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Abstract: During the production process of commercial carbon fiber reinforced polymers (CFRPs),
a silane coupling agent is added to the carbon fiber at the sizing step as a binder to enhance the
product’s physical properties. While improving strength, the silane coupling agent results in a
silane residue on recovered carbon fibers (rCF) after recycling, which is a disadvantage when using
recovered carbon fibers in the manufacture of new materials. In this study, the rCF is recovered from
waste carbon fiber reinforced polymers (CFRPs) from the bicycle industry by a microwave pyrolysis
method, applying a short reaction time and in an air atmosphere. Moreover, the rCF are investigated
for their surface morphologies and the elements present on the surface. The silicon element content
changes with pyrolysis temperature were 0.4, 0.9, and 0.2%, respectively, at 450, 550, and 650 °C.
Additionally, at 950 °C, silicon content can be reduced to 0.1 & 0.05%. The uniformity of microwave
pyrolysis recycle treatment was compared with traditional furnace techniques used for bulk waste
treatment by applying the same temperature regime. This work provides evidence that microwave
pyrolysis can be used as an alternative method for the production of rCFs for reuse applications.

Keywords: carbon fiber-reinforced polymer; recycled carbon fiber; microwave-assisted pyrolysis;
silane coupling agents

1. Introduction

In recent decades, carbon fiber-reinforced polymers (CFRPs) have been extensively uti-
lized in various applications of the aerospace industry, transportation, infrastructure [1-3],
energy, sport industries, defense, medical sector, and electronics [4,5]. The physical proper-
ties of CFRPs have led to increased use of these materials as replacements for more conven-
tional options, including steel, aluminum, alloys, etc. These physical properties include low
density and lightweight, superior strength to weight ratios and elastic modulus [6-8], stiff-
ness, low expansion or shrinkage, thermal stability [9-12], electrical conductivity, superior
resistance to corrosion and chemical attack, and exceptional endurance of physico—chemical
properties [13-16]. Given these properties, they have been heavily utilized in the man-
ufacture of automotive parts to reduce weight and improve fuel efficiency [17]. CFRPs’
composites are engineered materials that compose of carbon fibers (CFs) acting as rein-
forcing matrix materials within versed thermosetting polymer to form structures. [18].
The fibers act as load-carrying elements for their orientation and to resist environmental
damage [11,19].
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CFRPs’ composite materials are differentiated by silane with different properties,
suitable for a variety of strength requirements. In response to increased demand to reduce
CO; emissions through weight saving measures and production related energy costs, the
use of CFRP products and applications has a high potential to grow significantly over the
coming years. Carbon fibers were first commercially produced in the late 1960s. They are
now manufactured around the world. It is predicted that by 2025, revenues associated
with use of CFRPs will exceed 25 billion dollars per year [20,21]. Recent annual growth
rates of more than 10% underline these forecasts [22]. Given that the service life of CFRPs
is approximately 50 years, as end of life is reached, this will bring about a considerable
increase in CFRPs waste generation and present a significant challenge for the disposal and
recycling of CFRPs based components [6,23].

With increasing global focus on a circular economy model at domestic and foreign
scale, the problems of recycling and waste reduction are becoming more and more promi-
nent, with industry increasingly considering the impact of growth on finite resources. The
presence of carbon fibers in composite materials is a challenge when it comes to recycling
and separating the fibrous material from epoxy resins, plastics, and other materials. In
recent years, industries have speedily adopted these materials. However, it has displayed
no proper awareness and consideration of their disposal and possible recycling. The main
treatment methods for waste CFRPs have been landfill disposal and incineration [9,24].
Economic viability, new legislations, limited landfill capacity, and fuel incineration, and eco-
logical aspects are driving towards recycling and processing for CFRPs waste [25,26]. Thus,
the treatment methodology of CFRP waste is becoming a more critical issue, with industry
currently lacking in the skills and methodologies to respond effectively. Support is required
to provide industry with tools that can be implemented effectively and economically.

Currently, several technologies have been developed for recovering CFs from CFRPs
with excellent recycling yield and maintenance of critical physical properties. There are
three main approaches:

(1) Mechanical processes: shredding, crushing and other physical methods effect sep-
aration of CFs and raw matrix materials [2,27,28], or high voltage pressure (electro-
dynamic fragmentation) [29,30]. The recovery cost is low and the method is simple.
Production of pollutants is minimal. However, the damage to CFs in the recovery
process is high, making the recovered material unsuitable for the manufacture of
typical CF-based products. As such, material recovered in this way is usually made
into powder for filling or as a reinforcing material.

(2) Chemical recovery: separate CFs from the matrix resin [2,9,31-38]. The damage to
recovered CFs is minimal, but the cost of chemical agents is high and this technology
is still very much in its infancy. Waste solutions from the process require recovery
and subsequent treatment before reuse. In the absence of this step, the result is the
production of secondary pollution of large volumes of liquid waste and hazardous
gases, the disposal of which presents a significant hazard to the environment [6]. In
addition, the method does not allow simple recovery of CFs in large quantities. At
present, this method is rarely used.

(3) Thermal technology: The matrix material is decomposed by heat (combustion/
incineration, fluidized bed process, or pyrolysis) [2,7,39-42] or microwave radia-
tion [43,44]. Heat is utilized to decompose the scrap composite in the thermal recycling
process. Due to a higher operating temperature at ~450-700 °C [45-48], combustible
materials are burnt, leaving the CF material for recovery. Generally, the process
temperature is dependent on the type of resin used in the scrap composite. Irregular
temperature can leave char on the undercooked fiber surface or result in a decrease in
the diameter of the overheated recovered fibers [49,50].

Microwave pyrolysis is a relatively new approach, designed to replace conventional
pyrolysis. Heating by microwave pyrolysis has the advantage that the rate of thermal trans-
fer is increased, with reduced energy consumption [26,51] and heat loss reduction [52,53].
This process can recycle CFRPs, with resulting fibers maintaining desirable mechanical
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properties [49,54-58] These studies are focused on removing resin and maintaining me-
chanical strength to get high quality rCF, without considering the issue of residual silane on
the recovered carbon fibers. However, the manufacturing process of commercial CFRPs in-
volves adding an appropriate amount of silane [59,60]. Silanes are often used as a coupling
agent, possessing differing functional groups at each molecular end. For example, tri-
alkoxysilane can bond with inorganic substances. Alternatively, there are organofunctional
groups (methacrylate, epoxy, etc.). These silanes can enhance the compatibility between
carbon fibers and the resin matrix, improving the interfacial bonding strength of CFRPs.
Therefore, if silane could be saved during the fiber recovery process it would reduce the
need for the addition of further silane coupling agent when using rCF to manufacture
new materials, reducing overall costs and waste [61]. Furthermore, Li et al. [62] compare
the dispersion of sizing of carbon fiber after removed silane treatment and nontreatment,
with the product intended to be added to portland cement. The results show the carbon
fiber of removed silane can be efficiently dispersed to form carbon-fiber-reinforced cement,
with this composite cement exhibiting higher compressive strength. The residue of silane
could be a disadvantage when considering recovered carbon fibers for reinforced inorganic
applications.

In this study, the residual silane content of rCF surface can be controlled by the
temperature of microwave pyrolysis. The influence of the reaction temperature on the
degradation of silicon on the carbon fiber surface was studied. The recovered carbon fibers
were characterized by scanning electron microscopy (SEM), thermogravimetric analysis
(TGA), and Energy-dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDS).

2. Experimental Methods
2.1. Materials

The carbon fiber reinforced composite material (CFRPs) waste from recycled bicycle
frame and the original Carbon fiber (Mitsubishi TR 50) was supplied by Giant Manufactur-
ing Co., Ltd (Taichung City, Taiwan). The waste was cut and crushed by plate-cutting and
hydraulic press machine to the sample size of about 90 mm x 90 mm x 4.5 mm.

2.2. Pyrolysis

The traditional pyrolysis process is performed using a typically muffle furnace (JH-5,
Taiwan, 1200 W). The CFRP waste (10 g) was loaded into a ceramic crucible and pyrolyzed at
650 °C in an air atmosphere. Figure 1 shows the micro-wave pyrolysis system (MILESTONE
PYRO 260). Pyrolysis of the chips of waste (10 g) was carried out at 350-950 °C in an air
atmosphere. The special microwave-transparent ceramic muffle furnace allows microwave
energy to transmit through and rapidly raise the temperature of silicon carbide plates
situated inside the muffle. Microwaves were generated by a single magnetron system with
rotating diffuser for homogeneous microwave distribution, the power was set up to 1200 W
and the frequency of the microwave was set to 2.45 GHz. The detail condition shows at
Table 1.

2.3. Characterization

The CFRPs wastes are characterized using Thermogravimetric Analysis (TGA), Scan-
ning Electron Microscopy images and Energy-dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (SEM-EDS).
Netzsch instrument TG 209 F3 model is used to make TGA measurements. The measure-
ments were characterized for the thermal degradation curve of the CFRP characterized
under an air atmosphere. The weight of the sample is 10 mg. Each sample was heated
from room temperature to 650 °C at a heating rate of 10 °C/min. Three target areas were
identified for each of the rCF samples, and taking the core layer of each sample, the surface
element (C, O, and Si) of the core layer is measured using a Hitachi TM 4000 Plus instru-
ment with Oxford AZtecOne (EDS) to assess removal capability and uniformity for silane
and resin. The high magnification physical morphology of carbon fiber was detected by
Hitachi Regulus 8100 field-emission scanning electron microscopes (FE-SEM).
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Figure 1. CFRPs waste recycling treatment by micro-wave pyrolysis system.

Table 1. Details of samples at different reaction conditions.

Samples Temperature/(°C) * Average Power/W Heating Method

TF 650 °C 650 1200 Traditional
MW 350 °C 350 1200 Microwave
MW 450 °C 450 1200 Microwave
MW 550 °C 550 1200 Microwave
MW 650 °C 650 1200 Microwave
MW 950 °C 950 1200 Microwave

* There was no retention time at the desired temperature.

3. Experimental Results and Discussions
3.1. TGA Analysis of CFRPs Waste

It is important to understand the thermal decomposition curve of the CFRPs’” waste
from bicycle frame waste, since cause each batch of CFRP could be from different source.
As shown in Figure 2, the DTG curve has a significant mass loss in the range of 250 to 450 °C
and 490 to 560 °C, respectively. Therefore, it can be defined that the decomposition temper-
ature of the first TGA stage is 220 to 450 °C and the second stage is 475 to 550 °C. The third
stage of the decomposition range is between 600 and 650 °C. The thermal decomposition
curve is consistent with results presented by Yatim et al. [57] and Deng et al. [55].

In Figure 2B-D, the SEM image also shows the extent to which CFRP waste is removed
from the resin between the fibers of the CFRPs’ waste at various stages of TGA. In stage
1, at 330 °C (Figure 2B), a weight loss of approximately 5% occurred. It can be observed
that there is still a large amount of epoxy residue between the fibers. In stage 2 (Figure 2C),
after heating beyond the first interval, the weight loss is 30%. The gaps between the fibers
can be clearly seen and there is still un-removeable resin around the carbon fiber. After
500 to 600 °C, second interval, an increasing amount of resin is removed; approximately
20%. No residual resin was observed on the surface of carbon fiber. Based on TGA thermal
weight loss results, it can be speculated that the carbon fiber-to-resin weight ratio of the
CFRPs waste is approximately 40:60.
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Figure 2. TGA analysis of CFRP waste: (A) CFRP of thermal decomposition curve; and (B-D) SEM
micrograph of CRFP thermal decomposition stages (B) stage 1, (C) stage 2, and (D) stage 3.

3.2. Compare the Pyrolysis Result of Microwave with Traditional Treatment for CFRPs Waste

The parameters obtained from TGA thermal decomposition were used as the reference
condition for the removal of the resin by high temperature furnace and microwave pyroly-
sis. Figure 3 presents CFRP waste samples recovered using two different heat treatment
methods. Figure 3A shows SEM image and EDS analysis results of virgin waste carbon
fiber. The SEM image clearly shows a significant quantity of resin wrapped around the
carbon fiber. EDS elemental analysis shows the presence of carbon, oxygen, and silicon
content at 85.8 £ 5.3%, 13.6 & 4.7%, and 0.3 & 0.6%, respectively. Figure 3B shows no
significant difference between CFRP waste in high-temperature furnaces after heating up to
650 °C, except for a color change resulting in a darker appearance. And in Figure 3C, CFRP
waste decomposed by microwave pyrolysis results in carbon fibers that can be separated
easily into individual fibers.

3.3. Influence of Different Temperature on Removed Resin in Large Scale Waste CFRP for
Microwave Pyrolysis

In this study, the samples of waste CFRPs were obtained from recycled bicycle frames.
Samples were prepared to the required sizes through smash and cut methods; the thickness
being approximately 4.5 mm. The CFRP was closely composed of multilayer CF and resin.
The pyrolysis of the resin requires enough oxygen and heat for carbon oxidation to occur
and for effective removal of resin from CFRP wastes. The irregular and curled shape of
CFRP wastes and the compact multilayer CF structure could easily result in non-uniform
hot spots in the inside of each waste element and this structure also makes it difficult for the
resin to make good contact with surrounding air. Therefore, the resin removal methodology
requires further research [56].

To understand the uniformity of waste CFRP at large scales under microwave assisted
pyrolysis, three parts of the samples in the crucible were studied via SEM and EDS as
shown in Figure 4 (marked 1, 2, and 3). The effectiveness of resin removal was assessed
through SEM images and with carbon and oxygen content determined using EDS element
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analysis. Each RCF sample was peeled off from the outside, and its core used for SEM/EDS
measurement. EDS analysis results of the samples are presented in Table 2.
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Figure 3. Optical photo, SEM imagine, and EDS analysis: (A) CFRP waste of Giant Bicycles (GBW),
(B) CFRPs waste sample (TF 650 °C) after treatment with traditional furnace pyrolysis at 650 °C, and
(C) CFRPs waste (MW 650 °C) after treatment with micro-wave pyrolysis at 650 °C.
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Figure 4. Photograph and SEM micrographs of the recycled carbon fibers in different part of ceramic
crucible after microwave pyrolysis with varying condition; (A) microwave pyrolysis at 350 °C, (B) at
450 °C, (C) at 550 °C and (D) at 650 °C.
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Table 2. EDS analysis of the samples.

Element% by Mass 2 Average of Area 1,2,3
Samples Area C (6] Si Si% by Mass
GBW - 85.8 £5.3 13.6 = 4.7 0.7 £0.6 -
TF 650 °C - 91.2+£13 85+£12 03+04 -
1 93.2+£0.7 6.3 £0.6 0.5+0.1
MW 350 °C 2 99.2+0.3 - 0.8+03 0.8+03
3 98.8 £0.3 - 12+03
1 9 +0.1 - 09+0.1
MW 450 °C 2 99.6 +0.3 - 0.4+03 0.7+03
3 99.2£0.2 - 0.8+02
1 98.9£0.3 - 1.1+03
MW 550 °C 2 99.1£0.2 - 09+02 11403
3 98.9 £0.3 - 1.3+03
1 99.2£0.2 - 0.8+0.2
MW 650 °C 2 99.4+0.3 - 0.6 0.3 0.5+03
3 99.8 £0.1 - 02+0.1
MW 950 °C - 99.9 £0.1 - 01+01 -

2 Each value is an average taken over 6 different spots on the samples.

At 350 °C pyrolysis temperature (Figure 4(A-1-A-3)), the A-1 area of SEM image
shows the resin residue between the carbon fibers. EDS analysis determined the carbon,
oxygen, and silicon content as 93.2 &+ 0.7, 6.3 £ 0.6, and 0.5 £ 0.1%, respectively. Compared
with samples GBW of Figure 3A, oxygen content decreased from 13.6 £ 4.7 to 6.3 £ 0.6%
and carbon content increased from 85.8 + 5.3 to 93.2 £ 0.7%. These results revealed that
the resin is not fully pyrolyzed. In addition, the EDS and SEM results of A-2 and A-3 areas
are similar. These SEM images show a significant quantity of resin adhered to the carbon
fiber. Comparing the EDS results of three areas (Figure 4(A-1-A-3), Table 1), areas 2 and 3
show better resin removal. A similar situation also occurred under the different sample
pyrolysis conditions applied.

At 450 °C (Figure 4(B-1-B-3), Table 1), the EDS results showed the carbon content
is 99 + 0.1, 99.6 £+ 0.3, and 99.2 + 0.2% and silicon content is 0.9 + 0.1, 0.4 &+ 0.3, and
0.8 = 0.2%, respectively. Figure 4C,(D-1-D-3), shows the EDS and SEM results after mi-
crowave pyrolysis at 550 °C (B) and 650 °C (D). The carbon content of MW 550 °C from
areas 1t03is98.9 £ 0.3,99.1 + 0.2, and 98.9 4 0.3% and silicon contentis 1.1 +0.3,0.9 4= 0.2,
and 1.3 0.3%, respectively. For MW650 °C, the carbon content is 99.2 £ 0.2,99.4 £ 0.3, and
99.8 & 0%, and the silicon content is 0.80.2, 0.6 & 0.3 and 0.2 £ 0%, respectively. All of
the above EDS results show that pyrolysis of waste CFRP is uniform at different crucible
positions. While the pyrolysis condition is above 450 °C, the oxygen content reduced to 0%,
indicating that the resin was fully carbonized. The difference between carbon content for
the three areas is approximately 0.47 £ 0.01% at 550 and 650 °C. This was, perhaps, caused
by the waste having a curved and irregular shape or non-uniform density. Verification of
these statements requires further research. However, this pyrolysis condition had enough
process time and temperature to reduce the influence caused by different crucible position.

The SEM images show filamentous matter on the fibers. The shape changed from
the filament to a dot along with decreased silicon content. Section 3.4 will discuss silicon
removal from CFRP waste through microwave pyrolysis.

3.4. Silane Removal from CFRPs Waste at Different Microwave Pyrolysis Temperature

Figure 5 shows a SEM diagram of CFRP materials that are thermally treated at different
temperatures. A carbon fiber sample (pyrolysis 650) treated at 650 °C in a high-temperature
oven shows significant resin filling, as shown in Figure 5A. The results of the EDS element
analysis of the sample showed that the fiber surface of TF at 650 °C had an oxygen content
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of approximately 8.5 £ 1.2%. Based on results of the TGA analysis, the resin had been
carbonized to form carbide; this means, for a traditional furnace, resin pyrolysis is not
complete. For the residual resin layer wrapped on the surface of waste CFRPs, the Si
element content is 0.3 £ 0.04%, while the CFRPs samples treated with microwave pyrolysis
at 350 °C (Figure 5B), 450 °C (Figure 5C), and 550 °C (Figure 5D), show a cotton-like or fila-
mentous substance on the surface of the carbon fibers. The silicon content is approximately
0.9 to 0.4%. At a treatment temperature of 650 °C (Figure 5E), the shape of filamentous
substances changed to dots (silicon content: 0.2 &= 0%).

O MW 450 0

. e ‘ .

TS e | [C992503% [ 1€:99.6£03 %
"85 £ 1.2 Si: 0.8:+0.3 % | (si:04£03% ¢
~5i; — Y ¥ 1

!

C:991 202 % 199:8%0 %, DN T €999 50 %
5i:0.9+0.2 % _ it ( L\ \ 5i: 0.1+ 0%

Figure 5. SEM micrographs of the recycled carbon fibers by thermally treated at different tempera-
tures; (A) traditional furnace pyrolysis treated at 650 °C, (B) microwave pyrolysis treated at 350 °C,
(C) at 450 °C, (D) at 550 °C, (E) at 650 °C; and (F) 950 °C.

By way of understanding the effect of microwave thermal pyrolysis temperature on
residual silane content on waste CFRPs surface, we also set the temperature of microwave
pyrolysis at 950 °C. Following this treatment, the silicon content is 0.1%. The SEM image
shows that the recovered carbon fiber surface is completely free of residues or obvious
defects, as shown in Figure 5F. In Figure 6, the MW 950 °C Figure 6A,B compared with
the original carbon fiber (Mitsubishi TR 50, Figure 6C,D), demonstrates they are without
defects on the fiber surface, which can be further proved by high magnification FE-SEM.

However, even if the microwave pyrolysis temperature increases by 300 °C, the silicon
content is only slightly reduced. Therefore, the results show the silicon content is gradually
reduced from the recovered carbon fiber along with breakdown of the resins, but it cannot
be completely removed by microwave pyrolysis at 350 to 950 °C.

Since the organic components in the silane compounds typically degrade when heated
to approximately 400 °C, only elemental silicon remains. Silicon gasification temperature is
3265 °C, which is difficult to achieve via thermal decomposition methods. Other researchers
also presented SEM/EDS results of pyrolyzed carbon fiber pretreated using silane coupling
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agent that exhibit the same dots on the carbon fiber surface and were determined as
containing elemental silicon [63,64].

Figure 6. High magnification FE-SEM micrographs of the recycled carbon fibers (MW 950 °C, (A); at
5000x magnification, (B); 10,000x) and the original carbon fiber (Mitsubishi TR 50, (C,D) they
magnification ware respectively 5000 x and 10,000 x ).

For these reasons, these filamentous substances are inferred to be residual silicon and
carbonized resin produced during the CFRPs pyrolysis process. The residual silicon is
removed as the carbonized resin pyrolyzed to form carbon dioxide or carbon monoxide by
air atmosphere. Despite the evidence for the above conclusions, further research is required
to affirm this interpretation.

4. Conclusions

The silane controllable recycled carbon fiber can effectively simplify the process of
rCF reuse in suitable applications. Through adjusted silane content, the dispersion of
rCF in organic or inorganic materials was improved for use in the manufacture of high-
performance composite materials.

This study successfully demonstrates control of the silane content on the rCF surface.
Different microwave pyrolysis methods and temperature conditions were compared. The
results show that the microwave pyrolysis method achieves better resin removal when
compared with traditional thermal treatment methods at the same temperature. Over
450 °C, the SEM/EDS results show the recovered surface of the carbon fibers are absent of
oxygen. Compared with the GBW sample, no additional defects were observed. Moreover,
the resin and silane removal uniformities were examined from recovered carbon fiber in
large scale wastes. At different crucible position, the difference of maximum silane content
is about £0.33%. Moreover, a higher treatment temperature can reduce this difference.

The results during microwave pyrolysis could be reproduced for this CFRP waste of
Giant Bicycles discussed in this article. However, a multitude of influencing parameters
affect the reclamation of carbon fibers, such as matrix material, temperatures, atmosphere
composition, etc. This complicates the recycling process control to reclaim high quality
fibers. Further research into the decomposition behavior of CFRPs recovered from other,
commonly recycled industrial composite materials is required.
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