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Abstract: In this work, the radiation response of bulk GaN and Ga2O3 materials exposed to ground-
level neutrons is studied by Geant4 numerical simulation, considering the whole atmospheric neutron
spectrum at sea level, from thermal to high energies (GeV). The response of the two materials is
compared in terms of the number and type of interactions and the nature of the secondary products
produced, particularly in nuclear reactions. Our results highlight the importance of 14N(n,p)14C
neutron capture in the radiation response of GaN, leading to large differences in the behavior of the
two materials in terms of susceptibility to thermal and intermediate-energy (below 1 MeV) neutrons.

Keywords: atmospheric neutrons; neutron–semiconductor interactions; wide-bandgap semiconductors;
gallium nitride; gallium oxide; nuclear reactions; Geant4; numerical simulations; radiation effects on
electronics; single-event effects

1. Introduction

In the ever-evolving semiconductor landscape, gallium nitride (GaN) and gallium
oxide (Ga2O3) have emerged as key wide-bandgap semiconductors in applications ranging
from power electronics to optoelectronics, and their unique properties promise new levels
of performance and efficiency [1–3]. Gallium is the common element in GaN and Ga2O3,
but each material has its own characteristics. On the one hand, GaN, a compound of
gallium and nitrogen, has attracted considerable interest in the world of electronics due
to its exceptional electron mobility, thermal stability, and high breakdown voltage [4,5].
This combination of properties makes GaN a preferred choice for applications that require
high frequency and high-power operation, such as radio frequency (RF) amplifiers, power
supplies and LED lighting. GaN is also very interesting for its stability and robustness
in radiation environments and is used for nuclear particle detection [6–10]. On the other
hand, Ga2O3 is another semiconductor with a wide bandgap that has received increasing
attention in recent years. Its unique crystalline structure, large bandgap, and excellent
electrical insulating properties make it suitable for a variety of applications, including
power electronics, UV photodetectors, and sensors [11–13]. Ga2O3’s potential to handle
high voltages and temperatures while maintaining efficiency makes it a strong candidate
for the next generation of power devices.

In recent years, the interest in these wide-bandgap materials for space and avionics
applications, or for applications in extreme conditions, has led to the emergence of dedi-
cated studies of the radiation response of technologies based on these materials, especially
with respect to the response to thermal or fast neutrons [14–20]. In this context, the aim
of this work is to investigate the radiation response of both GaN and Ga2O3 exposed to
the natural radiation background at sea level consisting of atmospheric neutrons with
energies ranging from thermal to GeV. The response of electronic devices made from these
materials to radiation has been the focus of most of the research in this area [21–25]. The
effects of neutron irradiation on bulk GaN or Ga2O3 at the material level (i.e., not integrated
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into electronic devices) have been studied only to a limited extent. We can cite previous
studies [15,17,26,27] that have investigated the susceptibility of several materials from
the group IV or III-V compound materials, including GaN. However, these studies have
limitations with respect to (i) the energy of the incoming neutrons, because the study in [27]
simulates only neutrons issued from deuterium–deuterium or deuterium–tritium fusion
reactions (i.e., monoenergetic neutrons with energies of 2.45 MeV and 14 MeV), and the
other studies [15,17,26] include only the high-energy neutron part of the neutron spectrum
at ground level; (ii) the energy of the secondary particles resulting from the interactions
of atmospheric neutrons with the material (due to a limiting energy threshold, which is
considered in [26]); and (iii) the event statistics in [26], because a relatively small number
of incoming neutrons affect the simulation results. As far as Ga2O3 is concerned, to the
best of our knowledge, there is no study in the literature on the effect of atmospheric
neutrons at the material level. In this work, we investigate and compare the effects of
sea-level atmospheric neutrons on GaN and Ga2O3 bulk materials. The comparison of
the atmospheric neutron susceptibility of GaN and Ga2O3 is quantified in terms of the
number and type of interactions (elastic, inelastic, nuclear), and also in terms of the nature
and number of secondaries (protons, alpha, . . .) produced in nuclear reactions. In contrast
to previous studies, in this work, we consider the entire neutron spectrum at sea level,
covering the energy range from the thermal to the GeV range. Moreover, the analysis was
conducted without any restrictions (i.e., filtering) on the energy of secondary products and
a significant number of incident neutrons was simulated. The interaction events between
atmospheric neutrons and semiconductor target materials, representing 25 × 106 h of
irradiation in the natural background at sea level, are simulated using the Monte Carlo
radiation transport code Geant4 [28–30]. A dedicated source of atmospheric neutrons and
large databases containing complete information on tens of thousands of interaction events
have been created using this code.

The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 begins with a presentation of the bulk
properties of GaN and Ga2O3 materials and the sea-level neutron spectrum used as the
neutron source in the simulation. Next, the direct calculation of the number of neutron–
material interactions is described in detail, as well as the more comprehensive and complex
Monte Carlo numerical simulation (using Geant4) of the neutron–target interactions. In
Section 3, we present the detailed results of these simulations in terms of the number and
type of interactions. In this section, an extensive analysis involves the energy distribution
of secondary products as a function of the energy range of the incident neutron spectrum.
Finally, Section 4 presents a detailed discussion of the response of the two materials to
atmospheric neutrons in terms of the number of interactions likely to induce significant
single event effects (SEEs) in a device or circuit.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Materials Properties

For this study, we considered bulk materials with natural isotopic compositions.
Gallium (Z = 31) has two stable isotopes, 69Ga and 71Ga, with natural abundances of 60.1%
and 39.9%, respectively. Nitrogen (Z = 7) and oxygen (Z = 8) have two and three stable
isotopes, respectively, but we consider only 14N and 16O because they represent the vast
majority (>99.6%) of naturally occurring nitrogen and oxygen, respectively.

Table 1 summarizes the other main physical and atomic properties of bulk GaN and
Ga2O3 considered in this work [31,32].

Table 1. Main properties of bulk GaN and Ga2O3.

Properties (300 K) β-Ga2O3 GaN

Bandgap (eV) 4.6–4.9 3.39
Density (g/cm3) 5.96 6.15

Atoms (cm−3) 9.45 × 1022 8.85 × 1022

εe,h (eV) 1 15.6 8.9
1 Energy required to create an electron–hole pair.
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2.2. Atmospheric Neutron Source

The atmospheric neutron flux is needed to calculate the neutron interactions with the
materials under study. In this work, we use as a reference input spectrum the differential
neutron flux induced by cosmic rays measured by Goldhagen at Yorktown Heights [33,34],
shown in Figure 1. The spectrum is divided into three parts: part I (<1 eV) corresponds
to thermal and low-energy neutrons, part II (between 1 eV and 1 MeV) to intermediate-
energy neutrons, and part III (>1 MeV) to high-energy neutrons. The total neutron flux
corresponding to each part is given in the figure. The integral flux over the whole spectrum
is 43.6 neutrons per cm2 and per hour (mid-level solar activity, outdoors) [35].
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2.3. Direct Calculation of the Number of Interactions

In a first approach, the susceptibility of GaN and Ga2O3 materials to atmospheric
neutrons was evaluated from the direct calculation of the number of neutron–material
interactions in a target representative of a microelectronic circuit, following a method
described in [15]. We considered a parallelepiped target (surface S = 1 cm2, thickness
t = 20 µm) of bulk GaN or Ga2O3 exposed to incident neutrons arriving perpendicular to its
largest surface. The number of nuclear interactions Rn (s−1·cm−2) in the target is given by

Rn = N × t ×
∫ Emax

Emin

σn(E)
dϕ

dE
dE (1)

where σn(E) (cm2) is the GaN or Ga2O3 neutron cross-section, N is the number of atoms
(cm−3) given in Table 1, t is the target thickness (in cm), dϕ/dE is the differential atmospheric
neutron flux (cm−2·s−1·MeV−1) at ground level (see Figure 1), and Emin and Emax are the
limits of the energy domain considered (see Figure 1).

In Equation (1), GaN or Ga2O3 neutron cross-sections were evaluated from the com-
bination of those of 69Ga, 71Ga, 14N, and 16O given by the evaluated nuclear data library
ENDF/B-VIII.020 [36,37] (supplemented with data from JENDL-4.021 [38] for Ga isotopes
in the range 20–200 MeV) and considering the material stoichiometry. The individual
nuclear cross-sections as a function of neutron energy are shown in Figure 2 for the gallium
isotopes and in Figure 3 for the 14N and 16O isotopes.
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2.4. Geant4 Simulation Details

To complement this direct calculation and to further analyze the reaction secondary
products, we performed extensive numerical simulations using the Monte Carlo Radia-
tion Transport Code Geant4 [28–30] version 10.7.2, considering the precompiled physics
list QGSP_BIC_HP. This physics list includes a binary cascade, pre-compound, and various
de-excitation models for hadrons, standard electromagnetic models, and high-precision
neutron models used for neutrons up to 20 MeV. The simulations considered the same
geometry target as previously defined, and the same neutron flux spectrum (per energy
domains I, II and III), which was imported into Geant4 through the General Particle
Source (GPS) module [39] to randomly generate incident neutrons mimicking this natural
neutron background. For each part of the spectrum, the simulations considered a number of
incoming neutrons equivalent to 25 × 106 h of natural radiation exposure. This corresponds
to 1.9 × 108 primary neutrons generated by the Geant4 GPS source for part I, 4 × 108

neutrons for part II, and 5 × 108 neutrons for part III. Each Geant4 simulation run (1 per
material and per part of the spectrum, i.e., 6 databases in total) produces a unique output
file containing all the information related to each interaction of neutrons with the target
material. This information includes the nature of the interaction, the spatial coordinates
of the reaction vertex, and a complete list of the secondary particles produced during the
interaction (along with the energy and emission direction vector for each of these emitted
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particles). Gamma photons, neutral and light particles (e−, e+, η, neutral pions), which are
not able to induce significant effects in the semiconductor material in the sense of single
events in microelectronics, are eliminated in a post-treatment process [40].

3. Results
3.1. Number of Interactions

Figure 4 shows the results of these direct calculations (denoted ENDF/JENDL) for
both the GaN and Ga2O3 targets (1 cm2 × 20 µm) exposed to parts I, II, and III of the
atmospheric spectrum defined in Figure 1.
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shown in Figure 3. Schematically, there are two times more neutron interactions with 14N 
than with 16O for part I and 1.5 times more for part II. In fact, for part II, which is domi-
nated by the elastic interaction, the elastic neutron-14N cross-section is 1.7 times larger than 
that of 16O, and for part I, in addition to elastic events, 14N can also capture thermal 

Figure 4. Number of neutron interactions (thousands) in GaN and Ga2O3 bulk targets
(1 cm2 × 20 µm) exposed to part I, II, or III of the neutron atmospheric spectrum of Figure 1 during
25 × 106 h. ENDF/JENDL denotes direct calculation from Equation (1) using evaluated nuclear li-
braries, Geant4 denotes numerical simulation using the Monte Carlo radiation transport code Geant4.
Interactions have been partitioned into two classes: elastic and other, which includes inelastic, capture
and other neutron-induced nuclear reactions. (a) GaN; (b) Ga2O3.

These values are expressed for an exposure equivalent to 25 × 106 h under natural
conditions at ground level. Overall, GaN shows much more neutron interactions below
1 MeV than Ga2O3: +62.5% for part I and +21.7% for part II, respectively. Above 1 MeV, the
two materials show approximately the same number of interactions. Elastic interactions
represent the largest contributions for the three energy ranges and for both materials: 82%
for GaN and 85% for Ga2O3 exposed to part I of the spectrum, 93.5% for both targets in
part II, and 63.6% for GaN and 67.5% for Ga2O3 in part III. This greater susceptibility of
GaN to neutrons below 1 MeV compared to Ga2O3 is due to differences in the sizes of the
neutron-14N and neutron-16O cross-sections in the energy range between 10−4 and 1 eV,
as shown in Figure 3. Schematically, there are two times more neutron interactions with
14N than with 16O for part I and 1.5 times more for part II. In fact, for part II, which is
dominated by the elastic interaction, the elastic neutron-14N cross-section is 1.7 times larger
than that of 16O, and for part I, in addition to elastic events, 14N can also capture thermal
neutrons and release low-energy protons through the 14N(n,p)14C reaction. This explains
the increased number of neutron interactions with 14N, twice that with 16O for this energy
range (part I).

Figure 4 also shows the comparison of the number of interactions derived from
the Geant4 simulations with the number of interactions previously obtained from direct
calculations using Equation (1). There is good agreement between the two sets of data,
with a maximum difference of 2% for Part I, 6% for Part II, and 13% for Part III. This is
because the upper limit of the integral (term Emax in Equation (1)) was limited to 200 MeV,
corresponding to the energy range of the cross-section values available in the JENDL/4.0
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library, while Geant4 generates and transports neutrons with energies up to the maximum
of the spectrum, i.e., up to 10 GeV.

3.2. Type of Interactions

To take the analysis one step further, Figure 5 provides details of the interactions
labeled “other” in Figure 4, i.e., interactions that are not elastic.
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proportion of inelastic and nuclear reactions for high-energy neutrons (Part III).

Table 2 gives the details of some of these reactions and their occurrence as a function
of the energy range considered. The occurrences of elastic interactions are also included
in Table 2 for comparison. Unlike elastic reactions, which are characterized by a Q-value
of zero (i.e., there is no release or absorption of energy), the 69Ga(n,γ)70Ga, 71Ga(n,γ)72Ga,
14N(n,γ)15N, and 14N(n,p)14C reactions are exothermic and are characterized by large
positive Q-values of 9.8 MeV, 9.5 MeV, 13.6 MeV, and 626 keV, respectively.

Table 2. Occurrence of elastic and some special capture reactions in GaN and Ga2O3 and their
frequency (thousands).

Reaction
Part I Part II Part III

GaN Ga2O3 GaN Ga2O3 GaN Ga2O3

69Ga elastic 68 58 182 158 38 33
71Ga elastic 27 23 320 278 25 22
14N elastic 171 - 270 - 37 -
16O elastic - 86 - 177 - 59

69Ga(n,γ)70Ga 14 12 25 22 1 1
71Ga(n,γ)72Ga 25 21 31 27 0 0

14N(n,γ)15N 1 - 0 - 0 -
14N(n,p)14C 24 - 1 - 1 -

3.3. Secondary Products

Secondary products released in these reactions have kinetic energies (much) greater
than the energy of the incoming neutrons. This is clearly visible in the energy histograms
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computed from the Geant4 databases for both materials and for the three parts of the
spectrum. Figure 6 shows the energy histograms for part I of the neutron spectrum and for
Ga2O3 (Figure 6a) and GaN (Figure 6b).
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Figure 6. Histograms in energy of the secondary products produced in the GaN and Ga2O3 bulk
targets (1 cm2 × 20 µm) exposed to part I of the neutron atmospheric spectrum of Figure 1 during
25 × 106 h. (a) Ga2O3; (b) GaN.

Two distinct distributions of secondary products are visible for Ga2O3 and GaN for
part I: the distribution of elastic recoil nuclei (Ga and O for Ga2O3, Ga and N for GaN),
which has a maximum just below 10−7 eV, and a second distribution of Ga nuclei produced
in 69Ga(n,γ)70Ga and 71Ga(n,γ)72Ga reactions from the eV to the keV ranges. For GaN
specifically (Figure 6b), the additional contributions from 14N(n,γ)15N and 14N(n,p)14C
reactions give a distribution of 15N in the keV range and two monoenergetic distributions
of 14C at 42 keV and protons at 584 keV, respectively. Note that there is no significant
contribution from the equivalent reaction for 16O; the reaction 16O(n,γ)17O occurs only a
few times (see Figure 6a). The release of these products via the capture of neutrons by
nitrogen is potentially problematic for the radiation reliability of any material or device
containing nitrogen, as recently shown by Coronetti et al. [41] in the context of silicon
technologies with nitride layers. In the present study, this issue primarily concerns GaN
devices. The released products can transfer their energy to the semiconductor and generate
significant electrical charges in GaN: 584 keV protons will transfer more than 10 fC of
charge each in GaN, and 42 keV 14C will transfer nearly 0.8 fC.

Figure 7 shows the energy histograms for part II of the neutron spectrum, for Ga2O3
(Figure 7a) and GaN (Figure 7b). In part II of the spectrum, the 14N(n,p)14C reaction channel
still produces 14C nuclei and protons (Figure 7b), but in smaller amounts, which also makes
GaN more sensitive to radiation than Ga2O3 in terms of secondary products that are likely
to produce single events.

Finally, the energy histograms for part III of the spectrum (Figure 8a,b), as well as
Figure 5, show that for high-energy neutrons above 1 MeV, GaN and Ga2O3 are relatively
equivalent in terms of the number and type of interactions, as well as the energy distribu-
tions of the secondaries (recoils, protons, alpha particles, and other heavy fragments).
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Figure 8. Histograms in energy of the secondary products produced in the GaN and Ga2O3 bulk
targets (1 cm2 × 20 µm) exposed to part III of the neutron atmospheric spectrum of Figure 1 during
25 × 106 h. (a) Ga2O3; (b) GaN.

Quantitative details on the production of secondary products, classified as a function
of their atomic number, are given in Figure 9 for both target materials. These distributions
show that GaN and Ga2O3 are quasi-equivalent in terms of proton (Z = 1) and alpha particle
(Z = 2) emission, with a slightly higher production (+10%) of alphas in GaN due to more
(n, α) reaction channels with 14N than with 16O. For Z > 13, GaN has a higher production
rate of secondary products than Ga2O3, mainly because these fragments are emitted from
neutron–Ga interactions and the Ga atomic concentration is 17% higher in GaN than
in Ga2O3.
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Ga2O3 target (1 cm2 × 20 µm) exposed to the full neutron atmospheric spectrum of Figure 1 for
25 × 106 h.

4. Discussion

The results presented above allow us to discuss the response of Ga2O3 and GaN
to atmospheric neutrons in terms of the number of interactions that are likely to cause
significant SEEs in a device or circuit. We begin by recalling the mechanisms of single-event
production after neutron–material interactions that release secondary products (charged
light particles and recoil nuclei). Through direct ionization, a mechanism in which charged
particles interact primarily with the electrons of the material’s atoms, these secondary
products transfer energy to the material [35]. The ionization mechanism produces many
excited energetic electrons (delta rays), which usually have enough energy to ionize other
atoms. These electrons produce a cascade of secondary electrons that lose energy, creating
a column of electron–hole pairs along the path of the particle [40]. Thus, the transferred
energy is essentially converted into electron–hole pairs. The amount of energy required to
create an electron–hole pair depends on the bandgap of the material (15.6 eV for Ga2O3
and 8.9 eV for GaN, see Table 1). Once the dense column of electron–hole pairs is formed,
three different mechanisms are involved in the evolution and the transport of these charges:
drift in the device regions exposed to an electric field, ambipolar diffusion in the neutral
zones, and recombination with other mobile carriers [35]. The transported charges are then
collected by elementary structures in the device (such as reverse-biased junctions). This
collection mechanism results in a parasitic transient current that is injected into the circuit
node affected by the particle, causing circuit disturbances such as SEEs [35].

Returning to the energy distributions of the secondary products issued from neutron
interactions with Ga2O3 and GaN (Figures 6–8), a significant fraction of these products
have very low energies, especially in parts I and II of the incident neutron spectrum. Such
low-energy particles are likely to create (by energy transfer in the semiconductor) very
few electron–hole pairs in materials, and will therefore have no effect on the operation
of components and circuits. Consequently, it seems appropriate to “filter” the energy of
the reactions in order to eliminate all those that cannot induce a minimum number of
electron–hole pairs in the target materials. Figure 10 shows the remaining number of
events when all the reactions that are not able to produce at least 1000 electron-hole pairs
have been eliminated. This threshold value is more or less arbitrary and corresponds to
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a charge of 0.16 fC, which is in the order of magnitude of critical charges in current static
random-access memories (SRAMs) [35]. We remind the reader that the critical charge for
memory circuits is defined as the minimum amount of collected charge that causes a device
node to change its logical state, leading to a single event upset [42].
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and Ga2O3 target (1 cm2 × 20 µm) exposed to the full neutron atmospheric spectrum of Figure 1
during 25 × 106 h.

This filtering has the effect of eliminating virtually all of the recoil nuclei in part I of
the spectrum and a very large fraction of those in part II. Consequently, for part I, only
the nuclei produced in the nuclear (capture) reactions remain. For part II, the nuclei not
removed are those produced in capture reactions, with an additional contribution from the
most energetic recoil nuclei. For Part III, only the less energetic recoil nuclei are eliminated.

Finally, Figure 10 shows a direct comparison of the atmospheric neutron response of
the two materials in terms of the number of interactions likely to cause significant single
event effects in a device or circuit. The results show that GaN is almost twice as sensitive
as Ga2O3 to the first part of the spectrum and 20% more sensitive to the second part of
the spectrum. At higher energies (>1 MeV), the two materials are fully equivalent. The
consequences of these results, derived at the material level, are potentially important in
terms of technological choices; for applications where thermal or low-energy neutrons are
a major constraint, Ga2O3-based electronics should be preferred; while at high energies
(above 1 MeV), GaN-based or Ga2O3-based electronics are equivalent in terms of neutron
susceptibility. Another practical consequence is that GaN-based electronics should be used
only with special precautions (systematic use of absorbing materials, type B4C) to eliminate
thermal neutrons, a less essential precaution for Ga2O3-based electronics (which is more
tolerant to thermal neutrons).

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, this study provided a careful comparison of the radiation response of
bulk GaN and Ga2O3 materials exposed to ground-level neutrons from thermal to high en-
ergies (GeV). The response of these two materials was evaluated by direct calculation from
nuclear libraries and from extensive Geant4 numerical simulation. Our results highlight
the relative equivalence of both materials exposed to the higher part of the atmospheric
neutron spectrum above 1 MeV and the enhanced susceptibility of GaN to thermal neu-
trons compared to Ga2O3, mainly due to the presence of nitrogen and its interaction with
neutrons via the exothermic 14N(n,p)14C capture reaction. This study should shed light
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on the choice of GaN or Ga2O3 as the semiconductor material of the targeted electronic
solution, depending on the intended application and the radiation context, whether natural
or artificial.
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