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GEOCHRONOLOGY |11

THE SM-ND SYSTEM

Sm decays to "°Nd by alpha decay with a half-life of 106 Ga (A = 6.54 x 10™y). Because the
half life is so long, the resulting variations in Nd isotopic composition are small and require precise
measurement. Sm and Nd are both intermediate rare earth elements (Figure 1). The distinctive fea-
ture of the rare earth elements is that inner electron shells (specifically the 4f and 5d shells) are be-
ing filled as atomic number increases. Normally an electron is added to the outermost shell when
atomic number increases. It is the outer electron shells that dictate the chemical behavior of ele-
ments. Since the outer electron shells of the rare earths have identical configurations, we would ex-
pect them to behave quite similarly. This is indeed the case. The rare earths generally have a +3
valence; the most important exceptions being Eu, which is +2 under some conditions, and Ce, which is
+4 under some conditions. The primary chemical difference between the rare earth elements is the
ionic radius, which shrinks systematically from 1.15 A for La (A=57) to 0.93A for Lu (A=71). Since
the rare earths form predominately covalent bonds with oxygen in the solid earth, their ionic radius
is a key factor in their geochemical behavior. Thus there is a systematic variation in their abun-
dances in rocks, minerals, and solutions (see box on rare earth plots). The ionic radii of Sm and Nd,
which are separated by Pm (an element that has no stable or long-lived isotope), differ by only 0.04A
(Nd=1.08, Sm=1.04). The ionic radii and relatively high charge of the rare earths make them fairly
unwelcome in many mineral lattices: they can be considered moderately incompatible, with Nd being
slightly more incompatible than Sm. Ce is generally the most abundant rare earth and forms its own
phase in rare instances. Some rare earths, particularly the heavier ones, are accommodated in lat-
tice structures of common minerals; for example the partition coefficient of Lu in garnet is in the range
of 4-10 (depending on the composition of the magma and the garnet). In mafic minerals, the lighter
rare earths, which have the largest ionic radii, tend to be excluded more than the heavies, but in
plagioclase, the heavies are the most excluded (though partition coefficients generally do not exceed
0.1). The high valence state of the rare earths results in relatively strong bonds. This, together with
their tendency to hydrolyze (that is, surround themselves with OH- radicals), results in relatively
low solubilities and low mobilities.

H He
Li | Be B C N | O F | Ne
Na | Mg Al S|P | s | dl| Ar

K|{Cal|S |Ti|V |C |Mn| F |Co | N |Cu|Zn|Ga|Ge| As | Se | Br | Kr

Rb| Sr | Y | Zr | Nb [ Mo Ru |Rh | Pd |Ag | Cd | In|Sn | Sb| Te | I | Xe

Cs|Ba |La |Hf | Ta | W |Re| Os | Ir | Pr |Au |Hg | Tl | Pb | Bi | Po | At | Rd

TR AT N The Rare Earth Elements

\ La | Ce | Pr | Nd Sm| Eu|Gd | Tb | Dy | Ho | Er | Tm | Yb | Lu

Ac| Th|Pa | U

Figure7.1. Periodic table highlighting the rare earths (gray background) and Nd and Sm.
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RARE EARTH PLOTS 10F
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The rare earths are refractory elements (which is to say they have low vapor pressures or low boil-
ing points); what is more relevant is that they form refractory compounds. As is the case with other
refractory elements, it can be assumed that their relative abundances in the Earth are the same as in
chondritic meteorites. This assumption is strengthened in the case of the rare earths because of the
general similarity of their chemical behavior: i.e., we do not believe that processes in the early solar
system fractionated the rare earths. The important point is we have good reason to believe the
Sm /'"Nd ratio of the Earth is the same as the chondritic value, 0.1967, which corresponds to a
Sm/Nd of about 0.32. A general assumption is that the solar system was isotopically homogeneous
when the Earth formed. This is to say the initial *Nd/'*Nd ratio of the Earth should be identical
to the initial '*Nd/'*“Nd ratio of other bodies formed 4.55 Ga ago, including meteorite parent bodies.
Since the initial ratio and the Sm/Nd ratio of all bodies in the solar system are identical, the pres-
ent-day ratios of '“Nd/'*Nd should also be identical, and they should have been identical at every
point in their histories, provided they are closed systems.
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Thus we believe we know the Earth’s Sm/Nd ratio, present-day '*Nd/'*Nd ratio, and the evolu-
tion of ""Nd/"Nd through time. It turns out that this is a very useful thing from both a geochemical
and geochronological standpoint. It also leads to a useful notation for Nd isotope ratios. Because we
know the bulk-earth '”Nd/"*Nd at any instant in time, it is useful to consider relative deviations of
3N d /"Nd from the bulk-earth value. These deviations are small, so we write them in deviations in
parts in 10,000. This is the € (epsilon) notation. The €y, value is defined as follows:

143 144 — (143 144
_ | (M3Nd 4N d)sampie ~ (**Nd“Nd)onur |, 10000 7.1

ENd =
(143N d/L44N d) .
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cluded in the samples analyzed. Garnets Figure 7.4. (a) Nd isotope evolution in mantle and crust.
tend to have relatively high Sm/Nd ra- Bold line shows the evolution of the bulk earth or
tios. Failing this, inclusion of both plagio- CHUR (chondritic uniform reservoir); also shown is the
clase and pyroxene can result in a satisfac- evolution of crust created at 3.5 Ga, the corresponding
tory spread in Sm/Nd ratios. Because the residual mantle, and the evolution of a continuously de-
range in Sm/Nd ratios tends to be small, pleted mantle. (b) Evolution of bulk earth, crust, and
even small variations in initial "*Nd/'"*Nd mantle when "*Nd/*Nd is transformed to eng.

IThere are essentially two normalization schemes (i.e., mass fractionation corrections) for Nd. Cal
Tech, and some former Cal Tech students, normalize to **Nd/'*Nd = 0.636151. Using this scheme, the
present-day '®Nd/'"Nd chondritic value is 0.511847. All other laboratories, including Cornell, use
"*Nd/'"Nd = 0.7219. The value of €y, for a given rock should be the same, however, regardless of
normalization.
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Figure 7.5. Sm-Nd model ages. The "Nd/'Nd is ex-
trapolated backward (slope depending on Sm/Nd) until
it intersects a mantle or chondritic growth curve.

A general assumption about the Earth is
that the crust has been created from the
mantle by magmatism. When a piece of
crust is first created, it will have the *Nd/"Nd ratio of the mantle, though it's Sm/Nd ratio will
be lower than that of the mantle (a consequence of Nd being more incompatible and partitioning more
into the melt than Sm). Let's make the simplistic assumption that the mantle has the same Nd iso-
topic history as CHUR. This means a piece of crust will have the same '*Nd/'**Nd as the mantle and
as CHUR when it is created, i.e., € = 0. If we know the present-day Sm/Nd and '*Nd/"*Nd ratio of
this piece of crust, we can estimate its age. Figure 7.5 illustrates how this is done graphically, let's
see how this is done mathematically. What we want to find is the intersection of line describing the
evolution of the sample and that describing the evolution of the mantle. To do so, we simply need to
subtract one equation from the other.

The closed system isotopic evolution of any sample can be expressed as:

(NN = (N “Ne o+ (“CSm/ N € - 1) 7.02
The chondritic evolution line is:
(NG N on = (NI N+ (SN pon €t - 1) 7.03

The CHUR model age of a system is the time elapsed, t =T, since it had a chondritic "*Nd/"**Nd
ratio, assuming the system has remained closed. We can find T by subtracting equation 7.03 from
7.02, which yields:

LN AN o — NG “NG) g o = { SN — A5 Nd) g b (€T —1)  7.04

Another way of thinking about this problem is to imagine a "’Nd/"**Nd vs. time plot: on that plot,
we extrapolate the sample’s evolution curve back to the chondritic one. In terms of the above
equations, this intersection occurs at (;,5Nd / 14,4,Nd),.

143, , 4144 143, | 144,
Nd/ Nd)sam_ Nd/ I\ld)chon + 1)
147 144, 143 144

SMTNA) = SMTNA) ehon

An age obtained in this way is called an Nd model age (the model is that of chondritic evolution of
the mantle), or a crustal residence age, because it provides an estimate of how long this sample of Nd
has been in the crust. Note that we explicitly assume the sample has remained a closed system, in
the sense of no migration in or out of Sm or Nd. Because of the immobility of these elements, the as-
sumption generally holds, at least approximately.

We can obtain somewhat better model ages by making more a sophisticated assumption about the
Nd evolution of the mantle. Since the crust is enriched in Nd relative to Sm, the mantle must be de-
pleted in Nd relative to Sm (analyses of mantle-derived rocks confirm this). So the chondritic as-
sumption must be wrong. We can assume instead a model of *Nd/'*Nd growth in the mantle that is
more rapid than chondritic, i.e., a higher Sm/Nd ratio. Once we decide on Sm/Nd and present-day

Solving equ. 7.04 for . TcHUR™= X In ( 7.05
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N d/'"®Nd ratios for this 'depleted-mantle’ (the latter can be estimated from the '“Nd/"Nd of
MORB, mid-ocean ridge basalts), we can calculate a model age relative to the depleted mantle by
substituting the depleted-mantle terms for the CHUR terms in 7.2 and 7.3.

To calculate the depleted mantle model age, Tp);, we use the same approach, but this time we
want the intersection of the sample evolution line and the depleted mantle evolution line. So
equation 7.05 becomes:

L NN — NN oy
Tom =51 17— 143, 144 *1 7.06
A SN g SM*Nd)

The depleted mantle (as sampled by mid-ocean ridge basalts) has an average &4 of about 10, or
¥Nd/"Nd = 0.51315. The simplest possible evolution path, and the one we shall use, would be a
closed system evolution since the formation of the Earth, 4.55 Ga ago (i.e.,, a straight line on a
"Nd/"Nd vs. time plot). This evolution implies a 'Sm/'*“Nd of 0.2137.

Because the Sm/Nd ratio is so little affected by weathering, and because these elements are so in-
soluble, Sm/Nd ratios in fine-grained sediments do not generally differ much from the ratio in the
precursor crystalline rock. Thus, the system has some power to ‘see through’ even the process of mak-
ing a sediment from a crystalline rock. The result is we can even compute crustal residence times from
Nd isotope ratio and Sm/Nd measurements of fine-grained sediments. This generally does not work
for coarse-grained sediments though because they contain accessory minerals whose Sm/Nd ratios can
be quite different from that of the whole rock.
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