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Abstract

:

Considerable research has been carried out to study the laser welding of magnesium alloys. However, the studies are mainly devoted to butt welding, and there has been limited information in the published literature concerning the bead-on-plate laser welding of AZ91D, even though bead-on-plate welding is required for the repair of cast AZ91D parts with surface defects. In the present investigation, surface cracking of the weld metal was observed when an AZ91D magnesium alloy was bead-on-plate welded using the laser welding method. This paper presents the experimental results and analyses to show that the cracking is “solidification cracking” initiated from the weld surface under high thermal stresses. This is in contrast to the “liquation cracking” observed in heat affected zones in tungsten inert gas welding of the same magnesium alloy. Laser power was found to be one of the main factors affecting the distance of the crack propagation. The higher laser power resulted in longer crack propagation distance into the weld metal. It is demonstrated that hot cracking could be avoided by lowering the laser power and welding speed.
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1. Introduction


Magnesium alloys are alloys with high specific strength and excellent recyclability. They have been increasingly used in the automobile industry and portable electronic products because of the demand for weight reduction and energy saving, as well as increasingly stringent environment regulations [1]. AZ91D is one of the most widely used magnesium alloys for casting as it possesses a good combination of mechanical properties and castability [2]. Extensive research has been conducted to optimize die casting parameters [3,4] and improve mechanical properties [5,6] and corrosion resistance [7,8,9,10,11,12] of AZ91D magnesium alloys.



Increasing interest has been seen, especially over the past two decades, in solving problems related to joining of various types of magnesium alloys [13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20]. Porosity [13,14] and hot cracking [15,21] were identified as major problems in welding of magnesium alloys. In our previous study, hot cracking was observed in the heat affected zones (HAZ) when the bead-on-plate tungsten inert gas (TIG) welding of an AZ91D magnesium alloy was carried out [21]. High energy density welding methods such as laser beam welding [13,14,19] and electron beam welding [14,20,22] have been explored, and it was found that the problem of cracking is less prominent as the low net heat input produces relatively low distortion and thus less stress.



However, these studies are mainly devoted to butt welding, and there is limited information in the published literature concerning bead-on-plate laser welding of AZ91D. This is understandable because AZ91D is a magnesium alloy for casting and welding of the alloy is usually not required. However, bead-on-plate welding is required for the repair of cast AZ91D parts with surface defects.



In this study, surface cracking was observed in the welding zone when an AZ91D magnesium alloy was bead-on-plate welded by laser. The experimental results and analyses for the cause of this cracking are presented.




2. Experimental Procedures


An as-cast AZ91D magnesium alloy ingot was used in this study. Table 1 shows the chemical composition of this material. The ingot was cut into thin plates of 30 mm × 20 mm × 3 mm using an electrical discharge wire cutting machine (EDM CNC TROOP economical model, TP-25, Troop Tech, Taipei, Taiwan) and 0.2 mm diameter wire with the cutting precision of 10 μm. A 400 W continuous Nd:YAG laser with 1.064 µm wavelength (Lumonics JK704, GSI Lumonics, Warwickshire, England) was used to bead-weld the magnesium plates. Argon gas with a gas pressure of 3.5 bar was used as the shielding gas during the welding process. Before welding, oil and dirt were removed from the surfaces of the plates using SiC papers. This was done to prevent pores from forming in the welds.



The welding was conducted using laser powers of 50 and 250 W with a spot size diameter of 1 mm at a welding speed ranging from 1 to 100 mm/s to obtain 5 different values of heat input (2.5, 5, 10, 25, and 50 J/mm). Table 2 summarizes the laser welding parameters used in this study together with the information on whether cracking was observed.



One of the bead-on-plate welds is shown in Figure 1a. Observation of the weld at higher magnification revealed cracks, as shown in Figure 1b. Cross-sections of the welded joints were etched in nital solution (4% nitric acid and 96% ethanol) for 5 s, and then examined under a light optical microscope (Zeiss Axioskop 2 MAT, Carl Zeiss AG, Oberkochen, Germany) and scanning electron microscope (JOEL 5600LV SEM, JOEL, Tokyo, Japan). The SEM micrographs were obtained using the accelerating voltage of 20 kV and the secondary electron detector. Energy dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDS) was used to measure the distribution of alloy elements in the samples.




3. Results and Discussion


3.1. Microstructures


Figure 2 shows the binary Mg-Al phase diagram drawn according to the literature [23,24]. As shown in the diagram, the equilibrium microstructure of AZ91D alloy is made up of α-Mg and β-Al12Mg17 intermetallics. However, the AZ91D ingot used in this study has a different microstructure due to the non-equilibrium phase transformation. As the ingot solidifies in the metal mold, the rapid cooling rate shifts the liquidus, solidus, and eutectic points in the equilibrium diagram to lower temperatures. Consequently, a segregation of the chemical composition in the form of divorced eutectic phase appeared in the matrix. Upon examination, the microstructure of the AZ91D ingot contains large primary α-Mg dendrites and eutectic phase developed between the dendritic arms, as shown in Figure 3. The eutectic phase contains secondary α (α’) and β-Al12Mg17.



The cross-section of the bead-on-plate weld is presented in Figure 4. The weld zone, HAZ, and base metal are indicated in the figure. Figure 5 shows the microstructure of the weld zone at a higher magnification.



Compared with the coarse grains (about 100 μm in diameter) in the parent material (as shown in Figure 3), much finer microstructures (less than 5 μm) formed in the weld metal (Figure 5). These fine grains formed due to the rapid cooling during the laser welding process.



Figure 6 shows the measured chemical composition of the weld metal analyzed by EDS. The chemical composition of the weld metal was found to differ from that of the base metal. EDS analyses show that the average aluminum content at the top weld region is the highest (11.63 wt.%), followed by 11.37 wt.% in the middle weld and 9.38 wt.% in the base metal. The increasing aluminum content in the fusion zone is believed to be due to the loss of magnesium during the welding operation as magnesium has a high vapor pressure at high temperatures and thus evaporates easily at high temperatures during the laser welding process. A similar phenomenon was observed by Guan et al. [7] when studying the laser surface melting of AZ91D alloy.




3.2. Hot Cracking in Bead-on-Plate Weld


Centric cracking from surface was identified in the weld-bead of the AZ91D plate at a laser power of 250 W. This cracking is categorized as hot cracking as it developed at high temperatures. It occurred quite consistently in all specimens welded with 250 W laser power. Figure 7 shows the appearance of the crack in the weld bead. Based on the observation of the crack profile, cracking initiated from the top surface and propagated into the weld metal (see Figure 7b).



Classical theories on hot cracking’s mechanisms were developed by Borland [25] and Prokhorov [26]. Hot cracking can generally be categorized into two types: solidification cracking in the weld and liquation cracking in the HAZ. The former, according to Provkhorov’s theory [26], occurs in the BTR (brittle temperature range) during the weld metal solidification. In the brittle temperature range, the strength of the weld is greatly decreased by the liquid film existing between the grains. When the thermal strain or strain rate during the welding process exceeds the material’s endurance, “solidification cracking” will occur in the weld.



For liquation cracking, it relates to the liquation of low melting point precipitates or the second phase in the matrix. This type of cracking may take place in the HAZ when subjected to tensile stresses if the low melting point microstructures in the zone partially melt at high temperatures during welding. In our previous study of TIG welding of magnesium alloy AZ91D, hot cracking was found to be liquation cracking from the HAZ [21]. In contrast, the hot cracking observed in this study is likely to be of solidification cracking type as it was observed to initiate from the top surface of the weld and propagate into the weld metal. The two different scenarios of hot cracking in the same material (AZ91D) are compared schematically in Figure 8.



As the metallurgical factor and the mechanical factor are usually the two main factors that cause crack formation, metallographic evaluation and stress analysis were carried out in this study to further understand the hot cracking phenomenon.



For metallographic observation, after grinding, polishing, and etching, the samples that were segmented out from the cracked weld were observed under SEM. Attention was directed to the center of the weld bead as the hot cracking was observed to initiate from there. As shown in Figure 9, the hot crack was observed to propagate along the eutectic phase. Along the hot crack path, a high volume of eutectic phase can be seen. However, the hot crack path was found to be arrested inside the weld and did not propagate into the HAZ. The HAZ was found to be free of crack, as shown in Figure 10.



As discussed above and shown in Figure 6, laser welding resulted in enrichment of Al content in the weld metal (especially in the top layer of the weld metal). This led to an increase in the amounts of brittle β-Al12Mg17 intermetallics, contributing to the hot cracking in the weld metal.



Cracking was also observed in the weld-bead with the lower laser welding power of 50 W for the welding speeds of 5, 10, and 20 mm/s. The major difference lies in that the propagation depth is shorter than the crack path with the higher laser welding power of 250 W, as shown in Figure 11. Although the reduced laser power decreases the cracking, the weld penetration became shallower as well. From the comparison, it can be summarized that solidification cracking occurs with both laser welding powers of 250 and 50 W, and the laser power is one of the main factors affecting the distance of the crack propagation.



In terms of the mechanical factor, magnesium alloys have a low specific heat capacity (1025 Jkg−1K−1 at 20 °C) and high thermal conductivity (156 Wm−1K−1 at 27 °C) [27]. When laser irradiates the sample, the sample’s surface rapidly heats up and cools down, resulting in high thermal stresses. As the melting and solidification occur within a very short interaction time and remain confined only to the top surface, the lower layer acts as a heat sink without any noticeable change in microstructure [19]. Therefore, the thermal stress is higher at the surface of the weld-bead, and the weld tends to solidify within a short interval. It can be concluded that the cracking is solidification cracking, which initiates from the top surface of the weld due to higher thermal stress at the surface.



It is important to note that thermal stresses are higher for the bead-on-plate repair of cast AZ91D parts than for butt welding. In butt welding, the two plates may move freely during thermal contraction of the weld metal; however, during bead-on-plate welding repair, when the molten metal solidifies and then contracts, the subjacent base metal poses a rigid constraint and thus leads to high tensile thermal stresses in the weld metal.



Effort was made to obtain crack-free weld beads. In the case of lower laser power of 50 W, cracking occurred when the welding speed was 5, 10, and 20 mm/s, but it disappeared when the welding speed was reduced to 1 and 2 mm/s (Table 2). Reducing the speed leads to higher heat input, which slows down the cooling process and therefore helps to reduce the thermal stresses. The heat input for obtaining the crack-free weld bead for 50 W laser power was calculated to be 25 and 50 J/mm (Table 2). However, cracking still occurred at the same heat input of 25 and 50 J/mm for the higher laser power of 250 W. This is perhaps due to the higher heating rate for the higher laser power. An even higher heat input might be required to obtain a crack-free weld bead. However, when the heat input is very high, there is the risk of avoiding solidification cracking in the weld bead at the expense of causing liquation cracking in the HAZ [21], as illustrated in Figure 8. Therefore, a feasible way to avoid cracking in the weld bead is to use low laser power and low welding speed.



Recently, Zhang et al. [28] comprehensively reviewed the effect of laser pulse shaping on the microstructure and hot cracking behavior in the welding of a large variety of alloys. Their review focuses on the usual butt welding instead of bead-on-plate welding repair. However, the method of managing heat input through the use of pulsed laser may be explored for the purpose of avoiding hot cracking in bead-on-plate welding of magnesium alloy AZ91D.





4. Conclusions


Hot cracking was observed to propagate from the surface of the weld bead into the weld metal during bead-on-plate laser welding of an AZ91D magnesium alloy. The cracking was found to be “solidification cracking” initiated from the surface under the high thermal stresses. The laser power was found to be one of the main factors affecting the distance of the crack propagation. The higher laser power resulted in longer crack propagation distance into the weld metal. Welding speed was also found to affect the occurrence of cracking. A higher welding speed will result in higher thermal stresses to the weld. Hot cracking can be avoided by using a lower laser power and lower welding speed.
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Figure 1. SEM micrographs of the bead-on-plate weld (250 W and 25 mm/s): (a) top view; (b) close-up showing cracks on the weld surface. 
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Figure 2. Binary Mg-Al phase diagram. 
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Figure 3. SEM micrograph showing microstructures of AZ91D ingot containing α-Mg, β-Al12Mg17 and eutectic phase. 
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Figure 4. SEM micrograph of AZ91D showing weld metal, HAZ, and base metal (250 W, 5 mm/s). 
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Figure 5. SEM micrograph showing microstructure of the weld zone (250 W, 5 mm/s). 
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Figure 6. EDS analyses showing the different element percentages at the top weld, middle weld, and base metal (250 W, 5 mm/s). 
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Figure 7. Centric crack in the weld bead (250 W, 5 mm/s): (a) SEM micrograph showing the top view; (b) optical micrograph showing the cross-sectional view. 
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Figure 8. Illustration of two different scenarios of hot cracking in bead-on-plate welding of magnesium alloy AZ91D: (a) solidification cracking initiated at the weld surface during laser welding; (b) liquation cracking initiated in HAZ during TIG welding [21]. 
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Figure 9. Hot crack propagates along the eutectic phase in the weld (250 W, 5 mm/s): (a) SEM micrograph showing overall weld zone; (b) top region of the weld zone; (c) bottom region of the weld zone. 
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Figure 10. SEM image showing crack-free HAZ (250 W, 5 mm/s). 
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Figure 11. Hot crack in the bead-on-plate welded AZ91D with laser welding power of 50 W at welding speed of 10 mm/s. 
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Table 1. Chemical composition of the AZ91D ingot (in wt.%).
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	Al
	Mn
	Ni
	Cu
	Zn
	Mg





	9.0
	0.17
	0.001
	0.001
	0.64
	Bal.
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Table 2. Laser welding parameters investigated in this study.
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	No.
	Power (W)
	Welding Speed (mm/s)
	Heat Input (J/mm)
	Cracking?





	1
	250
	5
	50
	Yes



	2
	250
	10
	25
	Yes



	3
	250
	25
	10
	Yes



	4
	250
	50
	5
	Yes



	5
	250
	100
	2.5
	Yes



	6
	50
	1
	50
	No



	7
	50
	2
	25
	No



	8
	50
	5
	10
	Yes



	9
	50
	10
	5
	Yes



	10
	50
	20
	2.5
	Yes
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