
energies

Article

Innovative Membrane Electrode Assembly (MEA)
Fabrication for Proton Exchange Membrane
Water Electrolysis

Guo-Bin Jung *, Shih-Hung Chan, Chun-Ju Lai, Chia-Chen Yeh and Jyun-Wei Yu
Department of Mechanical Engineering of Yuan Ze University, Taoyuan City 32003, Taiwan;
janshun@saturn.yzu.edu.tw (S.-H.C.); laichenru@yahoo.com.tw (C.-J.L.); nicdoit770212@gmail.com (C.-C.Y.);
s1048703@g.yzu.edu.tw (J.-W.Y.)
* Correspondence: guobin@saturn.yzu.edu.tw; Tel.: +886-348638800-2469

Received: 1 October 2019; Accepted: 1 November 2019; Published: 5 November 2019
����������
�������

Abstract: In order to increase the hydrogen production rate as well as ozone production at the
anode side, increased voltage application and more catalyst utilization are necessary. The membrane
electrode assembly (MEA) produces hydrogen/ozone via proton exchange membrane water electrolysis
(PEMWE)s which gives priority to a coating method (abbreviation: ML). However, coating takes more
effort and is labor-consuming. This study will present an innovative preparation method, known as
flat layer (FL), and compare it with ML. FL can significantly reduce efforts and largely improve MEA
production. Additionally, MEA with the FL method is potentially durable compared to ML.

Keywords: proton exchange membrane water electrolysis (PEMWE), catalyst-coated membrane;
hydrogen generation; membrane electrode assembly (MEA), ozone production; flat layer (FL)

1. Introduction

The greenhouse effect of this century is increasing and hence, a reduction of carbon dioxide
emission through various methods is the global consensus. Developing clean and renewable energy
has been the main target until now. However, the major issue of renewable energy is the unstable
output of power that is affected by seasonal and environmental factors, which results in electric grid
management difficulties. The advantages of proton exchange membrane water electrolysis (PEMWE)
as energy storage are its high current density, high purity gas production, and compact system.
The membrane electrode assembly (MEA), including anode/electrolyte/cathode, is a key component
of PEMWE. If the anode is composed of noble metal oxide-IrO2, PEMWE produces hydrogen and
oxygen at the cathode and anode side during the off-peak period for energy storage. The supply of
stored hydrogen and oxygen gas for the fuel cell is used to generate power during the peak-hour period.
If the anode of the MEA is composed of low-cost PbO2 accompanied with a higher operating voltage,
ozone gas will be generated in addition to oxygen. The PEMWE technique which uses MEA produces
three kinds of gases (H2, O2, O3) and will expand the application area [1–6].

In PEMWE, an anode with a proper catalyst enables a hydrogen production rate at a voltage of 2 V
or less (Equation (1)). When seeking a higher production of hydrogen, the applied voltage is increased
accompanied by a higher generated current as well as hydrogen (proton) according to the Faraday laws.
Moreover, the anode catalyst is replaced by anti-corrosion material (ex. lead oxide) accompanied by
a higher voltage applied, and ozone will be generated at the cathode in addition to oxygen (Equation (2)).
Principles of PEMWE generating oxygen (ozone)/hydrogen and oxygen/hydrogen production are
shown in the reaction equations are as follows:
Anode:

2H2O→ O2 + 4H+ + 4e− (1.23 V) (1)
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3H2O→ O2(O3)+ 6H+ + 6e− (1.51 V) (2)

Cathode:
2H+ + 2e−→ H2 (3)

To prepare MEA for traditional proton exchange membrane fuel cells (PEMFC), spray catalyst ink
on a gas diffusion layer (GDL) to form a gas diffusion electrode (GDE), and then stack the GDE of both
cathode and anode with proton exchange membrane (as electrolyte) for hot pressing to form a complete
three-layer MEA [7]. In addition, common methods to fabricate MEAs include the catalyst-coated
membrane (CCM) process and the decal method. CCM means spraying catalyst inks directly on
different sides of the membrane, and the decal method means coating catalyst inks on substrate to
further transfer to both sides of the membrane. The three fabricated layers are then incorporated
with two GDLs to form the complete MEA [8–14]. The MEA of PEMWE for hydrogen/oxygen
production is mainly prepared [15–20] with the above methods. The CCM method is a small scale
recommended for producing MEAs in the laboratory, and the decal method can be scaled-up as a pilot
plant [21,22]. Common to these three methods described above is both cathode and anode catalysts
are bonded strongly with the membrane and is named as membrane layer and abbreviated as ML.
Use of ML to manufacture oxygen (ozone)/hydrogen and oxygen/hydrogen MEA is time-consuming
and labor-intensive and can be a challenge to mass production. In this study, a new method called
flat layer (FL) is proposed. The dried anode ink is flat-layer (FL) deposited and confined onto the
membrane, whereas the cathode is hot pressed on the membrane the same as with ML. A characteristic
of the FL method is to form a loose interface between the anode and membrane to avoid change during
wet-operation or dry-closedown of PEMWE. FL, will not only be effective in significantly enhancing
MEA production but it will also potentially improve the durability of PEMWE.

2. Materials and Methods

The electrolyte used for MEA production is DuPont’s Nafion 117, a perfluorinated sulfonic
acid membrane with a 40 × 40 mm2 area. The cathode gas diffusion electrode is from Yangtze
Corporation (40% Pt/C catalyst, Pt loading 0.5 mg/cm2). The electrolyzer housing is purchased from
China Guangyuan Instrument (GQ-DJ800). The electrolyzer housing is to conduct both mass transfer
as well as electric transfer of the MEA. The mass transfer includes injection of water to the anode while
generating hydrogen and oxygen (or ozone) from the anode and cathode, respectively. The electric
transfer includes an applied voltage to or generated current from the MEA. The assembly torque is
30 kgf/cm2. The only difference lies in the anode preparation method for comparison. The ambient
temperature is maintained at 20 ◦C via water cooling throughout the water electrolysis process.

2.1. Anode Preparation

For ML, coat the anode catalyst ink to the transfer substrate layer by layer and then dry it gradually.
Once the dry anode catalyst ink on the transfer substrate reaches the set amount (35 mg/cm2),
it is then transferred to the membrane with hot pressing (left of Figure 1). The reaction area is
30 × 30 mm2. After completion of the coating, the two-layer structure (anode/electrolyte) is stacked
with the commercial cathode in a sandwich method for 2 min hot pressing at 135 ◦C resulting in
a three-layer MEA. For the FL method, the commercial cathode and membrane are hot-pressed first
to generate a two-layer structure. The prepared anode catalyst ink is dried at 90 ◦C for 50 min, then
it is filled in a confined area onto the membrane side of the two-layer membrane/cathode structure
(right of Figure 1). The amount of fill is equivalent to that of coating used in the previous ML. The time
required for the two methods is very different. ML takes about 30 min to prepare an MEA, while FL
only requires about 5 min to complete, so FL is superior in terms of production rate.
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Figure 1. Anode side of (a) membrane-layer (ML) (left) and (b) flat-layer (FL) (right)

2.2. Electrolysis Test

Figure 2 shows the PEMWE test system. A constant-voltage of 4.5 V is applied to the electrolyzer
(MEA + 2 End Plates), and the MEA performance is evaluated according to the generated current.
It is operated by a power supplier (DR2002, MOTECH Corp., TAIWAN) which is shown in Figure 3.
The higher the current, the more hydrogen and oxygen (ozone) is generated. In addition, according
to the study noted by Onda et al., to produce hydrogen and oxygen (ozone) via PEMWE, MEA will
reach a steady-state after 8 hours of activation, but the current will drop when power is interrupted
and restored [23]. In this study, the MEA is powered by 4.5 V with a continuous 12-hour operation
as activation. After the activation, the power is cut for 1 min, 10 min, and 1 h. After 1 min, 10 min,
and 1 h, the MEA is restored at 4.5 V for 1 h to observe the current recovery (retaining the moisture of
anode and cathode throughout the experiment).

Figure 2. Proton exchange membrane water electrolysis (PEMWE) test system.
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Figure 3. DR2002 power supplier.

2.3. Electrochemical Impedance Analysis

Use of electrochemical impedance spectroscopy to compare the MEA impedance of the two
methods. The electrical resistance and charge transfer resistance of the MEAs fabricated with different
methods are compared at high and low-frequency regions, respectively.

2.4. Accelerated Aging

2.4.1. High-Temperature Effect

Millet et al. reported the performance decline of electrolyzer caused by degradation while a high
temperature will cause a perforated membrane and thus, a dangerous mix of hydrogen and oxygen [24].
Therefore, in this study after the 12 h MEA activation at 4.5 V, the MEA (as well as the end-plates) will
be dried for 1 h at 150 ◦C (160 ◦C) and then powered for 10 min repeatedly so that the MEA (including
membrane and the catalyst layer) are in harsh environments. The impacts of high temperature on the
performance of the MEAs fabricated from the two methods are observed.

2.4.2. High-Voltage Effect

Theoretically, the voltages are 1.23 and 1.56 V for hydrogen/oxygen production and for
hydrogen/oxygen(ozone) production, respectively [16]. In reality, the voltages needed are 2.0 V
and 3.0 V for hydrogen/oxygen production and for hydrogen/oxygen(ozone) production, respectively.
Although the higher the voltage and the higher the current, the more hydrogen and oxygen (ozone)
is produced. The higher voltage and higher hydrogen/oxygen generated lead to harsh conditions
encountered by the anode catalyst and both electrode structures. In this study, a higher voltage of
4.5~6.0 V is applied in order to learn the response of the MEAs fabricated from the two methods
(ML and FL) through performance and durability tests.

3. Results and Discussion

A high voltage of 4.5 V is applied to the assembled electrolyzer and the ambient temperature is
maintained at 20 ◦C during activation stages. High voltage is utilized in order to generate higher current
as well as more generated oxygen/ozone gas. More generated oxygen/ozone gas will create harsh
conditions to the anode structure as they penetrate through it. During the activation stages (0–12 h),
the current of ML is slightly higher than that of FL, as shown in Figure 4. The currents of the two MEAs,
ML and FL, at the end of the activation stages are 9.79 and 8.79 A, respectively. The performance of FL
is 10.3% lower compared to that of ML. Both ML and FL exhibit a slow increase and stable state which
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proves the feasibility of FL. After power interruption and restoration, the currents of ML and FL decline
by 30.5% and 22.4%, respectively. Similar trends had been reported by Onda et al. [23]. FL shows
better resistance to lower performance compared to that of ML due to the dynamic state of the anode
catalyst layer. A characteristic of the FL method is to form a loose interface between the anode and
membrane to avoid change during wet-operation or dry-closedown of PEMWE. Therefore, FL can not
only significantly enhance MEA production but also improve the durability of PEMWE after power
interruption and restoration.

Figure 4. Accelerating test – high voltage with power interruption and restoration (4.5 V).

Figure 5 shows the analysis and comparison of the electrochemical impedance of ML and FL and
the input voltage at 4.5 V. In the high-frequency portion, the impedance of ML is 0.18 Ω and that of FL is
0.27 Ω, indicating that the ohmic resistance of ML is less than that of FL. The lower the ohmic resistance,
the higher the electrolytic current, which matches the current results from the activation stages as
shown in Figure 4. In the low-frequency portion, the curve radius of ML (1.20 Ω) is less than that of FL
(1.39 Ω), indicating that its catalytic reaction rate is better than that of FL [16]. Higher resistance of FL
is due to its loose structure compared with ML, this will lead to lower conductivity resulting in a lower
catalytic reaction rate.

Figure 5. Electrochemical impedance analysis.

Under an accelerating test with high voltage (4.5 V) and high-temperature drying, both the
currents of the MEAs of the two different methods after high-temperature and power restoration
are much lower than the activation current as shown in Figure 6. Figure 6 shows the currents of
the two methods decline by 81% (ML) and 90% (FL) when the power is restored after the first high
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temperature (drying), which indicates that neither of the two methods is able to work properly after
high-temperature drying. After eight cycles, the current of ML declines by 90%, and that of FL declines
by 97%, showing that in this operating environment, ML is slightly better than FL. The structure is
fixed in the hot pressing process of ML at 135 ◦C, and only some flakes will peel off even after the
high-temperature drying (left of Figure 7). The structure of FL after drying shows more cracks, as
shown in the right of Figure 7. Furthermore, after disassembling the electrolyzer, we found that the
structure of ML is fairly complete, while some areas of FL are white molten (right of Figure 7), which is
due to the partial melting of polytetrafluoroethylene [18].

Figure 6. Accelerating electrolysis test—high voltage (4.5 V) and high-temperature drying (160 ◦C).

Figure 7. Anode structure after experiments (a) for ML and (b) for FL.

The applied voltage is further increased from 4.5, 5.5, to 6 V, and the generated current of ML
and FL after 12 h activation are shown in Figure 8. When the voltage is 4.5 V, the average current of
FL is approximately 10.2% lower than that of FL. As it increases to 5.5 V and 6.0V, the difference is
2.8% and 1.3%, respectively. The results indicate that in the case of high voltage, the performance
of FL is lower than that of ML. With the voltage further increased and thus, the deterioration of the
environment, FL narrows the gap with ML. The performance of electrolysis increases with voltage,
indicating the increased anode ozone and oxygen production and increased overall gas output will
cause more structural damage to ML compared to that of FL. The results show that in the case of
ultra-high voltage and large anode gas production, the process of FL will be better than that of ML.
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Figure 8. Current differences under different applied voltages.

According to the experimental results from Figures 4–8, structural simulation of both ML and
FL after the accelerating test (high-temperature drying + high-voltage applied) is shown in Figure 9.
Before the accelerating test, the anode structure (PbO2) of ML (bottom left) is arranged closely to the
Nafion membrane (electrolyte) compared to loosely contacted in that of FL (bottom right). During the
accelerating test (high voltage applied + high-temperature drying), the interface between anode and
Nafion is weakened during high-temperature drying and wet operation, whereas some PbO2 particles
are carried away from their position due to high O2/O3 flow rate (center left). If the temperature and
voltage are further increased, the anode structure will be more greatly deteriorated (top left). Due to the
loose contact between anode and Nafion membrane (electrolyte) accompanied by a weak connection
between anode particles (PbO2), the effect of high-temperature drying and high-voltage applied on the
change of the anode structure is minor (center right, top right) compared to that ML.

Figure 9. Structural simulation after accelerating test for ML (left) and for FL (right).

4. Conclusions

MEA preparation in the PEMWE technology is time consuming and labour-intensive, and the
experimental test will damage the anode structure of the traditional ML and thus, its performance.
The innovative FL thereby derived is proven to have a better preparation rate than ML in practical tests
and can effectively save more than 80% labor time. The anode catalyst layer of FL retains a loose and
unstable/flowable structure, thus its conductivity is lower compared to the solid and stable structure as
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in the traditional ML. Therefore, for operation of electrolyzer under normal voltage or temperature,
performance/durability of ML is better than that of FL. For operation of electrolyzer under a higher
voltage or temperature for more production of hydrogen and oxygen (ozone), the solid and stable
structure of ML would be a resistance for more generated hydrogen and oxygen (ozone) to penetrate.
However, the higher the voltage and the harsher the operation conditions, the current of FL gradually
approaches that of ML.

In summary, FL is slightly inferior to ML in terms of electrolytic effect in the general environment,
but in the face of harsher operation conditions, the performance of FL gradually approaches or is
more superior than that of ML, which also provides a better alternative for medical purposes and
sterilization that require high oxygen and ozone concentrations.
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