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Investigating Actinyl Oxo Cations by X-ray Absorption Spectroscopy
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Early actinide elements (from U to Am) have the ability to
form linear trans-dioxo complexes with formal valence of the
actinide being equal to (V) or (VI). For instance, the ubiquity
of the uranyl cation in uranium aqueous chemistry is the ba-
sis for its very important industrial and environmental con-
cerns. As a result, the physical chemistry of the actinyl moie-
ties has been the subject of constantly growing investiga-
tions. Among all the spectroscopic probes, X-ray absorption
spectroscopy is a particularly useful element and energy-se-
lective technique. This article reviews the investigation of
molecular actinyl complexes using both XANES and EXAFS
tools. The absorption edge features have long been used to
characterize the frontier orbitals of the absorbing atom. In
the case of actinide cations, the LIII edge, located in the hard
X-ray region, provides a useful fingerprint of the cation poly-
hedron. Tentatively, simple molecular orbital considerations
together with full multiple scattering simulation codes have
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provided significant interpretations of the edge features. Va-
rious examples involving a distortion of the actinyl coordina-
tion sphere, starting from the aqueous species are given.
Complementary structural data can be obtained in the
EXAFS region of the absorption spectrum. In the literature,
such molecular systems have been well documented from
uranyl aqueous chemistry to neptunyl or plutonyl coordina-
tion complexes with oxygen donor ligands. Furthermore,
complexation mechanisms upon absorption onto mineral sur-
faces have been increasingly investigated over the past few
years. Overall, contribution of the XAS technique to a better
understanding of the actinide bonding is demonstrated from
various examples of the literature and the authors’ data. Im-
portance of the simulation codes in order to better describe
the absorption features is also strongly underlined.
( Wiley-VCH Verlag GmbH & Co. KGaA, 69451 Weinheim,
Germany, 2003)

1. Introduction

Due to their incomplete 5f and 6d electronic subshells,
the actinide elements present some unusual physical and
chemical properties. Moreover, the very large atomic num-
bers of the actinides are also responsible for very important
relativistic effects, among which the scalar effect is at the
origin of the so-called lanthanidic and actinidic contrac-
tion. As a consequence, the elements from the first half of
the actinide series exhibit a large number of stable or meta-
stable formal oxidation states ranking from () to (), de
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pending on the atomic number. The question of delocalized
vs. localized behavior of the 5f electrons still remains a criti-
cal issue to be addressed from both experimental and theor-
etical points of view. For that purpose, comparisons be-
tween the properties of actinides and lanthanides or even
transition metals is often a common way to study these ele-
ments, although the radial extension of the 5f wave-
functions is larger than those of the 4f wavefunctions.
Consequently, the actinides behave either as itinerant d
transition-like systems or as localized lanthanide-like sys-
tems.[1] Indeed, americium (5f77s2) is considered the first
actinide in the series to exhibit rare-earth-like behavior.
From the structural point of view and due to their sizeable
ionic radii, the actinides exhibit a wide variety of coordi-
nation numbers and therefore, both the molecular and
solid-state chemistry of these elements have been extensively
investigated. According to the relatively large ionic radii,
these coordination numbers are rather high (6 to 12).

From both electronic and structural points of view, in-
vestigations of actinide compounds have been performed
using several different techniques such as X-ray or neutron
scattering, optical and vibrational spectroscopy, NMR and
Mössbauer spectroscopy. Most of this work, originating
from the early 1940s has dealt with condensed matter. As
one of the numerous fields of investigation, the actinide
electronic structure exemplifies the specificity of the 5f or-
bitals. In this framework, fluorescence emission lifetime, os-
cillator strength measurements and Zeeman effects have
been widely studied and compared with corresponding lan-
thanide data such as those of Nd3�, Eu3� and Er3� in the
same host material.[2�5] These studies have dealt mainly
with the crystal-field parameters, the wavefunctions and the
associated 5f-5f transition probabilities,[6,7] the 5f-6d energy
gap[8�17] (experimental values compared to ab initio DV-
Xα calculations) and the energy transfers between lantha-
nide and actinide ions.[18] The delocalization of the 5f elec-
trons has mainly been investigated by Mössbauer spec-
troscopy (mainly on the Np element), which is an efficient
tool for measuring hyperfine interactions and thus to study
the electronic configuration of actinides bound in
solids.[19�30] many of the actinide intermetallic compounds
(monopnictides and monochalcogenides) present 5f-elec-
tron behavior analogous to the 4f electrons (NpSb, NpAs,
...) but could show itinerant behavior as for the 3d electrons
(NpCo2Si2, Usb, UP, ...).[31�39]

Since the mid 1970s, X-ray absorption spectroscopy
(XAS) has become widely recognized as an element-specific
and non-destructive structure and electronic probe. It is of
particular interest when the system under investigation is
lacking crystallographic order (as in glasses, solutions or
gases) and precludes the use of X-ray or neutron diffraction
as the preferred structural probe. NMR and Mössbauer
spectroscopy are also restricted to the use of adequate nu-
clei. Although the applications of XAS to material or bio-
logical sciences, for instance, have been extensive since the
1980s, its use for actinide systems is relatively recent. This
is mainly due to three reasons as pointed out by Karim and
co-workers in 1980:[40] the need for high-energy X-ray be-
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ams as a result of the high atomic numbers of the actinides,
the lack of either reliable computed electronic parameters
or model compounds and the safety requirements associ-
ated with high radioactivity of most of these elements. De-
spite these difficulties, XAS has now been largely applied
to the structural and electronic understanding of actinide
materials, as summarized by P. G. Allen or S. D. Conradson
in their 1997[41] and 1998[42] reviews. See also refs.[43,44] and
references herein for a larger discussion on the use of XAS
in coordination or environmental chemistry.

In this article, we report on the use of the XAS technique
to investigate the coordination chemistry of actinyl cations.
Indeed, this technique has revealed itself as one of the un-
ique tools for addressing the characterization of the heavy
cation coordination sphere in solution or in amorphous ma-
terials. We do not intend to fully describe the theory and
practice of XAS as well as the physical-chemical properties
of the actinyl adducts as many books and review articles
have dealt with the subject extensively.[45�49] Only a brief
overview is given.

XAS is a spectroscopic technique based on the informa-
tive modulations of the X-ray absorption cross section. The
electronic transitions driving the absorption cross section
obey the Fermi�Golden rule in its dipolar approximation,
where i� is the initial state wave function of eigenvalue Ei,
|f� is the final state wave function of eigenvalue Ef, ε·r is
the interaction hamiltonian in the dipolar approximation
and hω is the energy of the incoming photon [Equation (1)].

(1)

Because of the δ function, no quantum transition can
occur before the incident photon energy hω is at least equal
to the energy of the LUMO or partially vacant authorized
orbital. The dipolar transition operator results in the
following transition rules for the absorption process: ∆L �
� 1; ∆J � 0, � 1 (where L is the angular momentum term
and J is the LS coupling term).

It is then convenient to divide the absorption process into
two parts, depending on the incident photon energy. Above
the threshold (X-ray absorption near edge structure,
XANES), the photoelectron is trapped inside the absorber
potential barrier and it is promoted to vacant or partially
vacant bound states. As the kinetic energy of the photoelec-
tron increases, transitions outside the potential barrier can
occur towards the continuum states of the system. From ca.
100 eV above the absorption edge to ca. 1000 eV (extended
X-ray absorption fine structure, EXAFS), modulations of
the absorption coefficient are driven by the interference be-
tween the outgoing wave function associated with the
photoelectron and the backscattered ones. The EXAFS sig-
nal χ is given as the ratio between the absorption cross sec-
tion µ and the atomic absorption function µ0 [Equation (2)].

µ � µ0(1 � χ) (2)
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Figure 1. Schematic transitions involved in the LIII edge of uranyl
moiety; both density of states (DOS) and absorption edge have
been calculated with Feff8.1 code[50]

Figure 1 shows a schematic representation of the absorp-
tion process in the case of the LIII edge of UO2

2�. In the
primary channel picture, the LII,III edge corresponds to a
2p6

1/2,3/2-ndm � 2p5
1/2,3/2-ndm�1 transition (for the actin-

ides, the first partially available d orbital is the 6d one). The
threshold energy, the d and f Density of States (DOS) and
the absorption spectrum have been calculated using Feff8.1
code.[50] Above the threshold, transitions occur towards the
first allowed empty orbitals (6d) of uranium. Above the
ionization potential (vacuum level), transitions occur
towards the continuum states of the molecule.

Because most of the actinide complexes (from uranium
to americium) with oxidation states higher than () contain
the actinyl AnO2

n� (n � 1, 2) moieties, they are of techno-
logical and environmental importance.[41,43,51�53] Further-
more, the ubiquity of the uranyl cation in the geosphere,
due to its remarkable stability, makes it one of the most
extensively investigated cations within the actinide family.

The major characteristic of actinyl cations is the occur-
rence of quasi-linear O�An�O units with a short An�O
multiple bond and a bond length ranging from 1.7 to 1.9 Å
depending on the cation. This characteristic is also specific
to the actinide family as only one analogue (the osmyl cat-
ion OsO2

2�) is known in the d block.[54] This is good evi-
dence of the bonding particularity that involves significant
participation of the 5f orbitals in the HOMO of the
AnO2

n� unit. As a matter of fact, the bent structure of mo-
lecular ThO2 versus the linear one has been the subject of
numerous theoretical works questioning the extent of the
5f and 6d participation in the bonding molecular orbitals
involving the two oxygen atoms.[55�59] This discussion is,
however, beyond the scope of this paper as the authors
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would like to emphasize the role of XAS in understanding
the physicochemical properties of actinyl cations.

2. Working with Actinide Elements

Although one of the major advantages of XAS is the
ability to tune the absorption edge for a given element, most
of the actinyl studies have dealt with LIII and more rarely
LI edges. Reasons for this limitation are mainly technical,
as explained in the following.

The high specific radioactivity of most of the actinide
elements impinges strong experimental limitations in order
to comply with the safety regulations. Although dedicated
research nuclear laboratories possess the experimental
specific setup, this is often not the case of traditional beam
line hutches at the synchrotron. Therefore, either the sample
holder itself must be adequately shielded or the beam line
hutch must be specifically designed. Lately, the design of
dedicated beam lines at the synchrotron with appropriate
shielding and/or radiation equipment has been a major im-
provement in the acquisition of data on actinide
elements.[60�63] However, when available, the use of a
specific low active radioisotope such as the uranium-238
natural isotope (238U has a specific activity of 3.4·10�7

Ci·g�1 that does not require any specific shielding) is always
the preferred method. Because the X-ray beam must be
transmitted through the shielding barriers, the most con-
veniently accessible absorption edges of the actinide series
are the L edges located in the hard X-ray region from ca.
17000 to 25000 eV from U to Cf. This energy range allows
successive shielding of the sample with negligible absorp-
tion of the photon beam (typically, layers of polymer or
beryllium windows are used to confine the sample). Among
the L edges, the LIII edge is very sensitive to the polyhedron
structure because of the presence of strong multiple scat-
tering contributions, as will be developed in the course of
the next sections. The edge resolution is, however, limited
by the short core hole life-time (giving a width of typically
7 eV at the LIII edge of uranium[64]). Lower energy studies
at the M, N or O edges present a better edge resolution
because of the larger core hole life-time and allows the 5f
orbitals to be probed through the allowed dipolar tran-
sition. However, to date, these studies are scarce, given the
technical difficulties in shielding the sample in the soft X-
ray region. General considerations related to the manipu-
lation of radionuclides at the synchrotron sources have been
summarized in the Proceeding of the 2nd Euroconference
and NEA Workhop on Speciation, Techniques and Facili-
ties for Radioactive Materials at Synchrotron Light
Sources.[61]

Another crucial issue of XAS analysis is obtaining re-
liable electronic model parameters [phase Φ(θ, k, R) � 2kR
� ϕ, amplitude f(θ, k, R), electron mean free path λ(k) and
inelastic losses S0

2]. Two ways of evaluating the electronic
parameters are either to calculate it or to extract it from a
model compound that is of known structure (i.e. the ab-
sorber to neighbor distance R and the number of neighbors
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N are known) and chemically close to the material under
study. On the one hand the use of experimental model com-
pounds is the preferred method in order to obtain reliable
electronic parameters. However, the difficulty in obtaining
three-dimensional structures from single crystals of actinide
elements is responsible for the scarcity of adequate model
compounds. This statement should be tempered in the case
of thorium and uranium adducts since many crystallo-
graphic data are available for these two elements. On the
other hand, XAS simulation codes have become accessible
for 5f elements and can be used to calculate the electronic
parameters on the basis of assumed atomic coordinates.[50]

In that case, several methods have been used: extrapolation
from known uranium or thorium structures;[65] extrapol-
ation from corresponding isostructural lanthanide com-
pounds;[66] comparison with simple molecular clusters
based on either quantum chemical or molecular dynamics
considerations.[67] Over the past few years, the Feff code
(versions 7 and 8) has been extensively tested for the actin-
ide elements as will be reported on in the following sections.
In the field of absorption edge simulation, major develop-
ments have included the implementation of self-consistent
fully relativistic potential calculations based on
Dirac�Hara atomic calculations and full multiple scat-
tering treatment of the photoelectron.[68,69]

3. Actinide XANES and Electronic Structure

Near-edge spectroscopy has long been used as a finger-
print of the absorbing atom coordination geometry and
electronic state. Because at low kinetic energy the photo-
electron mean free path increases dramatically, the struc-
tural component of XANES can be viewed as an extension
of the EXAFS energy region, given that high-order multiple
scattering paths are dominant. Many works have aimed at
simulating and better understanding the information in-
cluded in the edge features. Depending on the relative pro-
portion of delocalization in the valence states or electronic
correlation within the final state, so-called multiple scat-
tering or multiplet approaches have been developed.[70]

Such quantitative approaches in the hard X-ray region have
long been applied to spin state or local symmetry studies of
transition or lanthanide metal series. On the other hand,
a limited number of studies have been devoted to actinide
elements, most of which deal with oxide, halide or intermet-
allic solid-state materials.[68,69,71�76] At the molecular level,
only a few papers have addressed the simulation of actinide
L edges with a multiple scattering approach.[77,78] In that
framework, Ankudinov et al.[68,69] have published an
extensive comparison between the series of Pu hydrates and
simulations with the Feff code. Other studies have addressed
this issue using both phenomenological and computational
approaches.[77,78] There is still some controversy as to
whether the edge features, depending on their energy (or
position in the XANES spectrum) must be interpreted in
terms of transitions to bound, semi-bound or continuum
states. Within the absorber potential barrier, the electron
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is trapped above the energy threshold and both multiple
scattering or molecular orbital pictures can be used as they
should reflect the same underlying phenomena when elec-
tronic correlations are negligible.[79] Whether or not part of
the edge features must be considered as transitions to
bound states or to continuum states depends on the work
function of the system. It is well known for instance that
pre-edge features of the transition metal K edges can be
treated as transitions to bound states made up of the hy-
bridized unoccupied or partially occupied d states.[80�82] In
the case of the LIII edges of the actinide elements, it has
been suggested that the multiple scattering picture is more
suitable to explain the edge features[69] since mixed bound-
continuum states are believed to dominate the white line
(WL) shape and intensity. In contrast, the LIII edges of the
lanthanide ions exhibit a very sharp, intense and often fea-
tureless WL.[71] In the one-electron picture, this high WL
ratio reflects the transition to the narrow 5d states com-
pared to the more diffused 6d states. Additional broadening
by the core hole life-time must also be taken into account
as it increases with atomic number Z.[64,72,74] In Figure 2,
the broad and intense WL, A, is typical for the actinyl LIII

edge, from uranium to americium. Figure 2 compares the
full multiple scattering (FMS) simulation of the uranyl LIII

edge to the atomic absorption spectrum (absorption edge
calculated as if the absorption atom was isolated) using the
Feff-8.1 code (simulation parameters are described in
ref.[83]). Calculations have been carried out on a pentagonal
bipyramid cluster using self-consistency methods and muf-
fin tin potentials, but without taking into account any sol-

Figure 2. Experimental LIII edges of UO2
2� (solution in perchloric

acid[84]), NpO2
2� (solution in perchloric acid), PuO2

2� [solution of
PuO2(NO3)2TBP2 in TBP[85]] and AmO2

� [solid K3AmO2-
(CO3)2

[86]] (—); calculations (Feff-8.1) are compared to the experi-
mental uranium edge: FMS (—), single scattering (� � ) and
atomic absorption (----); the l � 2 and l � 3 projected DOS is also
displayed on the same relative energy scale; all the experimental
spectra have been shifted in energy with respect to the calculated
uranium pentagonal bipyramid edge maximum
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vent effects. In addition, the l projected density of states
(DOS) calculated with the same potentials but with no core
hole, for l � 2 and 3, are shown on the same relative energy
scale. The interpretation of A originating from a 2p to
mixed 6d-continuum state transition (as the primary chan-
nel ∆l � �1 of the Golden Rule) is in agreement with the
6d DOS. The similarity between the experimental WL and
the atomic absorption background confirms the partial
atomic character of the WL. Note that in the molecular
picture, the 6d state should split under the crystal field en-
ergy (D5h symmetry) but this splitting is not observed here.
At about 15 eV above the WL maximum, feature B is
clearly reproduced by the FMS calculation but not by the
atomic absorption spectrum. A similar calculation using a
single scattering approach does not account for B either.
The identification of the multiple scattering (MS) paths in
the FMS calculation shows that B originates from the mul-
tiple scattering paths along the trans-dioxo cation for both
AnO2

� and AnO2
2� moieties. This attribution of B in terms

of MS contributions was previously demonstrated by Tem-
pleton[87] and Petiau[72] using polarized XAS.

Relative position of the edge is also informative as an
increase in the central atom partial charge leads to a stabil-
ization of the electronic core levels (because of the decrease
in the screening effect) and a destabilization of the valence
levels. If the WL is mainly of atomic-like character (as the
LIII edge of the lanthanide for instance), the net result,
everything else being equal, is a shift of the absorption edge
towards higher energies as the central atom partial charge
increases. Although the partial charge is often correlated to
the formal oxidation state, this simplification can be mis-
leading when different ligands yield different charge trans-
fers between the ligands and the metal cation for a given
oxidation state. This interpretation can be partially used for
instance to explain the breakdown of the linear increase
in edge energy (taken at the inflexion point) from AnIV to
AnV [88] as a diminution in the difference of the An charge
associated with the presence of covalent bonding within the
trans-dioxo unit. More often, the absorption edge is not of
pure atomic character and this leads to a mixing of both
electronic and geometrical effects. This is a common ambi-
guity in XANES analysis as a change in the central atom
oxidation state is often correlated to a change in coordi-
nation sphere. The following two examples illustrate this
difficulty.

Firstly, we consider the series of Ba2ZnAnO6 perovskite
solid-state compounds (An � U, Np, Pu) in which the acti-
nide formal oxidation state is () as in the actinyl hydrate.
In these compounds, the actinide cation has been shown to
be mainly ionic with an octahedral environment of 6 oxygen
atoms at 2.09 Å,[89] in contrast with the rod-like structure
of the actinyl cation. XANES spectra exhibit both an edge
energy shift and a shape modification compared to the aqua
species.[83,90] Although the edge feature can be explained in
terms of transitions to the t2g and eg 6d states in an Oh

symmetry, multiple scattering interpretation has also been
used successfully.[83,91] In Figure 3, the l projected DOS cal-
culations (Feff-8.1) of the 6d orbital matches the XANES
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Figure 3. Experimental LIII edges of UVI in perchloric acid and
solid-state Ba2ZnUO6 (—) compared to FMS calculation (Feff-
8.1[83]) of Ba2ZnUO6 (� � ); both experimental spectra have
been shifted in the same relative energy scale with respect to the
calculated uranium

features in terms of t2g�eg splitting. The splitting energy
(8 eV) is in relative agreement with previous calculations
on UO8

13�, AmO8
13� and CmO8

13� clusters (ca. 5 eV).[92]

However, attribution of C and D to transitions to bound
6d states depends on the position of the ionization poten-
tial. The present calculation places the vacuum level just
above C feature, meaning that D would be better described
as a mixed bound�continuum state. In the MS picture,
path analysis at the edge energy reveals that the low energy
shoulder can be attributed to constructive interference from
triangular paths within the octahedron. The high energy
shift of the edge maxima from UO2

2� (A) to Ba2ZnUO6

(D) (ca. 5 eV) would be in agreement with an increase of the
uranium partial charge from uranyl to perovskite. However,
attribution of D as the formal WL maximum is doubtful
and the symmetry change from D5h to Oh makes difficult
the energy comparison with respect to the edge maximum.
Also, there is a low energy shift of the inflexion point of ca.
2 eV from uranyl to perovskite, in contradiction with the
above explanation. These simplistic interpretations lack a
quantitative evaluation of the symmetry effect compared to
the electronic effect, both effects being highly related. The
energy threshold calculated by Feff-8.1 in both cases shows
an increase of 1.14 eV from uranyl to perovskite and places
the position of the threshold at the bottom of the absorp-
tion edge. Although this increase seems small compared to
the calculation accuracy (1�2 eV [68]) it is in agreement with
a significant decrease of the charge transfer (from 0.69 for
uranyl to 0.35 for perovskite) calculated with the same code.
At the Mv edge (3d�5f dipolar transition), the very intense
WL ratio of Figure 4 reflects the more localized character
of the 5f orbitals compared to the 6d ones, as well has the
magnitude of the core hole attraction.[72] MS contributions
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are therefore expected to be relatively weak and comparison
of the WL full width at half maximum (FWHM) should
reflect the trend in the 5f relative localization. Although
small, the reduction of the FWHM from uranyl to perovsk-
ite (from 9.1 to 6.9 eV) agrees with the previous interpret-
ations accounting for an increase of the uranium ionic
character. Simulation of the MV edge using a cluster based
on the crystallographic structure of UO2(NO3)2·6H2O also
suggests that the WL, E, is mainly driven by the final state
density. Features F and G have been described in the litera-
ture [72,74] as a satellite peak (F), as an MS trans-dioxo con-
tribution (G). Other authors have also observed these fea-
tures in UVI complexes but did not attribute it.[93] The ab-
sence of feature F in the simulation backs the interpretation
of this shoulder as a multielectronic process that cannot be
reproduced by the MS-based simulation code. Also, path
analysis shows that G is driven by the presence of the trans-
dioxo group and H originates from the contributions of the
equatorial atoms.

As a second example, we consider the NpVIO2
2� cation

in basic and acidic solutions. In the first case, the Np atom
is surrounded by 2 axial oxygen atoms at 1.82 Å and 4
equatorial oxygen atoms at 2.21 Å [94] and in the second
case by 2 axial oxygen atoms at 1.75 Å and 5 equatorial
oxygen atoms at 2.41 Å.[60] Both LIII edge spectra are com-
pared in Figure 5 (a). From acidic to basic, they exhibit in
one hand a broadening of WL A and on the other hand a
shift to lower energy (�1 � 0.5 eV for the inflexion point;
�0.7 � 0.2 eV for the WL maximum). In order to quantify
the experimental changes in the edge shape and position,
two series of simulations with Feff-8.1 code have been
undertaken using similar parameters as those used in the

Figure 4. Experimental MV edges of Ba2ZnUO6 (----) and
UO2(NO3)2·6H2O (—) compared to the simulated MV edge of
UO2(NO3)2·6H2O (—);[83] all spectra have been shifted in the same
relative energy scale with respect to the calculated uranium
UO2(NO3)2·6H2O edge maximum
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case of aqueous uranyl.[84] Starting from a pentagonal bi-
pyramid structure with the structural parameters in acidic
solution, the coordination sphere has been distorted
towards the structural parameters of the basic solution.
Note that the symmetry is frozen at the D5h point group
and that neither the hydrogen atoms nor the solvent water
molecules have been included in the cluster. In process I,
the axial bonds have been elongated from 1.75 to 1.82 Å,
the equatorial bonds being kept fixed at 2.41 Å; in process
II, the equatorial bonds have been shortened from 2.41 to
2.21 Å, the axial bonds being kept fixed at 1.82 Å. The LIII

edge simulations are compared to the experimental spectra
in Figure 5 (a). The broadening of the WL from acidic to
basic medium is qualitatively reproduced by the simulation.
Figure 5 (b) presents the second derivative spectra calcu-
lated from the edges. Figure 5 (c) reports the first and se-
cond derivative zero points as well as the position of B
shoulder. In process I, the elongation of the axial bond re-
sults in a shift of B towards A, in agreement with the re-
lation ∆E·R2 � cst,[72,95,96] as shown in Figure 5 (c). At the
same time, both inflexion point and A are shifted to lower
energy, demonstrating the sensitivity of the edge position to
the coordination sphere distortion. In process II, the short-
ening of the equatorial distances interferes very little with
the position of B, while the inflexion point and A are
shifted similarly as in process I. The net result at the end of
process II is an energy shift between the simulation and the
experimental spectrum relative to the basic medium (Fig-
ure 5, a,b). The lower energy position of the experimental
spectrum could be explained as a charge effect as the nega-
tive charge of the hydroxy ions have not been taken into
account in the simulation. A higher electronic density
around the neptunium atom is in agreement with a low en-
ergy shift, as observed here.

4. XAS, a Probe for Actinyl Complexes

4.1. Aqueous Actinyl Cations

The speciation of the actinyl cations in aqueous electro-
lytes shows a strong pH dependence and can also be affec-
ted by the presence of complexing ligands.

Although many studies have concentrated on the redox
equilibrium behavior of the actinyl ions, fewer are reported
on the actinide coordination sphere characterization.
Lately, these data have also been complemented by quan-
tum chemical calculations as to support the experimental
results [67,97�100]. Generally speaking and in noncomplexing
electrolytes, the hydrated cations can be written as
AnO2

n�·mH2O (n � 1, 2) below the pH of hydrolysis and
AnO2(OH)m�

2�m� in alkaline solution. The coordination
polyhedron of the actinide atom can be described as a bi-
pyramid with the axial trans-dioxo atoms in the apical posi-
tion and equatorial coordination geometry from trigonal to
hexagonal. In acidic media, both formal oxidation states ()
and () have been reported with U, Np, Pu and Am cat-
ions. As an example, the LIII edges of UO2

2�/aq.,[84]

NpO2
2�/aq., PuO2

2� [101] and AmO2
� [86] are compared in

Figure 2. All spectra are similar with a strong white line (A)
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Figure 5. (a) Experimental (—) and simulated (—) LIII edges of NpVIO2
2� in basic (TMA-OH) and acidic (HClO4) solutions; simulations

(Feff-8.1) have been carried out starting from the acidic structural parameters by successive elongation of the two apical oxygen atoms
by 0.02-Å steps (process I) and by further successive shortening of the five equatorial oxygen atoms by 0.02-Å steps (process II); (b)
second derivatives of the experimental (—) and simulated (—) edges; in (a) and (b) experimental and simulated spectra have been shifted
in the same relative energy scale with respect to the edge maximum of the experimental acidic spectrum; (c) energy position of the
simulated edge inflexion point (filled circles), maximum (triangles) and shoulder (empty circles) as a function of the axial and equatorial
distances (process I and process II); the straight line (—) represents the correlation ∆E·R2 � cst

and a shoulder (B) at about 15 eV above the WL maximum.
Note that the relative smaller intensity of the WL in the
case of the Am compound is due to the lower resolution of
the beam line used to record the spectrum.

In order to address the structure of the aqueous ions,
EXAFS data on aqueous actinyl ions have been well docu-
mented in the literature. Figure 6 (a,b,c) present an over-
view of the published data for U, Np and Pu, including the
author’s results. Agreement within the axial (not shown)
and equatorial distances is usually satisfactory. On the con-
trary, it is well known that one of the major limitation of
the XAS technique is the accurate determination of all the
amplitude terms because they are significantly correlated.
Many of the structural determinations reported in Figure 6
have used a fixed number of neighbors for the equatorial
coordination shell. When floating, the parameter uncer-
tainty is close to 20% due to amplitude transferability and
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experimental accuracy. This means in the case of actinyl
ions that the equatorial shell is defined within plus or minus
one oxygen atom.

Np and Pu are notable among the actinides for having
the largest number of accessible valences, up to valence
(). The valence () state was first reported in the Rus-
sian literature[112�114] under alkaline conditions although
detailed studies about the precise coordination sphere re-
main scarce. Due to its greatest stability for the () state
within the actinide family, neptunium has been the subject
of most of the investigations. Recently, a few groups have
provided a much more complete characterization of NpVII

complexes, both in the solid state and alkaline
solution.[91,94,115�117] In the solid state, current XAFS[91]

and single-crystal diffraction studies support the original
Russian results, finding the tetraoxo configuration in the
highly alkaline solutions (� 4  OH�) that stabilize this
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Figure 6. Actinide�oxygen equatorial distances [Å] and number of neighbors as reported from the literature: (a) uranium: a[100] � b,c[102]

� d[99] � e,i[103] � f[104] � g[67] � h[105] � j[106] � k[107] � l[108] � # this work (#1 in 0.1  HClO4; #2 in 0.1  HNO3); (b) neptunium:
the horizontal line represents the border between the NpV/NpVI domains: m[109] � n[105] � o,q[60] � p[110] � r[94] � # this work (0.01 
in HClO4); (c) plutonium: the horizontal line represents the border between the PuV/PuVI domains; s,u[111] � t,v[42]

high oxidation state and in crystals of
Co(NH3)6NpO4(OH)2·2H2O grown from this medium. In
this compound, the four Np�O oxo bonds expand to
1.85�1.90 Å, ca. 0.05 Å longer than in dioxo compounds,
and the pair of trans-hydroxo ligands are also found at a
longer 2.35�2.40 Å distance. This radical change in ge-
ometry produces a comparable change in the XANES, as
shown in Figure 7. In these tetraoxo complexes the inverted
ratio of short to long An�O bonds results in a shift in the
relative amplitudes of the two principal features typical of
the XANES of AnV,VI with their two different An�O dis-
tances. The lower energy peak, A, corresponding to the
white line in the spectra of AnV,VI complexes decreases in
intensity slightly while the higher energy feature, B, that
typically occurs as a shoulder on this peak increases by a
larger amount. This results in a spectrum with two resolved
peaks of comparable amplitude. The separation between
these features by ca. 10 eV is quite close to the energy be-
tween the peak and shoulder in the spectra of dioxo materi-
als. This result corroborates the importance of the nearest
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neighbor distances as the primary origin and determinant
of these two spectral features. Relative to NpVI complexes,
an increase in the edge energy of 1�2 eV (smaller relative to
carbonato complexes, larger for hydroxo) occurs, consistent
with a higher charge on the Np but also demonstrating that
the incremental charge is, as expected, less than found in
the oxidation from () to (). As a possible explanation,
the combination of high oxidation state and OH� donor
properties promotes a higher degree of covalency and a
lower charge on the central Np.

This scenario is complicated in solution, however, as ob-
servation of both dioxo and tetraoxo complexes under con-
ditions identical to those used to prepare the tetraoxo crys-
tals have been reported [94,115,116] by using the XAS tech-
nique. Although the Np�O distances are similar to those
in NpVI hydroxo complexes, the energies of the absorption
edges of these samples are higher than those of NpVI and
close to those of the NpVII tetraoxo compounds, consistent
with NpVII (Figure 7). However, both close inspection and
curve-fits of the EXAFS indicate the presence of a small
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Figure 7. Experimental LIII edges showing both dioxo () and ()
and tetraoxo () signatures of Np and Pu cations;[118] plain line
spectra (—) represent the Np, Pu cations at oxidation state () (in
concentrated sodium hydroxide); dotted line spectra represent the
Np, Pu cations at oxidation state (): dioxo NpVII (� � ) (in
concentrated sodium hydroxide), tetraoxo NpVII (�···�···) [in
Co(NH3)6NpO4(OH)2·2H2O] and dioxo PuVII (�···�···) (in con-
centrated sodium hydroxide); spectra have been shifted in ordinates
and energy calibrated with respect to the edge maximum of the
NpVI spectrum

amount of CO3
2� in addition to the OH�, so that these

actually exhibit mixed hydroxy/carbonato coordination.
Curve-fits show a larger number of O at the shorter
Np�OH distance, which suggests an increase in number of
equatorial ligands to five. The presence of strongly bound
carbonate would be expected to disrupt the formation of
the tetraoxo complex, resulting in the more typical dioxo
geometry. This result, therefore, also demonstrates that the
balance between the two geometries is delicate so that NpVII

is stable in both conformations, even while displaying a
slight preference for the tetraoxo configuration. As would
be expected from the correlation between the geometry and
XANES features, the shape of the XANES of these com-
pounds are quite similar to those of the NpVI hydroxide
materials, with a single peak broadened on the high energy
side as the separation between the peak and shoulder de-
crease. The only unique signature of the NpVII state is thus
the somewhat higher energy of the edge. A full discussion
about this issue is to be published in ref.[118] Recently, these
findings have been corroborated to the PuVII system. The
reversible, electrochemical production of soluble PuVII in
highly alkaline media results in a dioxo complex with very
slightly contracted bond lengths (0.01�0.02 Å) relative to
the original PuVI starting material and a 1 eV increase in
the energy of the absorption edge. At least under the con-
ditions used in this experiment,[118] the number or order of
the equatorial ligands was shown by the EXAFS to be alt-
ered in the PuVII product. No sign of CO3

2� ligation is seen
in the EXAFS, but only of OH� ligation, showing that the
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fine balance between tetra- and dioxo configurations tips
toward the latter for Pu. The Pu�O distances are also very
similar between the () starting material and oxidized ()
state. Therefore, the principal effect of the higher valence on
the XANES is, similarly, a 1-eV increase in the edge energy.

Studies including a variation of the electrolyte have
shown that the counterion may enter the equatorial coordi-
nation sphere. Although it is usually accepted that perchlor-
ate ions never coordinate the cation in aqueous solutions,[99]

other counterions like F�, Cl�, CO3
2� or SO4

2� may form
inner-sphere complexes, depending on the anion ionic
strength. In the case of Cl�/NpO2

� or UO2
2�, it leads to a

decrease of the hydration number and an increase in the
Np,U�O equatorial distances as a maximum of 1.0 Cl�

(Np) or 2.6 Cl� (U) enter the coordination sphere.[105] Simi-
lar behavior has been reported for PuO2

2� with replace-
ment of hydration water molecules with chloride li-
gands.[119] In the case of F�/UO2

2�, a combined EXAFS
and quantum chemistry study[67] has shown that
UO2Fn(H2O)5�n

2�n (n � 3�5) complexes can form within
a pentagonal bipyramid geometry. Because of its ubiquity
in ground water systems, carbonate ions have been exten-
sively studied, revealing complex equilibria in
solution.[120�125] Sulfate ions in binary or ternary systems
have also been investigated.[126]

4.2. Coordination of Actinyl Cations with Oxygen Donor
Ligands

Both steric and electronic ability of the actinide oxo cat-
ions to accept donor ligands in the equatorial plane has
been at the origin of numerous coordination chemistry
species.[49] As mentioned in the introduction of this article,
both environmental and nuclear fuel applications of actinyl
coordination chemistry have yielded a significant quantity
of literature data. Most of it illustrates the use of XAS for
the study of short range interactions in the solvent phase
or as a complementary technique to X-ray diffraction meas-
urements. Among the coordinating ligands of interest, oxy-
gen donor (mono-, bi- or polydentate) ligands have been
predominantly investigated. Hydroxy, carboxylate, phos-
phate or ether functions are often the functional groups
used as donor agent in the actinyl equatorial plane.

For instance, various liquid alkyl phosphate ligands have
been the subject of structural variation studies within the
actinyl series from uranyl to plutonyl.[85,127] In comparison,
the humic acids contain several of the above functional oxy-
gen groups and are indeed among the most complex natural
systems. Donor sites are therefore difficult to identify and
alternate strategies as complexation by synthetic identified
functional groups as xylose, phenylalanine or glycine are
needed in order to understand the complex formation.[128]

Comparison between the natural and synthetic humic acids
has revealed no severe discrepancies, showing that the car-
boxylate groups act predominantly as monodentate li-
gands.[127,129] Similarly, natural wood-degradation processes
lead to possible complexation by either hydroxybenzoic ac-
ids or phenols.[130] Under acidic conditions, the carboxylic
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group coordinates in a bidentate mode to the uranyl cation,
where under basic conditions the phenolic OH functions
are the coordinating ones. Biological systems as cells have
also been investigated recently. For instance, complexation
of uranyl[131] and plutonyl[111] by Bacillus sphaericus has
shown that the actinyl ion is coordinated to organophosph-
ate groups.

Because of the relatively large atomic number of the
phosphorus atom compared to C, N and H and because of
the pseudo linear binding mode of the M�O�P group
(M � metal), alkyl phosphates can be easily identified using
EXAFS spectroscopy. Figure 8 shows the experimental
and calculated EXAFS spectra and corresponding FT of
solid-state compound UO2(NO3)2(TiBP)2 (TiBP � triiso-
butyl phosphate). Calculated spectra have been carried out
with Feff-7 code based on the crystal structure of the com-

Figure 8. FT (moduli) of the EXAFS spectra of UO2(NO3)2(TBP)2
in TBP solution, solid-state UO2(NO3)2(TiBP)2 (298 K) and
UO2(NO3)2(TiBP)2 (77 K);[85] calculated spectrum (Feff-7) of
UO2(NO3)2(TiBP)2 is compared with moduli of each back-scat-
tering path a to k; insert: EXAFS oscillations of each back-scat-
tering path
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pound at 77 K.[132] In this structure, the uranyl equatorial
plane is filled with two bidentate nitrate ions and two mon-
odentate phosphate ligands, the uranium atom being lo-
cated on a center of symmetry. Deconvolution of the FT
modulus in n moduli corresponding to n backscattering
paths can be misleading if no phase is taken into account.
Overall, assignment of the FT peaks in terms of backscat-
ters is helpful, although it should be kept in mind that do-
ing so, constructive and destructive interference are neg-
lected. In Figure 8, the 11 paths represent the most intense
backscattering process of the photoelectron. Path descrip-
tion is provided below with relative amplitude with respect
to the one of the most intense path (a).

Some of these paths are out of phase within each other
as shown in the EXAFS spectra, leading to complex struc-
tures in the FT modulus between 2.5 and 4.5 Å (not phase-
shift-corrected). For instance, peaks C and D can be mainly
attributed to the two nitrogen atoms of the nitrate groups
and to the phosphorus atoms of the equatorial ligands. In
reality, paths e, f, g, h and i interfere. Peak E originates in
a simpler way from the centrifugal oxygen atoms of the two
nitrate groups. On the basis of such a path analysis, modifi-
cations of the multiple scattering amplitude factors can be
used to trace deviations from linear tricenter atomic ar-
rangements. This is the case here with the quasi linear
U�O�P bonds. The quadratic dumping of the 4-leg mul-
tiple scattering path amplitude as well as the phase shift
when the bond angle decreases can be used to extract bond
angle information.[85]

On Figure 8, comparison is made with the FT of both
solid-state UO2(NO3)2(TiBP)2 at 298 K and UO2(N-
O3)2(TBP)2 (TBP � tributyl phosphate) in TBP solution at
298 K. Both liquid and solid-state complexes analyzed at
room temperature exhibit the same FT, in particular in the
multiple-scattering 2.5�4.5-Å region. However, discrepanc-
ies with the same solid-state complex analyzed at 77 K indi-
cate that the conformation of the uranyl coordination
sphere is temperature-dependent. Decrease of the
Debye�Waller factors upon temperature drop may also ac-
count for differences on the FT although data fitting has
not shown any significant trend in this particular case.[85]

The best fit results exhibit a nonsignificant expansion (�
0.01 Å) of the equatorial U�O bond lengths from 77 to
298 K. At the same temperature, the solid-state and solu-
tion complexes are similar from the EXAFS point of view
with 2 axial O at 1.77 Å, 2 equatorial O(phosphate) at 2.40
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Å and 4 equatorial O(nitrate) at 2.54 Å. From U to Pu,
no significant evolution of the coordination sphere can be
observed. The slight coordination sphere contraction of ca.
0.03 Å upon atomic number increase can be attributed to
the actinidic contraction, a direct effect of the relativistic
character of the 5f electrons.[101]

Monoamide and Malonamides are also oxygen donor
monodentate ligands and bind in a similar way to the ura-
nyl equatorial plane. Few solid-state crystal structures have
been published[133,134] with nitrate ligands. In Figure 9 (a,b),
comparison between solid-state UO2(NO3)2(TiBP)2

[85]

and UO2(NO3)2(DBDMBA)2 (N,N-dibutyl-dimethylbu-
taramide)[135] complexes shows minor differences. In the
multiple scattering regime, peaks C, D and E are present
with modulations compared to UO2(NO3)2(TiBP)2 because
of differences in backscattering phases and amplitudes. The
coordinating carboxy group plays an equivalent role as the
phosphorus one, and paths g, h and i apply to peak D with
a carbon atom replacing the phosphate one. Similarly with
phosphate coordination, comparison between solid state
and solution, both at room temperature, shows no signifi-
cant difference. However, at high acidity (above ca. 5 ),
protonation of the malonamide occurs and direct binding
to the uranyl is inhibited.[136] Such complexes are known
as ion-pairs in which outer-sphere interactions between the
actinyl and the malonamide occur. Such structural modifi-
cation causes dramatic changes in the EXAFS spectra as
shown in Figure 9 (a,b). Symmetrization of the equatorial
plane by introducing 3 bidentate nitrate ions causes a large
increase in peak B of the FT. Peak D decreases in amplitude
and is shifted toward smaller distances. In the absence of
any U�O�C MS paths, it originates exclusively from axial
oxygen atoms (path f). Overall, the U�O(nitrate) distances
decrease from 2.52 Å in the inner-sphere complex to 2.48
Å in the outer-sphere complex and this contraction is ex-
plained in terms of reduced steric hindrance in the outer-

Figure 9. EXAFS spectra of solid-state compound UO2(NO3)2(TiBP)2, UO2(NO3)2(TBP)2 in TBP solution,[85] solid-state UO2(N-
O3)2(DBDMBA)2, UO2(NO3)2(DBDMBA)2 and UO2(NO3)3

�DBDMBAH� in DBDMBA;.[135] all spectra were recorded at 298 K; (a)
raw EXAFS oscillations and (b) corresponding modulus of the Fourier transform
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sphere complex. The U�O(axial) distance is unchanged at
1.77 Å.

4.3. Actinyl Uptake from Mineral Surfaces

Actinyl interactions with mineral surfaces is of very im-
portant environmental impact, as stressed in the introduc-
tion of this article. Among the questions that XAS has ad-
dressed are inner- versus outer-sphere complexation, forma-
tion of polynuclear precipitates, and mono- vs. polydentate
surface binding modes. Such data are the prerequisite to
further model the interactions between the heavy metal ions
and the mineral surfaces in aqueous medium. Although one
of the drawbacks of the technique is to average the signal
over all the possible species, tentative site-by-site data
analysis has been successfully undertaken. Some of the
more recent studies[84,137�140] exemplify this method, con-
sidering a topological approach between the cation coordi-
nation sphere and the surface. Such data have to be com-
pared to the coordination processes to natural substances
as humic acids, as described in the previous paragraph. The
uranium cation has been the most extensively studied be-
cause of its ubiquity in the geosphere and the absence of
radiological concerns[106,140�152]. However, recent work has
also been devoted to thorium[138] or neptunium.[109,139]

Many mineral substrates have been use, based on their oc-
currence in the geosphere: goethite (FeOOH), muscovite
[KAl2(AlSi3O10)(F,OH)2], mackinawite (FeS),[139,144]

hematite (Fe2O3),[137,141] ferrihydrite (Fe2O3H2O),[150]

montmorillonite [(Na,Ca)(Al,Mg)6(Si4O10)3(OH)6n-
(H2O)],[107,153] zircon (ZrSiO4),[154] zirconium diphosphate
(ZrP2O7),[142] titania (TiO2),[84] silica,[151,155] alumina
(Al2O3)[140] etc. In most cases, intricate binary or ternary
complexes are formed between the oxo cation, the surface
and the solution counterions or water molecules. Note that
for all these systems the species involved in the interface
chemical reactions are difficult to measure due to their low
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concentration on the solid surface. Participation of the
counterion to the surface complex depends on its chelating
ability under the sorption conditions.

The redox chemistry of uranium in aqueous solution is
predominantly governed by the � oxidation state (the
�/� potential with respect to the standard electrode is
equal to 0.27 V). As a consequence, no reduction to the
� oxidation state is expected upon sorption under atmos-
pheric conditions as confirmed by the invariance of the ur-
anium LIII edges observed in most of the above references.
Similarly, the � oxidation state is conserved when NpO2

�

is sorbed onto goethite (FeOOH).[109] Conversely, when
mackinawite (FeS) is used as a substrate, reduction of NpV

to NpIV has been observed.[139] The authors have observed
a similar behavior when PuO2

2� is sorbed onto thorine
(ThO2): reduction of the plutonium oxidation state from
� to � occurs. This phenomenon is not explained to
date. Indeed, no redox reaction can occur between the plu-
tonium species and the tetravalent thorium as it appears
with iron substrates. The physico-chemical parameters at
the solid/solution interface such as pH, redox potential,
structure of the water molecules, may be different than
those in the bulk solution, which could change drastically
the radionuclide’s chemical properties at the interface.
Therefore, careful investigation of the microscopic proper-
ties of this interface should be carried out. In Figure 10,
examples of EXAFS spectra of UO2

2�/H2O/substrate (sub-
strate � LaPO4, ZrP2O7 and TiO2)/surface complexes are
presented. Table 1 summarizes the structural parameters
(the first uranium coordination sphere) of surface com-
plexes published in the literature. Confirming the XANES
results, the uranyl entity is conserved in all cases. When
complexing counterions are present, such as carbonate

Figure 10. Raw EXAFS spectra of uranyl uptake from polycrystal-
line LaPO4, ZrP2O7, TiO2 powders[84,142,156] and single crystal of
the (110) and (001) planes of TiO2;[84] the spectrum of starting ura-
nyl solution in perchloric acid is also displayed
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anions, ternary inner-sphere complexes can be formed
with the surface and the counterion.[137,141,151] The final
stoichiometry often depends on the sorption conditions
(pH, concentration in the solution). In presence of per-
chlorate ions, no inner-sphere complex with the counterion
has been published to date. On the average, the equatorial
uranium coordination number ranges from 5 to 6 as in
aqueous uranyl. When a two-shell fit of the equatorial oxy-
gen atoms is performed, a shorter bond length is observed
between the uranium atom and the surface than between
the uranium atom and the outer oxygen atoms (carbonate
oxygen atoms,[137] water oxygen atoms[84,142,151,154�156]). For
example, the Fourier transform of the EXAFS spectrum,
corresponding to the UVI/ZrP2O7 system, exhibits two
equatorial oxygen atoms contributions and another one
arising from the phosphorus atoms. The U�Osurf. (2.33 Å)
and U�P (3.60 Å) distances and the Osurf.�P�Osurf. (110°)
and P�O�P (150°) angles indicate clearly that the two oxy-
gen atoms on the surface (associated to the shorter bond
length) cannot belong to only one P2O7 surface group, but
to two different ones.[142] A similar structural investigation
has been carried out with the same metal ion on the LaPO4

substrate. One phosphorus atom has been found at 2.74 Å.
In that case, according to the bond lengths U�Osurf. (2.31
Å) and P�O (at 1.50 Å in the PO4 group), the U�Osurf.�P
angle is around 90°. Consequently, if the two oxygen atoms
(U�Osurf. at 2.31 Å) belong to the same PO4 surface group,
the Osurf.�P�Osurf. angle should be around 114°, which is
a reasonable value for the PO4 tetrahedron. Therefore, it is
assumed that the uranyl ion is complexed with only one
PO4 surface group. Moreover, as the phosphorus atom is at
only 2.74 Å from the uranium atom, this indicates that
there is no water molecule layer between the sorbed uranyl
ion and the surface and thus that this ion is sorbed as an
inner-sphere complex.[156] Nevertheless, the data from Wa-
ite et al.[150] seem to contradict this kind of interpretation
with a reverse order of the distances. EXAFS studies have
been performed on totally different substrates such as
montmorillonite clay as well. By comparing the EXAFS
data for uranyl ions in solution and sorbed onto this clay,
it has been possible to distinguish different sorption mecha-
nisms depending on the pH value of the suspension. For
instance, for a pH value equal to 5, the EXAFS spectrum
of loaded uranyl is identical to the one corresponding to
the uranyl ions in solution, which demonstrates that these
ions are sorbed as an outer-sphere complex onto the ion-
exchange interlayer site of the clay.[106]

As demonstrated by the growing number of sorption/
XAS references, the use of polycrystalline substrates is es-
sential to pin down the sorption mechanisms. Site-by-site
interpretation of the sorption sites has even been at-
tempted.[137,157] However, in order to better describe these
surface sites, the use of crystallographic plane substrates al-
lows a real site-by-site investigation of the surface com-
plexes.[147,148] In the case of the uranyl oxo cation, advan-
tage of the linear polarization of the synchrotron light has
been taken in order to seek the uranyl rod orientation on
the surface. Such experiment is known as Grazing Incidence
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Table 1. Uranium�oxygen bond lengths [Å] in various uranyl�surface complexes as given in the literature; only binary UO2
2�/H2O/

substrate complexes are summarized

Sample[a] Axial Equatorial (out)[b] Equatorial (surface) Ref.

UVI/aq. 2.0(�)[c] O�1.77(1) 4.7(3) O �2.42(1) [84]

UVI/LaPO4 2.1(4) O�1.77(1) 1.8(4) O �2.47(2) 2.4(5) O �2.31(2) [156]

UVI/ZrSiO4 2.3(4) O�1.81(2) 1.9(4) O �2.54(2) 3.1(6) O �2.36(2) [154]

UVI/ZrP2O7 2.0(�) O�1.76(2) 3.0(5) O �2.46(2) 2.1(5) O �2.33(2) [142]

UVI/rutile 2.0(�) O�1.79(1) 3.1(1) O �2.49(3) 2.5(4) O �2.33(2) [84]

UVI/TiO2(110) 2.0(�) O �1.78(1) 2.9(2) O �2.46(1) 2.1(2) O �2.31(1) [84]

UVI/TiO2(001)[d] 2.0(�) O �1.77(1) 5.5(14) O �2.43(2) [84]

UVI/goethite 2.0(10) O �1.80(2) 5.0(10) O �2.40(2) [144]

UVI/lepidocrocite 2.0(10) O �1.80(2) 4.0(10) O �2.40(2) [144]

UVI/muscovite 2.0(10) O �1.80(2) 4.0(10) O �2.35(2) [144]

UVI/mackinawite 2.0(10) O �1.81(2) 4.0(10) O �2.40(2) [144]

UVI/montmorillonite[d] 2.0(�) O �1.79(2) 4.6(�) O �2.44(2) [107]

UVI/ferrihydrite 2.0(�) O �1.80(2) 3.0(�) O �2.35(2) 2.0(�) O �2.52(2) [131]

UVI/FeOOH 2.0(�) O �1.79(2) 5.0(10) O �2.35(2) [152]

UVI/montmorillonite[d] 2.0(�) O �1.79(1) 5.4(8) O �2.43(1) [155]

UVI/silica 2.0(�) O �1.78(1) 3.0(9) O �2.46(3) 2.1(6) O �2.28(2) [155]

[a] Details about sorption conditions are given in the corresponding reference. In case of varying parameters such as pH or stock solution
concentration, only one result is reported in the Table. [b] Distinction between surface-bonded and outer oxygen atoms is provided when
a two-shell fit is provided. [c] Numbers in italic correspond to fixed or linked variables. [d] Outer-sphere complex.

XAS (GXAS) and its application to actinide chemistry is
relatively new.[84,143] In a general sense, GXAS is based on
the variation of the apparent number of neighbors with the
angle between the electric field and the chemical bond.[158]

Figure 11 shows the calculated effect of polarization on the
sorption orientation of UO2

2� onto the (011) plane of ru-
tile. The modulations of feature B associated with the
trans-dioxo unit are monitored by the angle between the

Figure 11. Uranium LIII edge experimental spectra of UVI/TiO2(p)
and UVI/TiO2(110); UVI/TiO2(p) corresponds to an isotropic meas-
urement; UVI/TiO2(110) has been measured with the electric field
vector ε parallel (||) and perpendicular (�) to the (110) surface;[84]

comparison with uranium LIII edge simulated spectra (Feff-8.1) of
UO2(O)5

2� and UO2(O)5 cluster onto the TiO2 (110) surface in the
parallel and perpendicular configuration of the oxo cation bond
vector with respect to ε ; for clarity, spectra have been shifted in
ordinates and energy calibrated with respect to the edge maximum
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O�U�O bond vector and the electric field vector: maxi-
mum intensity when both vectors are collinear, minimum
intensity when both vectors are normal to each other. In
comparison with the calculation, the parallel and perpen-
dicular experimental measurements exhibit a slight decrease
of feature B.[84] The small difference between the two
measurements suggests that the uranyl rod sorbs quasi par-
allel to the surface, deviation from ideality being attributed
to surface defects.[159]

EXAFS data analysis of the uranyl sorbed onto the (110)
plane shows a splitting of the equatorial U�O bond lengths
between U�O(surface) and U�O(out). Two possible sorp-
tion sites are available for bidentate complexation on the
(110) surface: shared-edge distorted TiO6 polyhedra and
shared-summit polyhedra. Both sites are present in the sur-
face complexes in proportions that are unknown from data
analysis. Figure 12 shows a schematic representation of the
surface complex in the case of the shared-edge sorption site
of the (110) surface. The structural parameters are similar
to the one obtained from uranyl sorption on polycrystalline

Figure 12. From EXAFS data analysis, schematic representation of
the uranyl surface complex on the (110) surface of TiO2; only the
shared-edge site is represented[84]
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rutile (Table 1). The shortening of the U�O equatorial
bond from 2.42 Å for aqueous uranyl to 2.32 Å for
U�O(surface) suggests an increase in covalency of the
U�O(surface) bond. This would not be surprising, taking
into account the lack of coordination for the rutile surface
oxygen atoms and the possibility of charge delocalization
along the surface.

5. Summary

This overview on structural and electronic aspects of acti-
nide molecular chemistry, although limited, has hopefully
demonstrated the advantages of XAS for such chemical sys-
tems. Since the actinide elements are electron-rich cations
from high atomic numbers, they bear remarkable chemical
properties, from the availability of many stable oxidation
states to the formation of large coordination polyhedra.
Such properties demonstrate the richness of the actinyl
chemistry; they also underline the intricacy of working with
actinide cations.

Two major issues have been schematically addressed in
this article. The first one deals with acute understanding of
the actinyl electronic properties. Clearly the XAS probe by
itself will not fully describe the electronic valence states of
the molecule and a palette of complementary techniques
and calculations must be employed. Coupling simulation
codes to experimental results is also essential. In that sense,
the selection of various transition channels from core spec-
troscopy to higher primary quantum numbers is a unique
tool based on the tinability of the synchrotron radiation.
Photoelectron or photoemission spectroscopy are examples
of electronic probes based also on the interaction of a pho-
ton with the electronic cloud. In all cases, the key approxi-
mations that must be made for simulation purposes are
driven by the final state. Although the relative qualitative
evolution of the features driven by the absorption processes
in homogeneous series of complexes is most often under-
stood, absolute qualitative values are much more difficult
to obtain. One of the major difficulties lies in the evaluation
of the structural and electronic contributions to the absorp-
tion edge, both being highly related. In that sense, increased
accuracy in the calculation results, such as Fermi levels,
should be particularly helpful. The development of full mul-
tiple scattering codes can be considered as one of the major
milestones in the field, although progresses must be carried
out in the definition of the scattering potentials.

The second issue deals with the high energy part of the
absorption process, where modulations of the absorption
coefficient is related to the spatial arrangement around the
absorbing atom. Although the single backscattering pro-
cesses describe adequately the first coordination sphere,
they are of limited information beyond this shell and mul-
tiple scattering processes must be taken into account. Accu-
rate geometrical information can also be drawn from the
multiple scattering paths as their phases and amplitudes are
affected by the relative bond angles and distances. Finally,
coupling with quantum chemistry is essential in order to
validate or favor one of the geometrical models deduced
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from the EXAFS data. One of the major difficulties to be
pointed out occurs when several species or conformations
are present. This is a common case in solution coordination
chemistry when either labile complexes or low equilibrium
constants are encountered. As a result, the data analysis
accuracy is limited by an increasing number of fitting par-
ameters.

From speciation to simulation, XAS has proven to be one
of the useful probes for actinyl chemistry. As suggested in
this article, limitation of XAS data analysis to phenomeno-
logical aspects is often restrictive and coupling with calcu-
lation codes should help to quantify the links between ab-
sorption processes and electronic properties.
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[26] T. Thévenin, J. Jové, M. Pagès, D. Damien, Sol. State Commun.
1981, 40, 1065�1072.

[27] D. G. Karraker, J. A. Stone, Inorg. Chem. 1979, 70, 2041�2050.
[28] D. G. Karraker, J. A. Stone, Inorg. Chem. 1980, 19, 3545�3552.
[29] D. G. Karraker, J. A. Stone, Phys. Rev. B 1980, 22, 111�120.
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