimeters [21]. Here, neutron
spectrometry was performed using Bonner sphere spectrometer
with gold foils as thermal neutron detectors. This procedure
was done using a series of seven high-density polyethylene
 

q ¼ 0:95 g cm3 moderating spheres ranging from 3.5 to 12
inches in diameter surrounding a passive thermal neutron
detector placed at the center of the each sphere. In this study,
197
Au foils were used as passive detectors inside the treatment
vault. 197Au primarily has a large absorption cross section for
thermal neutrons.
The saturation activity, in Bq/g, of each foil at the end of
the irradiation was calculated using following equation [18,
28]:
A1i ¼

ktm C
ektw
;
mqe ð1  ekti Þð1  ektm Þ

ð3Þ

where k is the decay constant of 198Au (2.97 9 10-6 per
second), m is the mass of Au foil (in term of g), q is its
branching ratio (0.995), C is the net area at 411 keV photopeak after background and dead time corrections, e is the
detector efficiency calculated by MCNPX which was
obtained 0.2 [29], tm, ti and tw are the measurement, irradiation and elapsed time between irradiation and measurement time period, respectively.
On the other hand, the activities of gold foils could be
obtained from Eq. 4 [30, 31];
A1i ¼

N
X

Rij ðEÞUj ðEÞDEj ;

ð4Þ

j¼1

where Rij(E) is the response function of ith BS and Uj(E) is
the neutron fluence in the energy of Ej. To find the neutron
spectrum, an unfolding method is needed. For this purpose,
we used the response matrix, which was simulated and
verified in our previous study for 241Am-Be source [29].
To measure the photoneutron spectrum produced in the
linac’s head each BS was placed at the isocenter of the
treatment room and was irradiated for 600 cGy, with dose
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Fig. 2 Irradiation of Bonner sphere with 15 MV linac

rate of 200 MU/min, in the 15 cm 9 15 cm irradiation
field size at Reza Radiation Oncology Center. For the
10 cm 9 10 cm irradiation filed, 1 MU = 1 cGy at the
isocenter. The experimental setup is shown in the Fig. 2.
To avoid neutron scattering from the couch, an iron bar and
wooden box were placed above it. The wooden box was
with length, width, and height of 50, 40, and 30 and with
1.5 cm-thick. The bar iron was also with length of 80 and
1 cm-diameter which was set at the center of wooden box.
In this setup, the BS was not in direct contact with couch,
and our calculations showed that with this setup the neutron scattering from the couch decreased about 50 %. After
irradiation of each sphere, the photo-peak of 411 keV c-ray
emitting from active gold foil was measured using 300 9 300
NaI(Tl) detector in a counting time of 3–4 h. The detector
was calibrated with standard sources include the 137Cs,
60
Co, and 22Na. To shield the detector from the background
gamma, the lead blocks were placed around the detector. In
addition, the background spectrum was subtracted from the
measured gamma spectra of the active gold foils for
background correction. After calculation of the foil activities, the neural network unfolding method was employed
using the nntool of matlab 2012a software [22].

Results and discussion
PDD curve and beam profiles
The comparisons between calculated and measured PDD
curves are displayed in Fig. 3. According to the results, two
curves are consistent with each other with differences less
than 2 % except in the build-up region. After the build-up
region, the differences between calculations and measurements are in their error range, which are acceptable.
However, there are meaning differences in the build-up
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Fig. 3 Calculated and measured PDD for 15 MV linac for
10 cm 9 10 cm field size

Fig. 4 Calculated and measured beam profiles at depths of 2.3, 10,
and 15 cm for 10 cm 9 10 cm field size

Table 3 Calculated and measured data of PDD at depths of 3 and
4 cm (%) and D20/D10, which is the ratio of depth doses on the central
axis, at 20 and 10 cm, respectively
3 cm (%)

4 cm (%)

D20/D10

Measurement

99.8 ± 1.4

97.1 ± 1.4

0.64 ± 0.01

Calculation

98.5 ± 1.5

97.08 ± 1.5

0.66 ± 0.01

region. It is due to a high gradient of dose distribution in
that region, which makes ionization chamber measurements unreliable. Also, finite size of the ionization chamber, which perturbs the absorbed dose, may be another
reason for their large local differences [32].
The measured and calculated values of relative dose at
depths of 3 and 4 cm, and ratio of deposited energy at
depths of 20–10 cm (D20/D10) are compared in the Table 3.
According to the Table 3, there is a good agreement
between the results of experiments and simulations.
Beam profile was determined at different depths of 2.3,
10, and 15 cm in the water phantom. The measured and
calculated results for 10 cm 9 10 cm field size are presented in Fig. 4. From this figure, the differences between
the results is less than 3 %, which is in the acceptable
deviation limit [33]. Given this accordance, the simulation
of linac’s head is verified.
Neutron spectrum
To obtain neutron spectrum, artificial neural network (ANN)
method was used for unfolding [34–36]. The measured and
calculated spectra, per 1 Gy photon absorbed dose at isocenter, are compared in the Fig. 5. There are two peaks in
the measured spectrum, one for thermal neutrons and

Fig. 5 Calculated and measured neutron spectra for 15 MV linac at
isocenter for 15 cm 9 15 cm irradiation field

another for fast neutrons between 0.5 and 1.5 MeV, this
peak is the ‘‘signature’’ of evaporation neutrons [37, 38],
while thermal and epithermal neutrons are due to neutrons
leaking-out the linacs’ head, scattered by couch, floor and
walls of treatment room [39, 40]. Two calculated spectra
were also displayed in this figure. The results showed that
the neutron spectrum calculated without considering the
treatment room has the peak at the fast area. This means that
the photoneutrons originated from the linac’s head has only
the fast component. While by considering the treatment
room (including floor, ceiling, and walls made of concrete
and couch composited of plastic), based on the treatment
room of Reza Radiation Oncology Center, the thermal peak
of photoneutrons was also observed. This outcome indicated
that neutrons scatter form the components of treatment
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Table 4 The value of ND1, ND2, Q, and neutron production from jaws for different field sizes
10 9 10 cm2

15 9 15 cm2

20 9 20 cm2

25 9 25 cm2

30 9 30 cm2

35 9 35 cm2

40 9 40 cm2

ND1 (mSv/Gy)

0.86 ± 0.01

1.09 ± 0.02

1.16 ± 0.02

1.23 ± 0.02

1.19 ± 0.02

1.09 ± 0.02

1.1 ± 0.02

ND2 (mSv/Gy)

0.88 ± 0.02

1.16 ± 0.02

1.27 ± 0.02

1.32 ± 0.02

1.3 ± 0.02

1.23 ± 0.02

1.14 ± 0.02

Neutron production in jaws (%)

29.7 ± 0.05

28 ± 0.05

25.6 ± 0.05

22.6 ± 0.05

18.7 ± 0.05

14.1 ± 0.05

9.1 ± 0.05

room, and lose their energies and then form the thermal peak
[41, 42].
In both measured and calculated neutron spectra, the
peak of fast neutron is in the energy range of evaporation
neutrons. Based on ICRP 103 (International Commission
on Radiological Protection), radiation weighting factors
have their maximum values in this neutron energy range.
Therefore, in this condition, harmful effects of neutrons in
the patient body are in the high degree [43].
Neutron contamination
As mentioned, the different parts of linac head are composed from heavy elements. To find the most influential
component in neutron contamination, the contribution of
major parts of linac head in neutron production were
evaluated. Our calculation showed that the largest neutron
production occurs in the primary collimator. So that the
neutron production of components such as primary collimator, flattening filter, jaws, and lead shielding was 66, 2,
28, and 3 %, respectively for 15 cm 9 15 cm irradiation
field size. Then we evaluated the effect of opening angle of
jaws on neutron production at the isocenter for seven
irradiation field sizes ranging from 10 cm 9 10 cm to
40 cm 9 40 cm. These results indicated that by increasing
the field size, the contribution of jaws decreased because
the photons interactions with jaws were reduced (Table 4).
Using mentioned method to calculate the neutron
strength, a total number of photoneutrons per 1 Gy of
photon dose was obtained for different field sizes, which
the average value of Q of 0.19 9 1012 nGy-1 was agreed
to the value reported by Lin et al. (0.2 9 1012 nGy-1) [44].
The measured spectrum of neutron at isocenter for
15 cm 9 15 cm field size was folded by the fluence-to-dose
conversion factors of NCRP38, and neutron dose equivalent
was calculated as 1 ± 0.03 mSv/Gy. This value is comparable with calculated value of 1.16 ± 0.02 mSv/Gy. This
difference in the energy range of 0.03–0.4 MeV in the calculated and measured neutron spectra (Fig. 5), did not make
a huge variation in the amount of neutron dose equivalent,
because the value of fluence-to-dose conversion factors in
this energy range is much lower than of 0.5–1.5 MeV.
Moreover, to find the treatment room effect on neutron
dose equivalent, this parameter was calculated at the isocenter without (ND1) and with (ND2) considering the
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Fig. 6 The neutron strength (Q) as a function of irradiation field size

treatment room in the MCNP simulation, as listed in the
Table 4. It should be note that the photoneutron production
from the wooden box and bar iron was less than 0.001 %.
So these items were not considered in the simulations.
Based on the obtained outcomes, considering the
treatment room and the neutron scattering contribution,
slightly increased the value of neutron dose equivalent.
This means that the thermal neutrons had small contribution on neutron dose, and the fast neutrons had the
largest influence on the neutron dose equivalent. The
calculations showed that the more than of 90 % of neutron dose equivalent was corresponded to fast neutrons
with energy above 0.5 MeV.
The Fig. 6 shows the variation of neutron strength (Q) as
the function of the irradiation field size. The results showed
that, as the field size increases the value of Q decreases
linearly, with regression of R = -0.9964, because there is
less material in the beam shaping devices (jaws) being
presented to the Bremsstrahlung beam. The similar results
were obtained by Mao and Ma [1, 45].
However, the neutron dose equivalent for different irradiation field sizes has not changed like Q. For find the reason
of this behavior, the fast neutron fluence (with energy above
0.5 MeV) as a function of irradiation field size was plotted
in the Fig. 7. It is seen that the trend of the neutron dose
equivalent is similar to the fast neutrons. This fact is due to
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Fig. 7 Fast neutrons fluence
and neutron dose equivalent for
different irradiation field sizes

the major role of fast neutrons in the neutron dose equivalent. The results showed that 25 cm 9 25 cm field has the
largest value of fast neutron fluence among the other field
sizes. This led to maximum neutron dose equivalent in the
25 cm 9 25 cm field due to high influence of fast neutrons
on the dose equivalent. This outcome was similar to the
KIM report [46], which the 20 cm 9 20 cm field size have
the maximum dose in the Varian Clinac 2100C/2300C
medical accelerator.

Conclusion
In this study, the geometry of 15 MV Siemens Primus head
was modeled using MCNPX code. The calculated PDD
curves and beam profiles were compared with those
obtained by measurements. Considering the good agreements between the results, model simulation was verified.
BS with gold foil (as thermal neutron detector) was used to
determine photoneutron spectrum, which was unfolded by
ANN method. From the measurement and calculation, a
peak of 0.5–1.5 MeV was observed in photoneutron spectrum. Considering the high value of radiation weighting
factor of neutrons with this energy range, the damages to
the patient body increases.
To evaluate the contamination of photoneutrons during
the radiotherapy with high-energy linac, the dose equivalent of photoneutron was calculated at the isocenter for
different irradiation field sizes. Considering the results, the
largest dose was obtained for 25 cm 9 25 cm irradiation
field size.
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