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Abstract: Extreme environments, such as marine environments, have negative impacts on welded
steel structures, causing corrosion, reduced structural integrity and, consequently, failures. That
is why it is necessary to perform an experimental research sea exposure effect on such structures
and materials. Research presented in this paper deals with the mechanical behavior of butt-welded
specimens made of AH36 shipbuilding steel when they are exposed to a natural marine environment
(water, seawater, sea splash) for prolonged periods (3, 6, 12, 24, and 36 months). The usual approach
to such research is to perform accelerated tests in a simulated laboratory environment. Here, relative
mass change due to corrosion over time is given along with calculated corrosion rates. Corroded
surfaces of specimens were inspected using optical and scanning electron microscopy and comparison,
based on the numbers and dimensions of the corrosion pits (diameter and depth) in the observed area.
As a result, it can be concluded that exposure between 3 and 6 months shows significant influence
on mass loss of specimens. Further, sea splash generally has the most negative impact on corrosion
rate due to the combined chemical and mechanical degradation of material. Pit density is the highest
at the base metal area of the specimen. The diameters of the corrosion pits grow over the time of
exposure as the pits coalesce and join. Pit depths are generally greatest in the heat affected zone area
of the specimen.

Keywords: marine environment effect; corrosion; pitting; AH 36 steel

1. Introduction

Structural integrity of marine steel structures can be greatly reduced by corrosive
environments in which they are set. Corrosion can be caused by outer (e.g., water, seawater,
sea atmosphere, tides) or inner factors (e.g., ballast water, fuel oil, aggressive cargo) [1,2].
Consequently, loss of structural integrity can lead to failure of steel structures. Marine
propulsion systems are generally susceptible to corrosion, leading to a series of possible
mechanical failures [3], which is why it is important to gain insight into their fracture be-
haviors, even if it is the case of marine shaft steels or marine exhaust steels with improved
corrosion resistance [4,5]. Damage of masts on the training vessel was caused by deficient
welds at the foundation of the masts [6] that accumulated water, enabled corrosion, and
reduced the integrity of the structure. A cargo ship [7] sunk due to corrosive influence
of the cargo where leaking acid accelerated corrosion of the floor panels, leading to fail-
ure. A numerical study showed that corrosion defects in pipelines significantly reduce
failure pressure, leading to pipe bursts [8]. Finite element analysis revealed that a barge
midship section can decrease for more than a third compared to its initial measure, due
to corrosion [9].
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Pitting corrosion can be considered one of the most damaging forms of corrosion.
Small holes, or pits, are caused by corrosive medium that attacks limited areas on the surface
of metal. Stochastic nature of pit distribution poses a threat to the integrity of corroded
steel structures. Thus, characterization and quantification of size and distribution of pits is
necessary to estimate the structural integrity loss. Different techniques, such as 3D profile
measurement [10], X-ray tomography [11], scanning electron microscopy [12] or white
light interferometry [13] can be used for such task. As for the effects of pitting corrosion
on the marine structures, a recent experimental study revealed that surface machining
considerable affects corrosion resistance of steel in seawater environments, even provoking
stress-corrosion cracking that has origins in corrosion pits [14]. Further, a study on pitting
corrosion resistance of the austenitic stainless steel welded joint revealed that the weld zone
is the most critical for pit initiation [15]. Moreover, localized pitting occurs in marine steel-
reinforced concrete structures at air-voids in concrete-steel interfaces, provoking further
corrosion [16]. In regards to corrosion of steel reinforcement in concrete, a comprehensive
model referencing field and laboratory observations, built into the bi-modal solution,
was developed [17]. Moreover, a comprehensive study with the aim of developing an
advanced technique to predict time-dependent damage caused by the corrosion of marine
structures was developed with a corrosion depth formulating as a function of time [18],
and a technique applied to determine damage of the ship ballast tank [19].

When dealing with steel welded joints exposed to a corrosive environment, the
problem of hydrogen embrittlement should be considered. It was found that cathodic
protection can lead to hydrogen embrittlement and that the welds are especially endan-
gered [20]. Moreover, there is a challenge in overcoming indirect environmental effects
on the quality of welded joints, in regards to the influence of the storage environment on
welding consumables [21].

Additionally, when trying to resolve a problem of corrosion propagation over time,
several authors proposed different models of time-variant or time-dependent corrosion
wastage models. Just by chronologically selecting the efforts made in the last two decades,
a mathematical model that provides statistical characteristics of corrosion wastage as a
function of time [22] can be emphasized. Further, a corrosion wastage model was proposed
based on a standard non-linear time dependent corrosion model modified by the effects
of the different environmental factors contained in the crude oil tank atmosphere [23] or
marine atmosphere [24]. As the statistical scatter of corrosion wastage is usually wide,
and the reliability of the model relies on it, a model with a formulated Weibull function
was developed to account that matter [25]. A similar approach was used to propose a
time-dependent pit depth corrosion model for sub-sea gas pipelines [26]. Application of a
time-dependent corrosion analysis was used to assess the corrosion impact on automotive
structures [27] as they are also prone to corrosion damage and failures [28]. As for the
corrosion wastage models for steel bars in concrete, effort was made to develop a model
that considers the effects of longitudinal cracking on the chloride and oxygen diffusion [29]
or integrate chemo–physical–mechanical, and electrochemical, modeling techniques in an
integrated framework [30].

Regarding previously performed studies of the marine environment’s effect on ship-
building steel corrosion, most of the research was performed in laboratory settings sim-
ulating real environments [31] in an accelerated manner [10]. Obviously, there is a lack
of long-term experiments in the natural environment [32] focused on the steel corrosion
effects. The results of usual laboratory experiments that are performed under controlled
conditions and in an accelerated manner prove useful, but they may not relate adequately
to the natural environment when investigating corrosion mechanisms [33].

Questions from previous findings served as motivation for the research presented
here. The goal of this research was to investigate the prolonged influences of different
types of marine environments on butt-welded AH36 steel. Results can be subsequently
used in the material selection stage of the structural design process.
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2. Materials and Methods

AH36 steel butt-welded specimens were exposed to a real marine environment (water,
seawater, sea splash) for prolonged periods (3, 6, 12, 24, and 36 months) in order to
determine the influence of these factors on corrosive behavior of such materials. Once
extracted, relative mass change of specimens due to corrosion over time was measured.
Results are presented in correlation to period of exposure and the type of environment.
Moreover, corrosion rates were calculated. Specimen surfaces were inspected using optical
and scanning electron microscopy and profilometry. Comparison, based on the numbers
and dimensions of corrosion pits in the observed area, is given for specimens exposed to
different environments and for different locations on specimens (base metal, heat affected
zone, weld metal).

2.1. Material

The presented research was performed on AH36 shipbuilding steel. It is a low-
alloy high-strength steel under ASTM A131 standard and a common choice for building
large commercial ships, bulk carriers, ferries, and marine and offshore structures, such as
pipelines, power plants, port facilities, and oil platforms in general [34]. Minimum yield
strength of AH36 should be 355 MPa, while ultimate tensile strength should be in the
490–620 MPa range at room temperature. The most conventional welding methods can be
used on AH36 as it has excellent weldability [35].

Chemical composition of tested steel is given in Table 1, along with equivalent carbon
content (CE) calculated according to [36]:

CEq = C +
Si
25

+
Mn + Cu

16
+

Ni
40

+
Cr
10

+
Mo
15

+
V
10

(1)

Table 1. Chemical composition of AH36 steel (wt %).

C Si Mn P S Cr Cu Al Ti V Mo Ni CEq

0.157 0.392 1.501 0.014 0.003 0.03 0.015 0.042 0.003 0.003 0.08 0.01 0.2763

2.2. Specimen Preparation and Marine Environment Exposure

In order to prepare specimens for the experiment, AH36 plates of 12 mm thickness
were first machined into 320 × 110 mm rectangular weld blanks, with one side prepared for
a single V-groove welded joint. Two blanks were welded with complete joint penetration
using the metal active gas (MAG) 136 welding technique. Other details regarding the
welding process were: 1.2 mm diameter of welding wire AWS 5.20: E71T-1C; C1 (100%
CO2) shielding gas; 15–18 L/min flow rate; Lincoln DC 400, LF 37 welding machine;
vertical up welding position; 4 passes; 140–150 A, 21–22 V root parameters, 190–200 A,
24–25 V finish parameters. Butt-welded specimens were cut out parallel to the rolling
direction of the plates using water jet technology, Figure 1.

Specimens were exposed to three different types of the environment, Figure 2:

• Tap water in laboratory;
• Seawater, 10 m below sea surface, location: the northern Adriatic, in front of the city

of Rijeka in Croatia;
• Sea splash, same geographical location, but with specimens at the sea surface exposed

to daily change of tides and splashing of waves.

Specimens were divided into 12 groups, each group containing five specimens, giving
a total of 60 specimens. A control group of specimens was kept at room atmosphere. Groups
of specimens were exposed to a corrosive environment for 3, 6, 12, 24, and 36 months.

Tap water at room temperature was changed daily to ensure that specimens were in
contact with fresh water. Specimens exposed in the sea were affected by changes of sea
temperature, salinity, and pH value. At the location of the experiment, sea temperature
varied between 10 ◦C and 14 ◦C annually, salinity changed between 37.8 and 38.3‰,
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while the pH value was between 8.22 and 8.29 [37]. After being exposed for 3, 6, 12, 24,
and 36 months, the specimens were retrieved from the corrosive environment. Corrosion
products were removed from the surface mechanically with a soft brush in running water;
specimens were washed with distilled water and dried at room temperature. The procedure
was chosen in order to not remove the base material, just corrosion products, but several
other procedures can also be applied [38].
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2.3. Testing Procedures

Identical digital balance Ohaus 3000 was used before and after the exposure to weigh
the specimens in order to determine mass loss.

An 11 MP resolution Sony digital camera was used to obtain digital macro images
to investigate localized corrosion on the surface. An area of 200 mm2 (10 mm × 20 mm)
was selected on the images to measure the number of corrosion points with ImageJ digital
image processing software.

Changes in surface morphology caused by localized corrosion were detected by
Olympus SZX10 stereo optical microscope. Moreover, the diameter of corrosion pits was
measured this way. Pit depth was measured by analogue Somet pit gauge with 0.01 mm
precision. Morphology of the corroded was studied using scanning electron microscope
(SEM) FEI Quanta 250.

3. Results
3.1. Mass Loss

Based on measured values before and after the exposure, the average percentage of
mass loss for a group of specimens exposed to different environments was calculated and
put in relation to exposure time; Figure 3. Along with measured data, dependency of
the average mass loss percentage on the exposure time is represented by approximation
curves connecting the experimental values. Additionally, coefficient of determination R2

is displayed.
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Average corrosion rate CR is calculated according to Equation (2) [39] and given in
Figure 4:

CR =
KW
ATD

[
mg

dm2day

]
, (2)

where constant K = 2.4 × 106·D, material density D = 7.8 kg/cm3, W = measured mass loss
[g], A = specimen area [cm2], T = time of exposure [h]. Corrosion rate describes the material
wastage caused by corrosion and it can help in assessing the remaining operational life of
material under the influence of the corrosive environment.
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3.2. Pit Density and Dimensions

Optical microscope was used to assess the corroded surface at three different areas of
specimens: base metal (BM), heat affected zone (HAZ), and weld metal (WM), Figure 5.
Visual tests were performed prior to cleaning the specimens, but due to heavily corroded
surfaces, priority was given to microscope observations that are presented here. Typical
images obtained by optical microscope are presented in Figure 6.
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In Table 2, the pit density obtained by processing digital images of corroded surfaces
is presented.

Values of mean pit diameters (d) obtained by optical microscopy along with mean pit
depths (h) obtained by measuring actual pit depths with pit depth gauge are presented in
Figure 7. Since every group of examined specimens consisted of five items, there was a
dissipation of results. Thus, error bars representing standard deviation are also given.

3.3. Corroded Surface Morphology

Scanning electron microscope (SEM) was used to assess the corroded surface at three
different areas of specimen: base metal (BM), heat affected zone (HAZ), and weld metal
(WM); Figure 5. Besides this technique, alternates were used by other authors, such as
roughness meters [40]. Typical images obtained by SEM are presented in Figure 8.
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Table 2. Pit density.

Environment: Water

Location: BM HAZ WM

Exposure Time
(months): 3 6 12 24 36 3 6 12 24 36 3 6 12 24 36

Pit density (10 mm−2): 3 ± 1 4 ± 1 5 ± 1 4 ± 1 5 ± 1 2 ± 1 3 ± 1 5 ± 2 4 ± 1 5 ± 1 2 ± 1 2 ± 1 3 ± 1 3 ± 1 4 ± 1

Environment: Seawater

Location: BM HAZ WM

Exposure Time
(months): 3 6 12 24 36 3 6 12 24 36 3 6 12 24 36

Pit Density (10 mm−2): 6 ± 1 9 ± 3 6 ± 2 5 ± 2 5 ± 1 2 ± 1 3 ± 1 3 ± 1 2 ± 1 2 ± 2 4 ± 1 7 ± 2 6 ± 2 6 ± 1 5 ± 1

Environment: Sea splash

Location: BM HAZ WM

Exposure Time
(months): 3 6 12 24 36 3 6 12 24 36 3 6 12 24 36

Pit Density (10 mm−2): 4 ± 1 6 ± 2 6 ± 2 5 ± 1 5 ± 1 3 ± 2 5 ± 2 5 ± 2 4 ± 1 5 ± 1 2 ± 1 4 ± 1 3 ± 1 3 ± 1 2 ± 1
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4. Discussion

Percentage of mass loss for specimens exposed to different corrosive environments,
Figure 3, shows that the significant mass loss occurs after the three-month exposure period.
Up to three months, mass loss is negligible. After a six-month exposure period, there is
a gain in mass loss, but the rate at which it occurs is somewhat alleviated. This can be
contributed to the formation of a protective rust layer on the surface of the metal [41].
However, taking into account the whole 36-month period, one can observe significant
mass loss, reaching more than 15% of initial mass. The greatest effect on mass loss was the
exposure to sea splash, contributing to combined influence of the corrosive environment
(sea) and mechanical loads (splash) [2]. Equations on approximation curves, Figure 3, can
help in assessing the mass loss for steel AH36 over the exposure time.

Consistent with previous data, the highest impact on corrosion rate can be observed
between the third and sixth month of exposure; Figure 4. Moreover, sea splash generally
has the most negative impact on the corrosion rate.

When comparing images of corroded surfaces obtained by optical microscope at three
different areas of the specimen exposed to seawater, Figure 6a–c, it can be noted that the
number of corrosion pits is highest at the BM area and lowest at the HAZ area. These
findings are consistent with pit density values presented in Table 2 and in correlation with
previous findings of pit density in austenitic stainless steel welded joints [42].

When comparing images of specimens exposed to the same corrosive environment
for two periods (6 and 12 months), Figure 6a–c with Figure 6d–f, it can be noted that pits
tend to be larger at specimens exposed for longer periods. On the other hand, pit density
tends to be lower for longer periods; Table 2. This is due to fact that pits grow in time and
coalesce, making them larger in size, but smaller in number [43].

When assessing a localized corrosion attack, measured pit depth tends to be a better
indicator than mass loss. Mean pit depths obtained experimentally, Figure 7, show that
the most severe pitting occurs during the first six months of exposure to a corrosive
environment. After that, the rate of pit depth growth slows. Moreover, the greatest values
of pit depths are measured in the heat-affected zone of the specimens, followed by base
material and weld metal. When comparing influence of different corrosive environments,
the most negative impact on the surface of the metal has a combined influence of sea and
waves (sea splash).

SEM images at three different magnifications (200×, 400×, 800×) for BM of specimens
exposed for 6 months to seawater and sea splash, Figure 8, show differences in the shape of
the pits at the corroded surfaces. Pits for the metal exposed to the sea have clear and sharp
edges, while ones at the metal exposed to the continuous influence of waves have round
and smooth edges. These types of smoothed pits present a lower risk of evolving into
cracks that could cause failure of a structure [44]. However, generally, greater dimensions
of pits at specimens exposed to sea splash than seawater, Figure 8, annulated this fact and
bought significant risk of structural integrity loss to the steel structure exposed to the tides.

As for the future direction of the research, it would be useful to study the change
of mechanical properties of steel exposed to different types of marine environments for
prolonged periods, and to compare them to properties determined at room temperature.
Research was conducted on similar steel, various temperatures, and types of environ-
ments [45–47], but further investigations that are carried out for prolonged periods of
exposure, real marine environments, and welded joints could shed additional light on this
interesting topic. An educated guess would be that a marine environment could adversely
impact the mechanical properties of the steel. Moreover, insight into the change of me-
chanical properties, due to the change of ambient temperature, would be helpful. Further,
the types of experimental data presented in this paper could prove useful in building a
numerical model of steel specimen [48] with stochastically distributed corrosion pits over
it, performing numerical design optimization [49]. Although there were studies on that
matter [10], they did not consider material dissimilarities over BM, HAZ, and WM.
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5. Conclusions

To avoid failures, and to help in the preparation of inspection procedures [50], the
study of surface conditions of butt-welded specimens made of AH36 shipbuilding steel,
exposed to a corrosive marine environment, is presented here. Studying previous similar
investigations by other authors, this research has several specific characteristics that need
to be emphasized:

• Material was exposed to a natural corrosive environment, which was not the
case for most of the previous research studies based in laboratory experiments
in simulated environments.

• Exposure to a corrosive environment was performed for prolonged periods, contrary
to usual accelerated laboratory tests.

• Findings can be summarized as:
• Exposure between three and six months shows significant influence on mass loss

of specimens.
• Sea splash generally has the most negative impact on the corrosion rate due to com-

bined chemical and mechanical degradation of material.
• Pit density is the highest at the BM area of the specimen and lowest at the HAZ area

of the specimen.
• The diameter of corrosion pits grows over the time of exposure as the pits coalesce

and join.
• Sea splash impacts the shape of the pits, making them rounder and smoother com-

pared to specimens exposed to the sea.
• Pit depths grow fastest during the first six months of exposure to a corrosive environ-

ment; after that, the rate of growth tends to slow down.
• Pit depths are generally greatest in the HAZ area of the specimen, followed by BM

and WM.
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