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Study on Ignitability of Coating Powder Used in Electrostatic Powder Coating System
(Part 1)*

by Kwang-Seok CHOI**, Mizuki YAMAGUMA** and Jae-Hee JOUNG***

Abstract; Electrostatic powder coating has been successfully implemented in the painting industry as an
environmentally friendly process. However, there have been many accidents involving dust fires and/or
explosions in electrostatic powder coating systems using corona discharge. One of the methods for avoiding fires
and/or explosions in electrostatic powder coating plants is to investigate the Minimum Ignition Energy (MIE) of
coating powders due to the capacitive discharge, such as the electrostatic discharge. This paper reports the
experimental results dealing with MIEs of the coating polymer powders (polyester, epoxy, epoxy-polyester co-
polymer, nylon, and polyacrylonitrile). The MIEs of five kinds of polyester powders, which were also
investigated in this study, differed with respect to pigment type, non-combustible mass fraction, and particle size.
The Hartman vertical-tube (1.2 1) apparatus (MIKE-3) was used for the ignitability (MIE) testing of dust clouds.
The important results were found as follows: (1) the ignitability of epoxy powder related to the thermal
decomposition and surface conditions was higher than that of other powders used in this study, (2) the particle
size of coating powders is more important than other factors, such as the pigment type and a non- combustible
mass fraction, with regard to their ignitability, (3) some of the sample was so sensitive that even a spark with
very low energy, such as 2 mJ, could ignite them. The values of the discharge spark energy of ignition testing set
by the BSI standards and the FM regulations related to safety of the electrostatic powder coating system are high
enough to result in the ignition of some of the coating powders. Therefore, it is imperative that more appropriate
discharge spark energy values in testing be defined for safety assessment in electrostatic powder coating
systems.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Electrostatic Powder Coating (EPC) system
was first introduced to the industrial process in the
early 1960s. Thereafter, since the EPC system has
offered significant environmental benefits compared
to its conventional solvent-based counterparts, it has
been widely adopted for many industrial processes.
Particularly, many countries have taken a hard line in
the regulation of Volatile Organic Compound (VOC)
emissions, which has encouraged the shift to powder
coatings or water based coatings in the industrial
finishing field.

However, accidents involving fires and/or
explosions with EPC systems using a corona
discharge of high voltage still occur even though the
ignition hazards arising from an electric spark are
reduced in comparisons with those at liquid paint
plants. From the viewpoint of safety engineering
related to this EPC system, the Minimum Ignition
Energy (MIE) of coating powders is a very important
aspect of technical safety indices.

Various reports have been published on the
ignitability of dust clouds over a long period of time
12, However, the MIEs of coating powders due to a
spark have not been sufficiently investigated.

Therefore, in the present study, experiments were
conducted dealing with MIEs of several kinds of
coating powders, which differed with respect to
polymer type, pigment type, non-combustible mass
fraction, and particle size. In addition, a detailed
discussion is presented, which deals with the reasons
that the ignitability of epoxy coating powder is higher
than that of other powders used in this study. A
primary objective of this paper is to publish
information regarding the ignitability of coating
polymer powders for the benefit of individuals
working to prevent and mitigate dust fires and related
explosions.

2. BRIEF SURVEY OF STANDARDS
RELATED TO SAFETY OF EPC
SYSTEMS AND MIE OF DUST CLOUDS

There are a large variety of standards from country
to country governing the safety of EPC systems and
testing methods associated with the MIE of powder.

The standards, regulations, and research have been
screened and are presented in this Section.

Initially, safety regulations and standards related to
spray finishing operations were prescribed by the
following: (1) the National Fire Protection
Association (NFPA) Nos. 33 and 68, (2) Factory
Mutual (FM) Class Nos. 7261 and 7264, (3)
Occupational Safety and Health Standards (OSHA)
CFR 1910.107, (4) American National Standards
Institute (ANSI) Z9.3, (5) British Standards
Institution (BSI), EN 50050-2001, (6) DMT 03
ATEX E092, (7) National Swedish Board of
Occupational Safety and Health, Safety Regulations
No. 12:2, (8) Hauptverband der gewerblichen
berufsgenossenschaften in Germany, ZH 1/444, (9)
Korea Occupational Safety and Health Agency
(KOSHA) Code E-3-2002, (10) Occupational Health
and Safety Regulation 2001, New South Wales in
Australia, and (11) Uniform Fire Code (UFC), Part V,
Avrticle 45. In general, these standards deal with safety
from a variety of viewpoints. However, several
aspects of these standards have not been evaluated
quantitatively and systematically.

The second part is devoted to the standards relating
to the testing methods for assessing the MIE of dust
clouds as follows: (1) the International
Electrotechnical Commission (IEC, 1994), 1241-2-3,
(2) the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA,
1993), 77, (3) the Draft European Standard (DES,
1998), (4) CENTC 305/WG1/SG:1.2, (5) the British
Standards Institution (BSI, 1991), BS5958, (6) the
American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM,
2001), 2019-99, and (7) The Research Institute of
Industrial Safety, Japan, RIIS-TR-87-1. These
standards emphasize the use of the MIE of dust
clouds as very important safety indices in practice and
provide basic information about dust clouds ignition
processes.

In the third part, important researches related to
prevention and mitigation of dust explosions are
specifically addressed as follows: (1) Eckhoff (1994,
1996 and 2000) reviewed a large number of studies
on dust explosions. His papers reviewed in detail
three aspects of dust explosions: basic research,
applied research and prevention and mitigation of
dust explosions in industry. Furthermore, his work
covered the testing of the ignitability and explosibility
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of dusts *. Gibson (1993) presented a valuable
summary of methods for preventing the ignition of
powders and dusts in drying operations®. Electrostatic
hazards in connection with industrial use of big
flexible bags were discussed by Rogers (1994) and
Dahn et al. (1994) ™, Pratt (1994) presented three
case histories in which an electrostatic spark
discharge was generated during pneumatic transport
of powders?. Matsuda (1995) gave an account of
ignition hazards of combustible dusts and their
prevention @, Siwek et al. (1995) summarized the
ignition behavior of dust clouds. Test apparatus and
procedures were introduced, including the significant
parameters on the safety indices®. Jaeger et al. (1998,
2001) described the determination, prevention and
mitigation of potential hazards due to the handling of
powders during transportation, charging, discharging
and storage. They also outlined a "risk analysis" to
ensure and maintain safety in the chemical industry
219 Kodama (1999) gave an overview for MIE and
the incendiary potential of gases and powders
exposed to ESD *. These kinds of research
emphasized the use of the minimum ignition energy
(MIE) of dust clouds as very important safety indexes
in practice and also provided basic information about
dust cloud ignition processes.

3. EXPERIMENTAL

3.1 Apparatus and method
’ Venting filter
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Fig.1 Schematic drawing of the MIE measurement
apparatus (MIKE-3) for coating powder.

The Hartman vertical-tube (1.2 [) apparatus (MIKE-
3), which is illustrated in Fig. 1, is one of the pieces
of equipment used for the general ignitability (MIE)
testing of dust clouds mentioned in Section 2 above
9, The control range of the dust concentrations of the
MIE apparatus used in this study is from 0.125 kg/m?
to 3 kg/mé. For MIE measurements, a single electric
spark from a capacitance is carried via a transformer
to pass between the two electrodes with a diameter of
2 mm. The energy of the spark is varied by changing
the values of the capacitor and the applied voltage in
the discharge circuit. The dust is dispersed by means
of air stored in the reservoir (0.7 bar), which is
suddenly released into the chamber by means of a
solenoid valve. Observations are made until the
lowest possible energy at which the flame propagates
through dust clouds is found under a constant
condition of testing (inductance, 1mH; ignition delay
time, 120 ms; and electrode spacing, 6mm). This test
conditions were described in the international
standard of IEC*. In the case of the capacitive-
inductive (LC) sparking circuit used in this study,
since virtually all the stored energy on the capacitor
appears in the spark, the net energy (in J) was given
by 1/2 CV%Z where C is the capacitance in the circuit
(in F) and V is the potential at the moment of
discharge (in V).

In this experiment, “ignition™ was acknowledged to
have taken place when the dust cloud caught fire by
electric sparking within 10 successive attempts. All
the test conditions were 26 = 2 [0 and 35+ 5%
RH.

3.2 Coating polymer powder

In general, a coating powder consists of a polymer,
such as, polyester, epoxy, nylon, or acrylic, and a
small amount of pigment. Thus, the coating powders
used in the experiment were polyester, epoxy, epoxy-
polyester co-polymer, nylon, and polyacrylonitrile.
Five kinds of polyester powders, which were also
used in this study, differed with respect to pigment
type, non-combustible mass fraction, and particle
size. Before being subjected to the testing, the coating
powders were dried in a desiccator at 25 [0 for 24
hours.
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4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Figure 2 shows the ignition energy as a function of
the dust concentration of coating powders. Each data
point in the figure indicates the lowest energy at
which ignition occurs within 10 successive attempts
to ignite the dust/air mixture.

1000 — — —{ - % epoxy D 50: 93

= . —e— polyacrylonitrile 34| ]
£ —/— polyester/epoxy* 31| ]
o 14 ¥ | —v—Nylon 44y 1
g0 - <I- polyester 32| ]
)
=
= 100 e
=
S
=
-
=
on
[

]0 Il Il Il Il

0 1 2 3
3

Dust Concentration kg/m

Fig.2 Ignition energy as a function of the dust
concentration in coating powders (*:epoxy-
polyester co-polymer).

Table 1 Median particle size, D 50 and MIE
among the five kinds of coating powder
used in this study.

] D 50 | MIE* | Manu-
Specimens Color
[um] [ [mJ] |facturer
Polyester Black | 3245 17 A
Epoxy Black | 93.16 24 B
Epoxy-Polyester
POy White | 31.85| 13 A
co-polymer
Polyacrylonitrile | White | 34 15 C
Nylon Black | 44 35 D

*: value estimated by the use of the probability of
ignition within 10 successive attempts.

The mean particle size distribution, D 50 measured
by the laser diffraction method (LDA Win 1.21, Wet
type) and the MIE values estimated by the use of the
probability of ignition are listed in Table 1. It should
be noted that the MIE is usually quoted as a range;
the lower value represents the highest energy at which

no ignition is found in at least 10 experiments. The
higher value, on the other hand, is the lowest energy
at which the dust air mixture is just ignited: no
ignition (W1) < MIE <ignition (W2)*». The MIE value
can be estimated by the use of the probability of
ignition as follows®: MIE = 10"(log W2-1 [W2] O log
W2 - log W1/(NI+I) [W2] +1)), where, | is number of
tests with ignition at the energy W2, (NI+I) is total
number of tests at the energy Wo.

The first noteworthy point in the experimental
results in Fig. 2 and Table 1 is that coating powder
was so sensitive that even a spark with energy as low
as several tens of mJ could ignite them. Another
interesting point is that, nevertheless, D 50 of the
epoxy powder, 93 y m, was almost three times as
large as those of the other powders. Its MIE, 24 mJ,
was similar to those of the other powders. This value
was much smaller than expected. It is well known that
epoxy powder has high ignitability. This is evident
from previous papers by Eckhoff et al. and Pidoll et
al. *», It remains to be demonstrated why the
ignitability of epoxy powder is higher than that of
other powders. This is discussed in detail later. First,
as to the ignition phenomena of dust clouds, the
increased temperature of particles is initiated by spark
discharge, and, subsequently, the combustion reaction
of particles starts and forms a kernel for flame
propagation, leading to ignition. From this point of
view, the thermal decomposition of coating powder
has an effect on the ignitability of dust clouds.

Thermal analysis of the coating powders under
atmospheric pressure was conducted with a
differential scanning calorimeter (DSC 2920). The
heat-increasing rate and the mass of the coating
powder in the test were 10 O /min and 1.5 mg,
respectively. A sample pan (aluminum, open type)
and a GPIB interface for communication with the
controller were used for this testing.

The heat flow associated with transition for three
kinds of coating powders as a function of the
temperature is shown in Fig. 3. As indicated in the
figure, it is clear that epoxy coating powder has a
lower exothermic onset temperature, Ta [[1], and a
higher heat of the decomposition, Q [J/g], than the
other powders. The value, 8362 J/g of Q, for epoxy
coating powder was almost twice as large as the 4099
J/g of polyester powder. These characteristics result
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in the acceleration of the combustion reaction of
epoxy coating powder particles. In addition, in case of
the epoxy-polyester co-polymer, the values of Ta and
Q lie between the values of epoxy and polyester, as
expected. Strictly speaking, the MIE for epoxy-
polyester co-polymer is lower than that of polyester in
almost the same size as that given in Table 1. This
experimental result is also related to the values of Ta
and Q.

50 epoxy i
— T,:314°C
20 40t 0:8362 J/g .
E polyester/epoxy
z 30 polyester T,:328°C
= T,:342°C 0: 6027 J/g
; 20¢ 0: 4099 J/g )
55 10

=

300 400 500 600
Temperature [°C ]

Fig. 3 Heat flow associated with the transition for
coating powder as a function of
temperature.

Second, the surface conditions and the shape of the
coating powder particles could be responsible for its
ignitability. Coating powders (polyester and epoxy)
observed with scanning electron microscopy (SEM)
are shown in Fig. 4. The epoxy-polyester co-polymer
had almost the same surface condition as polyester
powder; thus, the SEM image was omitted in Fig. 4.
As shown in Fig. 4 (a), the polyester particles were
almost spherical. However, epoxy particles (see Fig.
4 (b)) were irregular in shape. It was also found that
the surface of epoxy coating powder had innumerable
variety in the size of holes from several pm to
several ten y m, which does not occur in the surface
of other powders.

)

(a) polyester

(b) epoxy

Fig. 4 Surface conditions of the polyester and
epoxy coating powders observed with
SEM.

Both of these characteristics, irregular shape and
surfaces with holes, suggest that the combustion rate
increases because the total contact surface area
between the particle and air has increased, resulting in
a very small amount of energy required for the
ignition of epoxy powder.

There are two possible explanations with regard to
the holes. First, with the rapid progress of powder
technologies in recent years, these holes may improve
the performance of the charge of coating powder and
the high-quality decorative finish. Secondly, the holes
may occur unexpectedly due to problems during the
manufacture of the coating powder. Accordingly, the
MIE for the same types of coating powder may differ
according to the technology used by the
manufacturer.

The ignition energy with dust concentrations of
polyester coating powder (specimen taken from the E
company) in various colors is shown in Fig. 5. Table
2 gives the fundamental characteristics, such as
pigment type, particle size, and non-combustible mass
fraction of coating powder used in Fig. 5, including
MIE values.

Black polyester had the smallest MIE value, 2.4 mJ,
the smallest one being 7.5 p m. Other coating
powders, except for the black one, gave
approximately the same MIE values in a similar
particle size irrespective of the pigment type as well
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as a non-combustible mass fraction. This result
suggests that the particle size of coating powders is
more important than other factors with regard to their
ignitability. However, it was also found that the
minimum ignition dust concentrations (MIC)
decreased as the content of non-combustible material
decreased. This result agreed with the data obtained
by Eckhoffv. A more detailed discussion will be
presented concerning several tests in another report.

Concerning the relationship between the particle
size of the coating powders and their ignitability, we
assumed that the epoxy coating powder mentioned in
Fig. 2 included some particles that were similar in
size to those in the polyester coating powder shown in
Fig. 5.

The dependence of the ignition behavior (MIE) on
D 50 can, thus, be described by the following
equation: MIE2=MIE1x (M2/M1)?5---(1), where Index
1: measured, Index 2: estimated, MIE1: 24 mJ, Ma: 93
M m (D 50), and M2: 7.5u m (D 50). As estimated,
the MIE2 of epoxy coating powder with 7.5 4 m was
far lower than 1 mJ.

The previous data obtained by Pidoll et al. indicate
that the MIE for epoxy coating powder with a mean
particle size of 30 y m was 1.7 mJ2. Besides, the MIE
for epoxy powder (D50; 58 p m, color; green) taken
from another company (F) was 7 mJ depending
strongly on the particles size.

These values generally agreed with the data
calculated in Equation (1) above as 1.4 mJ and 8 mJ,
respectively. Moreover, Eckhoff showed that the true
MIE for sensitive dusts, such as epoxy coating
powder, was considerably lower, by at least one order
of magnitude, to below 3 mJ?¥. In this sense, it could
be argued that extreme low energy below 1 mJ could
ignite fine epoxy coating powder with several gy m.
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Fig. 5 Ignition energy with polyester dust
concentrations in various colors.

Table 2 Fundamental characteristics of polyester
powders with various colors.

) Pigment | D50 [ NCMF* | MIE**
Specimens
Type | [um] [%0] [mJ]
Carbon
Black 7.5 16 2.4
black
Gray [Iron oxide| 28 28 14
Red Iron oxide| 38 27 24
) Titanium
Beige ) 34.2 44 17
oxide
) Titanium
White ) 339 44 14
oxide

*:Non-combustible mass fraction. **: value estimated by
the use of the probability of ignition within 10 successive
attempts.

A fatal accident with an EPC system using epoxy
powder paint occurred in Japan . For the safety of
spray-finishing operations and in accordance with
BSI (BS EN) standards, a test gas mixture with a
discharge spark energy of 2 mJ should be used for
ignition tests on electrostatic spray apparatuses for
flammable coating powders with an electrical high-
voltage generator*®. In FM regulations, the value of
the energy of the discharge spark mentioned above is
defined as 5 mJ*. The values of the energy of the
discharge spark with both standards and regulations
were higher than the MIE values of some coating
powders. Therefore, it is important that the most

el



goooobooobooobooooobooooooobio™

appropriate value of a discharge spark be determined
for assessing the safety of an EPC system.

5. CONCLUSIONS

To improve the understanding of the ignitability of
coating powders due to a spark, such as an
electrostatic spark, their MIEs were investigated
experimentally. The results are summarized as
follows:

(1) The ignitability of epoxy powder related to the
thermal decomposition and surface conditions
was higher than that of other powders used in this
study.

(2) The particle size of coating powders is more
important than other factors, such as the pigment
type and a non-combustible mass fraction, with
regard to their ignitability.

(3) As powder technologies have been rapidly
progressing, a variety of new fine powders has
been produced and used in various industrial
processes. Therefore, it is imperative that the
most appropriate discharge spark energy value in
testing for the safety assessment in an EPC
system be renewed as soon as possible.
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