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Abstract

Lanthanide salts are being considered as an environmentally friendly alternative to the

classic systems based on chromates. The inhibitor behaviour of CeCl3 has been studied for

both AA5083 alloy and galvanised steel in aerated NaCl solutions. For AA5083, cerium

appears as dispersed islands whilst in the galvanised steel samples, it is stochastically dispersed

onto the metallic surface, forming a ®lm. These di�erences can be interpreted in terms of the

distribution of cathodic areas for each material. In the case of AA5083, Al6±(Mn,Fe,Cr) acts

as permanent cathodic site whilst permanent cathodic sites do not exist in the galvanised

steel. Ó 2000 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

New environmental restrictions have particularly a�ected the industry of sur-
face treatment and ®nishing of metals [1]. To this e�ect, the need to search for
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non-contaminating alternatives for the process of anticorrosion treatments based on
chromates has arisen [2].

The use of rare earth metals has been proposed in the literature [3±9]. According
to previous works, the mechanism of action of the rare earth elements is based on
blocking the cathodic areas of the material, reducing the rate of the cathodic process
and, as a consequence, that of the associated anodic process.

This paper presents the study of the inhibitor e�ect of CeCl3 against the corrosion
in sea water of galvanised steel and an aluminium±magnesium alloy. The di�erences
observed in the behaviour of the inhibitor will be analysed, fundamentally, based on
the mechanisms of corrosion/inhibition that occur in both systems.

2. Experimental

Samples of a commercially galvanised steel of 90� 50� 1 mm3 (hot dip gal-
vanised at 450° for 1 min) and samples of an AA5083 alloy of 30� 25� 3 mm3 were
used. The composition of both these materials are given in Table 1.

The microstructrural characterisation of the two types of specimens was carried
out by means of optical microscopy (OM), scanning electron microscopy (SEM) and
energy dispersive spectroscopy (EDS). A 3.5 wt.% NaCl solution, saturated in
oxygen, was used as an electrolyte. To evaluate the inhibitor e�ect of lanthanide
salts, variable concentrations of CeCl3 �7H2O from 100 to 1000 ppm were added to
the NaCl solution.

The behaviour of the materials was studied by means of electrochemical tests. The
linear potentiodynamic polarisation curves were measured at room temperature with
a 1286 Solartron potentiostat controlled by a PC and with a potential sweep rate of
10 mV minÿ1. A three-electrode cell was used in these tests. The working electrode is
the material to be studied, the reference is an Ag±AgCl electrode and graphite is used
as a counter electrode.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Corrosion of AA5083 alloy in 3.5% NaCl solution

The study carried out by means of SEM and EDS of AA5083 shows three in-
termetallic compounds distributed unevenly on the aluminium matrix. These inter-

Table 1

Composition of studied materials

Composition Mg Mn Si Fe Ti Cu Cr Pb Zn Al

AA5083 4.9 0.5 0.13 0.30 0.03 0.08 0.13 ± Balance

Zn bath for

galvanised

steel

± ± ± ± ± ± ± 0.004 Balance 0.01
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metallics are mainly composed of Al6±(Mn,Fe,Cr), Al±Mg and of Al±(Si,Mg), in
agreement with the literature [10,11]. Besides the di�erence in composition, these
precipitates also display notable di�erences in size and abundance. The precipitates
with the largest average size (�50 lm2) and greatest abundance are those of Al±
(Mn,Fe,Cr). On the other hand, the smallest are those of Al±Mg (�6 lm2), while the
intermediate precipitates are those of Al±(Si,Mg) (�30 lm2). The cathodic or anodic
character of these precipitates with respect to the aluminium matrix will determine
the type of corrosion of the alloy [12].

Fig. 1(a) presents the metallographic structure of the Al alloy, showing the Al6±
(Mn,Fe,Cr) and Al±(Si,Mg) intermetallics. Fig. 1(b) contains the image of the same
area of this sample after 72 h of immersion in the 3.5% NaCl solution. When
comparing both images, it is possible to observe that a process of local corrosion has
occurred in the surrounding area of the Al6±(Mn,Fe,Cr) precipitates. Meanwhile, the
Al±(Si,Mg) particles remain una�ected.

These results can be explained based on the cathodic or anodic character of both
intermetallic compounds. Indeed, the Al6±(Mn,Fe,Cr) precipitates are more cathodic
than the aluminium matrix [13]. Hence, these precipitates are converted into per-
manent cathodes, with the reduction of oxygen to OHÿ ions taking place [14]. This
causes a local increase of the pH, resulting in the dissolution of the oxide layer
surrounding the precipitates. Once this layer has dissolved, the local increase in al-
kalinity causes an intense attack on the matrix.

On the other hand, the images in Fig. 1 suggest that the intermetallic com-
pounds of Al±(Si,Mg), as well as those of Al±Mg, have an electrochemical activity
similar to that of the matrix [15]; this would justify the absence of attack on them
or on the surrounding matrix. In accordance with all the above-mentioned
discussions, the corrosion of the AA5083 alloy in the NaCl solution would be
characterised by the existence of a local increase in alkalinity in the areas corre-
sponding to the precipitates of Al6±(Mn,Fe,Cr). This process causes the break up
of the oxide layer in their surrounding area, and then in the matrix that surrounds
the precipitates.

Fig. 1. (a) SEM micrograph of aluminium alloy and (b) the attacked area surrounding the Al6±

(Mn,Fe,Cr) and Al±(Si,Mg) intermetallics, marked as 1 and 2 in the image, after 72 h in NaCl solution can

be distinguished.

M.A. Arenas et al. / Corrosion Science 43 (2001) 157±170 159



3.2. Corrosion of the galvanised steel in 3.5% NaCl solution

In general, in the galvanised steel, a simple visual inspection allows one to observe
large crystals of zinc forming the characteristic spangle. Fig. 2(a) shows an SEM
micrograph of the surface of a galvanised sample in which a distribution of hexag-
onal grains of approximately the same size can be observed. At the grain boundaries

Fig. 2. (a) SEM image of galvanised steel and (b) EDS spectrum of the white points at the grain

boundaries and inside the grains showing a high Pb content.

160 M.A. Arenas et al. / Corrosion Science 43 (2001) 157±170



as well as inside the grains, some white points could be seen, whose analysis revealed
a high content of lead as is depicted in Fig. 2(b). These precipitates are rich in Pb as a
consequence of the segregation of insoluble elements in the surface, as was pointed
out by other authors [16]. The lead is added to the galvanisation bath with the aim of
increasing the ¯uency of zinc and producing the characteristic spangle ®nish.
However, the excess of Pb in the bath separates and deposits at the bottom, avoiding
the iron slag sticking to the pot, facilitating its cleaning [17±19].

At present, the quantity of this element and others such as Cd or Sn in the bath is
controlled since it has been observed that their presence as sludge could cause the
phenomenon of intergranular corrosion of the galvanised steel [20]. In principle
(similar to what happens to the precipitates of Al±(Mn,Fe) in the AA5083 alloy),
owing to the di�erence in electrochemical activity between the particles with a high
lead content and the rest of the surface, they could be thought of as permanent
cathodes for the galvanised steel.

The samples immersed in 3.5% NaCl solution for 30 days present a voluminous
layer of white corrosion products on the surface. This layer has a spongy texture
that, when magni®ed, reveals a structure formed by an accumulation of needles rich
in Zn (Fig. 3). This morphology is characteristic of the corrosion products formed on
the external zinc-rich layer. When the layer of corrosion products developed on the
surface of the galvanised steel was eliminated, localised corrosion was not observed,
contrary to what happened for the AA5083 alloy (Fig. 1). However, the interstitial
localisation of the lead can cause tension in the crystalline lattice, creating greater
heterogeneity in the surface, and therefore increasing the surface activity. According
to these observations, we could discard the idea that the lead precipitates are
permanent cathodes, and just a random distribution of cathodic and anodic areas
should produce an uniform corrosion process as it is presented in Fig. 4.

Therefore, while under the studied conditions the samples of the AA5083 alloy are
corroded by a local process, the galvanised steel undergoes uniform corrosion.

3.3. The use of CeCl3 as an inhibitor

The linear polarisation curves obtained for the galvanised steel and for the
AA5083 alloy in the NaCl solution are represented in Fig. 5. In both cases, the
predominant cathodic reaction, where oxygen is reduced, is the rate controlling stage
of the process of corrosion.

Nevertheless, it is convenient to highlight the di�erences between the anodic
branches of the linear polarisation curves for both systems. While the galvanised
steel shows a high activity associated with the dissolution of the zinc, the AA5083
alloy possesses a region of imperfect passivity of the order of 50 mV.

Therefore, since the reaction step that determines the rate of the process of cor-
rosion is the cathodic one in both systems, it would seem advisable to use a cathodic
inhibitor as a starting point for the design of the protection systems. This type of
inhibitor acts by blocking the cathodic areas of the material, reducing its rate and, in
consequence, that of the anodic process [22±25].
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In Fig. 6, the linear polarisation curves corresponding to the samples of the two
materials in aerated 3.5% NaCl solution with di�erent amounts of CeCl3 are pre-
sented. As can be observed in all cases, the e�ect of the presence of the lanthanide
salt in the electrolyte causes a displacement of the cathodic branch toward lower

Fig. 3. (a) SEM image: appearance of oxide layer formed in the galvanised steel after 30 days in NaCl and

(b) EDS spectrum shows that the main compounds of this layer are Zn and Cl.
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current densities as well as a decrease in the corrosion potential of the system. Both
events bring about a reduction in the activity of the system, characteristic of the
behaviour of cathodic inhibitors [22±25].

In order to identify the inhibition mechanism that occurs in the aluminium alloy,
its surface appearance was observed after 2 h of immersion in a solution of 3.5%
NaCl with 500 ppm of CeCl3 (Fig. 7(a) and (b)). In this ®gure, the presence of some
nodular areas can be observed that are clearly distinguishable from the rest of the
surface, and whose EDS spectrum (Fig. 7(c)) shows that an accumulation of cerium
exists in these nodules. When analysing the substrate under the cracks present in the
nodular areas (Fig. 7(d)), we can appreciate how the cerium-rich precipitates have
been deposited on intermetallic compounds of Al6±(Mn,Fe,Cr). As commented
previously, these intermetallic compounds display cathodic character with respect to
the matrix. To this e�ect, a high concentration of OHÿ ions is generated on them in
the ®rst stage of the corrosion process. These ions react with the cations Ce3�

giving rise to an insoluble oxide/hydroxide that precipitates on the intermetallic
compounds, inhibiting the cathodic reaction. A mechanism of this type for
aluminium±copper alloys has been described by other authors [26]. In this way, when
the cathodic areas are blocked, it is possible to eliminate the process of local
corrosion, even for samples exposed for 30 days (Fig. 8).

In the case of galvanised steel, a ®ne yellow coating with microcracks (Fig. 9) is
observed on the samples after immersion in the inhibitor solution. These microcracks
were possibly formed in the drying process of the sample. The formation of a

Fig. 4. SEM micrograph: attacked appearance of galvanised steel after carrying out a linear polarisation

curve in NaCl solution.
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conversion coating of this type over the whole surface of the sample is due to the
process of uniform corrosion of the galvanised steel in which the anodic and cathodic
areas are exchanged continuously. Zn, Cl and Ce have been detected in this ®lm by
EDS (Fig. 10).

The production of OHÿ anions in the cathodic reaction produces areas with a
local alkaline pH that favours the cerium precipitation. This reaction competes with

Fig. 5. Linear polarisation curves for (a) galvanised steel, and (b) AA5083 alloy, at a sweep rate of

0.16 mV sÿ1 in NaCl solution.
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the formation of zinc hydroxide, explaining the large quantity of zinc detected in the
®lm formed.

The ®lm colouration could be due to the presence of cerium as Ce4�, as a con-
sequence of the oxidation of the Ce3�. In a previous work [27], the authors observed

Fig. 6. Linear polarisation plots in 3.56% NaCl solution with di�erent amounts of CeCl3 for (a) alu-

minium alloy and (b) galvanised steel.
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by means of XPS that the cerium-rich ®lm was formed by a mixture of oxides/hy-
droxides of Ce(III) and Ce(IV), (CeO2, Ce(OH)4, and Ce(OH)3). The oxidation state
of the cerium is extremely sensitive to the quantity of dissolved oxygen and the pH of
the solution. This con®rms the coexistence of both oxidation states of the cerium in
the ®lm. According to Hinton et al. [21], the presence of H2O2 is necessary for the
oxidation of Ce3� to Ce4�, and it will be formed as an intermediate species during the
process of oxygen reduction. In fact, the existence of H2O2 during the corrosion of
zinc in an aqueous solution saturated with oxygen is proved in Ref. [23].

Besides this, the phenomenon of ``overprecipitation'' of cerium particles in some
areas of the surface is observed (Fig. 11). This could be due to a loss in the ®lm
coherence when it reaches a critical thickness. According to Geary and Bresling [28],
the overprecipitation can be explained by the existence of submicrocracks in the
conversion ®lm covering the surface that allow the continuation of the anodic and
cathodic processes.

The yellow colouration has not been detected, at least not at ®rst inspection, on
the surface of AA5083 alloy samples. On one hand, the possible presence of Ce4�

compounds should be located on the cathodic precipitates. This colouration would
be undetectable for these precipitates because of their microscopic size. Nevertheless,
the hypothesis that oxidation state change is indicated in Refs. [14,26] for an Al±Cu
alloy with a very similar behaviour to the alloy used in the present work.

4. Conclusions

The corrosive behaviour of the AA5083 alloy and galvanised steel samples in
3.5% NaCl solution has been studied. According to the results obtained, in the alu-

Fig. 7. (a) SEM micrograph recorded on a sample of AA5083 alloy after 2 h of immersion in a solution of

3.56% NaCl with 500 ppm of CeCl3, (b) high magni®cation view of one of the nodules observed in (a), (c)

EDS spectrum of the nodules and (d) components of the substrate under the cracks (marked in (b)).
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minium±magnesium alloy, a process of local corrosion prevails in the areas imme-
diately surrounding the intermetallic compound of Al6±(Mn,Fe,Cr). These com-
pounds are cathodic with respect to the metallic matrix and as such they act as sites
for the reduction reaction of O2. This causes a local increase of the pH, ®rst resulting
in the dissolution of the oxide layer surrounding the precipitates, and then the matrix
immediately around them.

Regarding the galvanised steel, the presence of lead particles has been detected on
its surface by microstructure study. The characterisation of attacked samples shows
that these particles do not act as permanent cathodes. Hence, the material corrodes
uniformly.

Fig. 8. The corrosion process scheme that the aluminium alloy undergoes.
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The characteristics of the predominant process of corrosion in each case deter-
mine the inhibition mechanism followed when CeCl3 is added to the corrosive en-
vironment. In this way, the corrosion of the AA5083 alloy is inhibited by the
precipitation of cerium compounds on the Al6±(Mn,Fe,Cr) intermetallics that act as

Fig. 9. Surface appearance of galvanised steel after 30 days of immersion in 3.56% NaCl solution with 500

ppm CeCl3.

Fig. 10. EDS spectrum of the ®lm formed on galvanised steel samples after 30 days of immersion in the

inhibitor solution.
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permanent cathodes. For the galvanised steel, the formation of a continuous cerium-
rich ®lm has been observed. This is due to the exchange of the electrochemical nature
of the anodic and cathodic areas with time. As a result of the presence of Ce4� in the
®lm, these samples acquire a characteristic colouration. This ®lm is formed by ce-
rium oxides/hydroxides.
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