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[57] ABSTRACT 
A combination of elements for detecting leakage of 
electrically conductive fluids from tanks, including a 
reference electrode, an AC generator connected be-
tween the tank and the reference electrode, and one or 
more sensing electrodes positioned between the tank 
and the reference electrode. The storage tank and refer-
ence electrode are in contact with the ground. When 
the AC generator is energized, current flows in the 
circuit, and creates an electric field in the ground be-
tween the tank and the reference electrode. The sensing 
electrodes are positioned so that they are within the 
electric field when the AC generator is energized. An 
electric potential measuring device, such as a voltmeter, 
is used to measure the electric potential at the sensing 
electrodes relative to the tank. A significant change in 
the electric potential at any one or more of the sensing 
electrodes is an indication that a leak has occurred in the 
tank. 

19 Claims, 9 Drawing Figures 
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LEAKAGE DETECTION SYSTEM FOR 
RADIOACTIVE WASTE STORAGE TANKS 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 5 
The present invention concerns a leakage detection 

system for tanks used to store electrically conductive 
fluids. The invention was developed specifically for 
detecting leaks from large tanks storing radioactive JQ 
wastes. 
Proper radioactive waste management is becoming 

increasingly important as the use of nuclear energy for 
generation of electric power increases. Conventional 
nuclear power plants produce a considerable amount of 15 
radioactive waste material, which in turn must be stored 
in a manner so as to prevent harm to human beings 
and/or contamination of the environment. 
Although radioactive wastes are currently being dis-

posed of in a variety of ways, one of the most common 20 
methods involves neutralizing the acidic nitrated radio-
active waste material with an alkali, producing a salt 
solution, which is then stored in large, specially de-
signed and constructed, tanks which may either be bur-
ied underground or stored in underground facilities. 25 

Even though such storage tanks have been specially 
designed to contain, long-term, the radioactive waste 
solution, it has been found, particularly over the past 
several years, that a significant percentage of the origi- 3Q 
nal storage tanks have developed leaks, due to the effect 
over time of the extremely corrosive waste solution. 
With respect to the storage tanks already in use, as well 
as those which are currently being designed and manu-
factured, it is extremely important that any leakage of 35 
the waste solution be minimized. 
Furthermore, if and when leaks do develop in such 

storage tanks, it is vital that they be quickly and accu-
rately detected. By early detection, damage to the stor-
age environment (i.e. the surrounding soil) can hope- 40 
fully be minimized, and the basic integrity of the storage 
tanks maintained over a considerable period of time. 
Presently, however, existing instrumentation for the 

detection of leaks, which typically take the form of a 
float for sensing liquid level in a tank, have a minimum 45 
resolution capability of approximately 8,000 gallons. In 
addition, frequent pumping of waste into and out of 
storage tanks equipped with float sensors causes level 
changes which mask a slow loss of waste solution. Sub-
stantial damage both to the storage environment and the 50 
tank itself can thus occur before a leak can be detected 
by existing detection systems. 
Furthermore, such conventional leak detection sys-

tems must be used within the tank itself. The harsh J5 
environment within the tank inevitabily leads to a deg-
radation of performance of the leak detection system, 
thereby creating additional problems of system moni-
toring and replacement. 
In view of the above, it is a general object of the ^ 

present invention to provide a leak detection system for 
storage tanks containing electrically conductive fluids, 
specifically, underground radioactive waste storage 
tanks, which overcomes one or more disadvantages of 
the prior art specified above. 65 
It is another object of the present invention to pro-

vide such a detection system which may be located 
external to the tank under test. 

2 
It is a further object of the present invention to pro-

vide such a detection system which has the capability of 
detecting leaks within a short time after they occur. 
It is an additional object of the present invention to 

provide such a detection system which is capable of 
detecting a leak of less than 50 gallons. 
It is yet another object of the present invention to 

provide such a detection system which is capable of 
accurately locating the place of the leak on the tank. 
It is a still further object of the present invention to 

provide such a detection system which is useful within 
a tank farm. 
It is an additional object of the present invention to 

provide such a detection system which may be selec-
tively actuated to measure each tank in turn in a tank 
array. 
It is a still further object of the present invention to 

provide such a detection system which operates under 
widely varying nominal soil conditions and is insensi-
tive to normal weather variations. 
It is a still further object of the present invention to 

provide such a detection system which detects leakage 
of electrically conductive fluid from any configuration 
of storage tank and/or its transfer pipes, into the storage 
environment, i.e., the soil surrounding the tank and/or 
transfer pipes. 

SUMMARY 
Accordingly, an apparatus is provided which is capa-

ble of detecting leaks from a tank, pipe, or the like 
which contains electrically conductive fluids, wherein 
the tank is in contact with a soil medium. The apparatus 
includes a reference electrode, an alternating current 
source, at least one sensing electrode and a potential 
difference measuring device. The reference electrode is 
positioned so that it is spaced apart from the tank, with 
the alternating current source being connected between 
the reference electrode means and the tank and posi-
tioned relative to the tank so that an electric field is 
established in the soil medium between the tank and said 
reference electrode when the alternating current means 
is energized. The sensing electrode is positioned so that 
it is within the electric field created when said alternat-
ing current means is energized. The sensing electrode 
thereby acquires a potential which can be measured 
relative to the tank. The measuring device, such as a 
voltmeter, is then used to measure the potential differ-
ence between the sensing electrode and the tank. When 
the electrically conductive fluid from the tank leaks into 
the soil medium between the tank and the reference 
electrode, the conductivity of the soil is altered corre-
spondingly, as is the potential difference between the 
sensing electrode and the tank. Hence, a significant 
change in the potential difference, as measured by the 
measuring device, is an indication that a leak has oc-
curred in the tank. 
Also, the invention includes a method for detecting 

leaks from a tank using the above-described apparatus. 
The steps of the method include: first, measuring the 
potential difference between the sensing electrode and 
the tank when it is known that the tank has no leaks; 
second, measuring the potential difference between 
each sensing electrode and the tank at successive se-
lected time intervals following the first step; and third, 
comparing the values of potential difference obtained 
from both the first and second steps above. A substantial 
difference between the values obtained in the first and 
second steps indicates the existence of a leak in the tank. 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
A more thorough understanding of the invention may 

be obtained by a study of the following detailed descrip-
tion of the invention, taken in connection with the ac- 5 
companying drawings in which: 
FIG. 1 is a plan view showing a detection system of 

the present invention in a single tank configuration. 
FIG. 2 is a graph showing the relative effect of sev-

eral types of leaks on the electric field potential of se- 10 
lected sensor electrodes in, for instance, the system 
configuration of FIG. 1. 
FIG. 3 is a side view of a test arrangement wherein a 

single sensor electrode, shown in segmented form, is 
positioned underground a selected distance from the " 
storage tank under test. 
FIGS. 4a, 4b and 4c are diagrams of lines of equal 

potential for a single tank for: (1) a nominal soil condi-
tion; (2) a leak extending radially equally from the test 
tank; and (3) a leak concentrated in one radial direction 20 
from the test tank. 
FIG. 5 is a block diagram showing a structure for 

mapping lines of equal potential for a given test tank. 
FIG. 6 is a plan view of a tank farm and a correspond- ̂  

ing detection system embodying the principles of the 
present invention. 
FIG. 7 is a block diagram showing a partial configu-

ration of a switching control circuit for sequentially 
testing the individual tanks comprising the tank farm 3Q 
shown in FIG. 6. 
DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 
In its simplest form, the detection system of the pres-

ent invention includes a system reference electrode, 35 
which is usually buried so that it partially or completely 
encircles the storage tank to be tested, which also is in 
contact with the ground, and in many cases is buried. 
The reference electrode may be in the form of a solid 
ring, or several individual reference electrodes may be 40 
connected together to form a ring-like system electrode. 
A source of alternating current is connected between 

the system reference electrode and the storage tank, 
resulting in a current flow from the alternating current 
source, when the current source is energized, to the 45 
tank, from the tank through the ground to the system 
reference electrode, and then from the system reference 
electrode back to the alternating current source. The 
flow of alternating current in the circuit establishes an 
electric field between the test tank and the reference 50 
electrode. 
A plurality of sensing electrodes, usually in the form 

of lengths of small-diameter pipe, are positioned be-
tween the tank and the system reference electrode. The 
sensing electrodes are in contact with the ground and 55 
usually buried. They further are staggered, both around 
the test tank and between the test tank and the system 
reference electrode, thereby providing in-depth sensing 
electrode coverage. 
When the alternating current source is energized, and 60 

the electric field established between the test tank and 
the system reference electrode, a measurable value of 
electric potential will exist between each sensing elec-
trode and the tank. This electric potential may be con-
veniently measured by standard test equipment, such as 65 
a voltmeter. Leaks from the test tank may be detected 
by comparing successive values of electric potential at 
one or more of the sensing electrodes. 

244 4 
When a leak in the test tank occurs, the waste, or 

other electrically conductive, solution spreads out-
wardly into the storage environment. The electric field 
in the soil is substantially affected by the leak, because 
the solution dramatically alters the conductivity of the 
soil. As a result, the value of the electric potential at 
each of the sensing electrodes in or near the volume of 
soil affected will change significantly. Any substantial 
change in the measured values of electric potential at 
one or more sensing electrodes from a previously mea-
sured nominal (no leak) value is hence a positive indica-
tion that a leak in the test tank has occurred. The magni-
tude and configuration of the change in electric poten-
tial will reflect both the magnitude and location of the 
leak. 
: Referring now specifically to FIG. 1, one embodi-
ment of the detection system of the present invention 
specifically adapted for use with a single storage tank of 
radioactive waste solution is shown. Although the em-
bodiment of FIG. 1 specifically is directed to a storage 
tank for radioactive wastes, it should be understood that 
the principles of the invention are applicable to storage 
of other electrically conductive fluids. 
Tanks used for storage of liquid or semi-liquid radio-

active waste solutions are typically quite large, on the 
order of 80 feet in diameter, with a capacity of 
500,000-1,000,000 gallons. In a typical use, the tank is 
buried and covered by a substantial depth of soil. Al-
though the actual construction of such storage tanks 
varies, they usually will include a wire mesh reinforced 
cement exterior wall, a three-ply asphaltic membrane, 
another wall of reinforced concrete, a layer of gunite, 
another three-ply asphaltic membrane, a steel tank liner, 
and an inner lead sheet lining. Although the thickness of 
these walls will vary, the total may be on the order of 
one foot, or greater. 
Such a storage tank also has a specially constructed 

lid, as well as a riser which extends from the tank to the 
ground surface. The system of the present invention can 
accommodate various tank configurations and designs, 
although a source of good electrical contact with the 
tank is necessary for proper system operation. This is 
usually provided by the tank riser. 
Referring to FIG. 1, individual reference electrodes 

14—14 are electrically conductive elements which are 
typically buried a relatively substantial distance from 
storage tank 12, in one embodiment approximately 20 
feet. Individual reference electrodes 14—14 may take a 
variety of configurations. An effective individual refer-
ence electrode is a length of six-inch diameter pipe, 
approximately as long as the storage tank. A series of 
such pipes may be used to partially or completely encir-
cle storage tank 12, and when connected by an electri-
cally conductive link 16, as shown in FIG. 1, form a 
ring-like system reference electrode around storage 
tank 12. Alternatively, the system reference electrode 
could be a solid ring-like sheet of electrically conduc-
tive material, either partially or completely encircling 
storage tank 12, or in some cases, could be just one 
individual reference electrode 14. 
As a practical matter, when a tank farm comprising a 

plurality of test tanks is being monitored for leaks with 
the apparatus of the present invention, storage tanks 
adjacent to the one under test will form the system 
reference electrode for the test tank. In such a circum-
stance, the configuration of the system reference elec-
trode is determined by the configuration of the other 
tanks, the manner in which they are connected, and the 
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physical relationship between the test tank and the 
other tanks. 
Although the actual distance separating storage tank 

12 in FIG. 1 and the ring of individual reference elec-
trodes 14—14 is not critical, it has been found that a 5 
separation on the order of 20 feet or better is preferred 
for accurate detection of leaks. Additionally, it has been 
found that a relatively good ohmic contact should exist 
between the soil and the system reference electrode, 
preferably an order of magnitude better than the ohmic 10 
contact between the soil and the test tank. 
Connected between test tank 12 and the system refer-

ence electrode, in FIG. 1 is AC generator 18. For 
proper operation, there should be good electrical 
contact between AC generator 18, test tank 12 and the 15 
system reference electrode, i.e. one individual reference 
electrode 14. Although various electrically conductive 
means may be utilized to connect AC generator 18 with 
reference electrode 14 and test tank 12, the embodiment 
shown and described uses §" to diameter copper 20 
tubing 20. 
The voltage level and frequency of the signal from 

AC generator 18 are important for the proper operation 
of the system. Although no ideal voltage level or fre-
quency is specified herein, general operating ranges for 25 
both signal voltage and frequency for the embodiment 
disclosed herein have been discovered. 
It is desirable that the signal voltage be as low as 

practical, so as to minimize the amount of power put 
into the system. There is hence virtually no absolute 30 
lower limit on the voltage level. However, it has been 
found that the soil background noise in a typical instal-
lation at frequencies other than DC or the local power 
line frequency and its harmonics is approximately 1 
millivolt. In order for the system to have a reasonable 35 
signal/noise ratio, a practical lower voltage level is 
approximately £ volt. Above this level, the signal from 
AC generator 18 becomes progressively easier to distin-
guish against the background noise, although at the cost 
of more power being used in the system. 40 
Generally, the clarity of the signal against the back-

ground increases as the signal voltage level increases. 
Once the voltage level rises above ten volts, however, 
the system, from a power standpoint, is no longer prac-
tical. It has been found that an acceptable range of 45 
signal voltage for the embodiment shown and described 
is between | volt and five volts. With average soil con-
ditions, this range of voltage will result in a current flow 
in the circuit of between one and ten amperes. 
The selection of signal frequency is likewise a com- 50 

promise between competing considerations. If the cur-
rent path includes a soil medium between reference 
electrode 14 and test tank 12, low frequencies, on the 
order of ten hertz, may be used, although at very low 
frequencies, adverse galvanic effects on the storage tank 55 
occasionally result. 
In some applications, however, the current path be-

tween storage tank 12 and reference electrode 14 in-
cludes an electrically conductive pipe, which raises the 
practical lower limit of the signal frequency to approxi- 60 
mately one kilohertz. If the signal frequency is much 
lower than that, the inductive reactance of the current 
path becomes so low that the power necessary to estab-
lish desirable levels of electric potential (e.g. one volt) 
at the sensing electrodes increases to a level which is 65 
not suitable for practical operation of the system. 
The skin effect phenomenon is a consideration which 

is relevant to the upper limit of the signal frequency. 

244 
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Skin effect results in a substantial degradation of system 
performance when the signal frequency is increased 
above 100 kilohertz. At these high frequencies, the 
electric field established in the soil between test tank 12 
and reference electrode 14 tends to remain near the 
surface of the ground, significantly limiting the system's 
capability of detecting tank leaks which occur much 
below the surface of the ground. An acceptable range of 
signal frequencies has been found to be between three 
and ten kilohertz. 
In operation, a potential difference of approximately 

one volt is maintained between reference electrode 14 
and storage tank 12, as current flows through the circuit 
comprising AC generator 18, copper tubing 20, storage 
tank 12, the soil medium and connecting pipes (not 
shown), and reference electrode 14. The current flow 
establishes an electric field in the soil between storage 
tank 12 and reference electrode 14. The electric field 
will alternately expand and collapse in accordance with 
the variations in the alternating current. 
A plurality of sensing electrodes 22—22 are posi-

tioned between storage tank 12 and the system refer-
ence electrode. Sensing electrodes 22—22 are electri-
cally conductive, and in the embodiment shown and 
described comprise six-to-eight inch diameter pipes, 
which extend vertically into the soil to at least the depth 
of storage tank 12. 
Sensing electrode 22—22 may vary significantly in 

size, as even one-half inch diameter solid metal rods 
have been found to operate successfully. Sensing elec-
trodes 22—22 may also vary in length, although prefer-
ably they will extend to a depth somewhat greater than 
the depth of the tank under test, to increase the chance 
of detecting leaks which occur near the bottom of the 
test tanks. 
In the embodiment shown and described, sensing 

electrodes 22—22 are located in three concentric fields, 
with each field comprising a circular row of individual 
sensing electrodes located a specified distance from 
tank 12, e.g. distance "d" for those sensing electrodes 
positioned in the first concentric field. Greater or fewer 
sensing electrode fields than the number shown may be 
used, or the electrodes may be arranged in a random 
pattern between storage tank 12 and the system refer-
ence electrode. Although sensing electrodes 22—22 
need not necessarily surround storage tank 12, it is ad-
vantageous that they do so, to insure accurate location 
of the source of a particular leak. 
In operation, when AC generator 18 is energized, 

each sensing electrode 22 will acquire a potential differ-
ence relative to tank 12. This potential difference may 
be conveniently measured by a voltmeter connected 
between each sensing electrode 22 in turn and storage 
tank 12. 
The above defined elements, when combined into an 

operating system, provide an accurate, prompt indica-
tion of the existence of a leak in one or more storage 
tanks. The embodiment shown and described has been 
tested in a wide variety of soil conditions and the results 
have been uniformly successful. For best operation, the 
soil medium should have a conductivity of less than 1.0 
MHO per meter. 
The graph of FIG. 2 shows the relative sensitivity of 

the system to leaks of a saline solution, and its relative 
insensitivity to rainfall. Hence, it is unlikely that a signif-
icant change in potential level at one or more of the 
sensing electrodes is due to a cause other than a tank 
leak. 
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FIG. 2 demonstrates the selective response of the tained is through a direct comparison of periodically 
system to tank leaks and the capability of the system to prepared maps with the nominal map in FIG. 4a. 
pinpoint the location of the leak. In FIG. 2, the nominal In most cases, however, the leak will occur at a loca-
potential for each sensing electrode is at or slightly tion on the tank which will result in a distortion or 
below the rainfall uncertainty level 27. The response of 5 localized anomaly in the lines of equal potential of the 
the system is shown when a leak occurs in the test tank map. Virtually any leak which occurs in the circumfer-
in the vicinity of sensing electrode 69. Changes in the ential wall of a tank will result in such a localized distor-
electric potential measured at several sensing electrodes tion of one or more equal potential lines on the map. An 
close to the source of the leak are dramatic, and hence example of such a map is shown in FIG. 4c, which 
easily recognizable, for even the smallest leaks, e.g. the 10 shows a storage tank 12 and an equal potential line 34 
5 gallon leak of curve 25. The measured response of the which has a noticeable anomaly 35 in one portion 
system to a particular leak depends both on the volume thereof. The presence of such a distortion in one or 
of the leak, and the time between occurrence of the leak more equal potential lines is an unmistakeable indication 
and the measurement of electric potential. to the interpreter of the maps that a leak in the tank has 
In the operation of the present system, the electric ̂  occurred, and hence that immediate investigation and 

potential at each sensing electrode 22 is measured peri- disposition is required. 
odically. The resulting plurality of electric potential The equal potential maps of FIGS. 4a-4c are very 
measurements taken at a given time are then displayed simple, illustrating in each instance a single equal poten-
in a visual layout, referred to as an electric potential tial line for a single sensing electrode segment. A more 
map. When storage tank 12 is of substantial depth, a 20 practical display will typically include at least several 
series of electric potential maps are usually prepared. additional lines of equal potential for specified values of 
Each electric potential map corresponds to a different potential, and perhaps will include several sets of equal 
depth, since the leakage condition, if any, may well vary potential lines, one set for each plurality of segments, 
between the top and bottom of the test tank. 2J wherein a plurality of segments exits for each given 
The system of FIG. 3 is used to prepare the series of depth. These maps are furnished to an operator and/or 

electric potential maps. The sensing electrode 22 in to automatic processing equipment for inspection. 
FIG. 3 comprises a plurality of segments 22a-22g. Con- The mapping capability may be provided by an auto-
nections 23a-23g extend from their respective corre- matic measuring and processing system, such as that 
sponding segments 22a-22g to a conventional switching 3Q shown in FIG. 5. Otherwise, the potential difference at 
device 28. A voltmeter 29 is connected between storage each sensing electrode 22—22 must be measured by 
tank 12 and the movable arm 28a of switching device hand, and the resulting measurements individually plot-
28. Such an arrangement permits electric potential maps ted to form the map. 
to be made at one or more of the specific depths corre- Referring now to FIG. 5, a set of eight sensing elec-
sponding to the location of segments 22a-22g. The seg- 35 trodes 40—40 are shown, each of which is selectively 
menting of the sensing electrodes 22—22 somewhat connected in turn, under control of digital processor 46, 
complicates the system, but results in a more rapid and through an associated solid state switch 42-42 to a volt-
accurate identification of the location and volume of a meter 44, which measures the potential difference be-
given leak. tween the sensing electrodes 40—40 and the storage 
In order for the mapping operation to be meaningful, 40 tank (not shown) by its input connections 45a and 456. 

a reference must be established. This is done by prepar- Although eight sensing electrodes 40—40 are present in 
ing a map of lines of equal potential for a nominal (no the embodiment shown in FIG. 5, it should be under-
leak) soil condition. The resulting reference map may be stood that virtually any number of sensing electrodes 
either quite simple or quite complicated, depending can be similarly accommodated, each one having a 
upon the number of lines of equal potential drawn and 45 corresponding solid state switch 42 selectively connect-
the number of different segments used on a single dis- ing it to voltmeter 44. 
play. The value of the voltmeter measurement is applied 
FIGS. 4a through 4c show three simple electric po- from an output connection 47 over line 49 to digital 

tential maps, each map displaying a single equal poten- processor 46. It is received by digital processor 46 at 
tial line, corresponding to a single sensing electrode 50 input 51, and recorded in memory 48, along with an 
segment. The map of FIG. 4a is for a nominal soil con- identification of the particular sensing electrode being 
dition. It includes a storage tank 12 and an equal poten- interrogated. This process of interrogation, measure-
tial line 30 which is the locus of measured values from ment, transmission and recording is accomplished for 
a series of individual sensing electrodes 22 having the each sensing electrode in turn. An electric potential 
same electric potential. In an ideal condition, equal 55 map is then prepared by processor 46 under the control 
potential line 30 in the nominal case will be a circle, of a stored program in applications section 50, and the 
concentric with storage tank 12. It should be under- resulting map is then stored in memory 48. 
stood, however, that in an actual case even a nominal Following the preparation of the nominal map, suc-
map may vary substantially from that shown in FIG. 4a. cessive maps are prepared by the apparatus of FIG. 5 at 
Occasionally, a leak will occur which effects a sub- 60 successive specified time intervals. After each new map 

stantially equal change in the shape of lines of equal is prepared, it is compared both with the nominal map 
potential. The effect of such a leak must be equal in all and the last previous map by digital processor 46 under 
directions, as in a leak from the bottom center of the the control of another program stored in applications 
tank. Such a condition is demonstrated in the map of section 50. The leak resulting in the mapping anomaly 
FIG. 4b. The nominal position of the line of equal po- 65 of FIG. 4b would be detected through a comparison 
tential 32 in FIG. 4b has expanded considerably out between the just-completed map and the nominal map, 
from that in FIG. 4a, but maintains the identical config- while the leak resulting in a mapping of an anomaly 
uration. The only way that such a leak can be ascer- similar to that of FIG. 4c is usually most accurately 
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determined by comparing the just-completed map with 
the last previous map. 
The comparison program in applications section 50 

has built into it acceptable and unacceptable anomaly 
ranges. Once the difference between either the nominal 
map or the last previous map and the just-completed 
map is sufficiently great as to be in the unacceptable 
range, an alarm or similar device 52 may be activated to 
provide an aural and/or visible indication to the opera-
tor that a leak has been detected and hence, that correc-
tive action is necessary. Under selected circumstances, 
i.e. where acceptable comparison ranges for both the 
nominal map and the last previous map are violated, the 
just-completed map is read out in a display for examina-
tion by the operator. 
After each comparison is concluded, the just-comp-

leted map is substituted in memory 48 for the last previ-
ous map, and digital processor 46 is now ready for pro-
cessing the next measurement from voltmeter 44. The 
time interval between successive mappings will vary 
widely, in accordance with circumstances and the de-
sire of the operator. Typically, the interval will vary 
from once a day to perhaps as infrequently as once a 
month. 
It is relatively infrequent that a storage tank will be 

isolated, such as shown in the embodiment of FIG. 1. 
FIG. 6 shows a more practical physical arrangement of 
storage tanks. The detection system of the present in-
vention may be easily adapted to such an arrangement. 
FIG. 6 shows a tank farm, exemplified by tanks 60, 62, 
64 and 66, each of which is sequentially interrogated in 
turn by the detection system. 
Storage tanks 60, 62, 64 and 66 are surrounded by a 

ring of individual reference electrodes 68—68 which 
encircle the tank farm and are connected together by 
link 69 to form a system reference electrode. 
Although individual reference electrodes 68—68 may 

be lengths of large-diameter pipe, more typically they 
will be adjacent storage tanks in the tank farm. The 
adjacent storage tanks in FIG. 6 are shown substantially 
smaller than tanks 62, 64, 66 and 68 only for conve-
nience of illustration. As with the single tank system, it 
is not necessary that the tank under test be surrounded 
by a reference electrode, although such an arrangement 
will be convenient to implement in a tank farm. It 45 
should also be understood that a practical tank farm will 
incorporate a greater number of individual storage 
tanks than is shown in FIG. 6. 
The tank farm arrangement shown in FIG. 6 has the 
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tanks therein. An exemplary switching system for a 
four-tank tank farm is shown in FIG. 7. The principles 
of the circuit shown in FIG. 7 can, of course, be ex-
tended to cover a large number of tanks. Storage tanks 
74, 75, 76 and 77 are shown, along with a section 78 of 
a system reference electrode, and an AC generator 80. 
One side of AC generator 80 is connected through line 
82 and solid-state switches 84—84, which are under the 
control of a sequencing means (not shown), to one input 
of each of a plurality of power amplifiers 86—86. The 
other side of AC generator 80 is connected directly to 
another input of each power amplifier. 
Power amplifiers 86—86 function as an impedance 

matching device, since the solid state switches 84—84 
do not have a sufficiently low output impedance, i.e. 10 
ohms, to match the input impedance of the associated 
storage tanks 74-77. The input impedance of power 
amplifiers 86—86 can be made sufficiently high to 
match the output impedance of switches 84—84, while 
the output impedance of power amplifiers 86—86 match 
the low input impedance of the storage tanks. 
Each of the power amplifiers 86—86 also includes a 

solid-state switch 88 which is connected across its input 
and which can be shorted to give its associated power 
amplifier 86 such a low output impedance that its associ-
ated storage tank assumes the electrical potential of 
reference electrode section 78. 
The system of FIG. 7 thus permits an automatic se-

quential interrogation of each storage tank in the tank 
farm. When the tank switching system of FIG. 7 is 
combined with the mapping system of FIG. 5, the entire 
interrogation process for a tank farm is performed auto-
matically, with a minimum of human intervention. This 
results in a reliable mapping system that is capable of 
maintaining regular surveillance over a large number of 
individual storage tanks, without need of extensive 
human resources. 
Thus, a detection system is provided which is useful 

for detecting leaks from tanks currently being used to 
store liquid or semi-liquid radioactive waste products. 
The stored solution could also be one of any number of 
electrically conductive fluids. The system includes a 
plurality of sensing electrodes positioned at various 
locations between a particular storage tank under test 
and a system reference electrode. The test tank and the 
system reference electrode are connected by a source of 
alternating current. By successively interrogating each 
of the sensing electrodes, lines of equal potential may be 
determined and mapped. The resulting map may be 

additional advantage of reducing the total number of 50 then compared with a nominal map as well as the last 
sensing electrodes which would otherwise be necessary 
for the interrogation of individual storage tanks in the 
tank farm. Sensing electrodes may be conveniently 
shared by one or more tanks in the tank farm, i.e. sens-
ing electrode 70a may be utilized for testing both tank 55 
60 and tank 62. 
The system configuration of FIG. 6 includes a plural-

ity of sensing electrodes 70—70, which are arranged to 
provide the information necessary for the mapping of 
each storage tank 60, 62, 64, 66 in turn. Only a single 60 
depth or ring of sensing electrodes 70—70 is shown in 
FIG. 6, as compared to the more indepth coverage 
illustrated in FIG. 1. It should be understood that adddi-
tional sensing electrodes can be used in the embodiment 
of FIG. 6 to provide the indepth mapping capability of 65 
the embodiment of FIG. 1. 
A tank farm may include a switching system for auto-

matically sequencing the interrogation of the several 

previous map to determine the presence of distortions, 
which in turn indicate the size and location of a particu-
lar leak. 
Although a preferred embodiment of the invention 

has been disclosed herein for purposes of illustration, it 
should be understood that various changes, modifica-
tions and substitutions may be incorporated in such 
embodiment without departing from the spirit of the 
invention which is defined by the claims which follow: 
What is claimed is: 
1. An apparatus for detecting leaks from a tank, pipe, 

or the like which contains electrically conductive fluid, 
wherein the tank is in contact with a soil medium, said 
apparatus comprising: 
(a) reference electrode means spaced apart from the 
tank; 

(b) alternating current means connected between said 
reference electrode means and the tank and posi-
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tioned relative to the tank such that an electric field 
is established in the soil medium between the tank 
and said reference electrode means when said alter-
nating current means is energized; 

(c) at least one sensing electrode means positioned so 5 
that it is within said electric field when said alter-
nating current means is energized, a potential dif-
ference being created between said sensing elec-
trode means and the tank when said electric field is 
established; and 10 

(d) means for measuring said potential difference, a 
leak of the electrically conductive fluid from the 
tank into the soil medium between the tank and the 
reference electrode causing a change in the con-
ductivity of the soil medium and a measurable 
change in the potential difference between the tank 
and said sensing electrode means. 

2. An apparatus of claim 1, wherein the conductivity 
of the soil medium is no higher than 1.0 MHO per meter 
prior to a leak. 20 

3. An apparatus of claim 1, wherein said apparatus 
includes a plurality of sensing electrode means arranged 
so as to substantially encircle the tank. 
4. An apparatus of claim 3, wherein said plurality of ̂  

sensing electrode means are arranged into several rows 
which each substantially encircle the tank. 
5. An apparatus of claim 3, wherein each sensing 

electrode means extends vertically down in the soil 
medium to at least the lowest depth of the tank. 3Q 
6. An apparatus of claim 1, wherein said sensing elec-

trode means comprises a plurality of segments posi-
tioned at different depths in the soil medium and further 
includes switching means selectively connecting each 
of said segments to said measuring means. 35 
7. An apparatus of claim 3, wherein said sensing elec-

trode means are substantially smaller in diameter than 
the tank. 
8. An apparatus of claim 1, wherein said reference 

electrode means includes at least one other tank. 40 
9. An apparatus of claim 1, wherein said reference 

electrode means substantially encircles the tank. 
10. An apparatus of claim 9, wherein said reference 

electrode means includes a plurality of additional tanks, 
and further includes electrically conductive means link- 45 
ing said plurality of additional tanks together about the 
tank. 
11. An apparatus of claim 1, wherein said alternating 

current means, when energized, produces a signal hav-
ing a voltage within the range of one-half volt to five 50 
volts and a frequency of less than one hundred kilo-
hertz. 
12. An apparatus of claim 1, wherein said apparatus is 

useful with a plurality of tanks, said apparatus further 
including means for connecting said alternating current 55 
means between said reference electrode means and each 
of said plurality of tanks. 
13. An apparatus of claim 1, wherein the apparatus 

includes a plurality of sensing electrode means, and 
further includes means for connecting each of said plu- 60 
rality of sensing electrode means to said measuring 
means. 
14. An apparatus of claim 12, wherein said connect-

ing means includes a plurality of switching means for 
selectively connecting each of said plurality of tanks 65 
between said alternating current means and said refer-
ence electrode means. 
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15. An apparatus of claim 14, wherein said selective 
connecting means further includes a plurality of power 
amplifiers, each power amplifier being connected be-
tween a tank and its associated switching means, 
wherein said power amplifiers are operable to match the 
impedance of the tanks to their associated switching 
means. 
16. An apparatus of claim 15, wherein each power 

amplifier includes a shorting switch connected across its 
input, said shorting switch, when energized, producing 
a short circuit across the input of the power amplifier, 
so that the power amplifier has such a low output impe-
dance that the tank to which it is connected acquires 
approximately the same electrical potential as that of 
said reference electrode means. 
17. A method for detecting leaks from a tank, or the 

like, which contains electrically conductive fluid, 
wherein the tank is in contact with a soil medium, and 
wherein the method uses a reference electrode, an alter-
nating current means, and a sensing electrode means, 
the reference electrode being spaced apart from the 
tank, the alternating current means being connected 
between the reference electrode and the tank and being 
positioned relative to the tank such that an electric field 
is established in the soil medium between the tank and 
said reference electrode means when the alternating 
current means is energized, the sensing electrode means 
being positioned so that it is within the electric field 
when the alternating current means is energized, the 
method comprising the following steps: 
(a) measuring the potential difference between said 
sensing electrode and the. tank for a nominal, i.e. no 
leak, tank condition; 

(b) measuring the potential difference between each 
sensing electrode and the tank at selected time 
intervals following step (a) above; 

(c) comparing the values of potential difference ob-
tained by steps (a) and (b), a substantial difference 
therebetween being indicative of the existence of a 
leak in the tank. 

18. The method of claim 17, wherein a plurality of 
sensing electrodes is provided within the electric field 
established when the alternating current means is ener-
gized and wherein steps (a) and (b) each include the 
further step of measuring the potential difference be-
tween the tank and each of said plurality of sensing 
electrodes, and wherein the method includes the addi-
tional step of determining lines of equal potential rela-
tive to the tank for both steps (a) and (b), the lines of 
equal potential for step (a) being a nominal plot and for 
step (b) being a measured plot, and wherein the step of 
comparing includes the step of comparing said mea-
sured plot with said nominal plot, a substantial differ-
ence therebetween being indicative of the existence of a 
leak in the tank. 
19. A method of claim 18, wherein step (b) includes 

the steps of measuring the potential difference at least at 
two points in time following step (a) and wherein the 
step of determining lines of equal potential of the last 
measured values of potential difference results in the 
measured plot, and wherein the step of determining 
lines of equal potential of the last previous measured 
values results in the last previous plot, and wherein the 
step of comparing includes the step of comparing said 
measured plot with both said nominal plot and said last 
previous plot. 
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