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Abstract: Surface nano-crystallization (SNC) of a conform-extruded Cu-0.4 wt.% Mg alloy was
successfully conducted by high-speed rotating wire-brushing to obtain the deformed zone with
dislocation cells and nanocrystallines. SNC promotes the anodic dissolution and corrosion rate of
the Cu-Mg alloy in the initial stage of immersion corrosion in 0.1 M NaCl solution. The weakened
corrosion resistance is mainly attributed to the higher corrosion activity of SNC-treated alloy. With
extending the immersion time, the SNC-treated alloy slows the corrosion rate dramatically and
exhibits uniform dissolution of the surface. The formation of the dense corrosion products leads to
the improvement of overall corrosion performance. It indicates that the SNC-treated Cu-Mg alloy
can function reliably for a longer duration in a corrosive environment.
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1. Introduction

With the rapid growth of the high-speed railway over the last few decades, more attention has
been focused on the development of copper alloys for their high strength, good electrical conductivity,
satisfactory resistance to wear, and corrosion for contact wires [1]. Until now, plenty of research has
been conducted to enhance the required properties of copper alloys by adding small amounts of
alloying elements to them, such as Cr, Zr, Ag, Ni, and Mg [2–6]. Contact wire Cu-Mg alloys with
lower production costs demonstrate ideal comprehensive properties and are considered the current
preferred material for making contact wires for high-speed trains, of which the operating speed is
more than 300 km/h [7,8]. According to the phase diagram of Cu-Mg, a single solid-solution copper
alloy containing a small amount of Mg can be obtained at room temperature. Solution strengthening
of the Mg element should not cause severe lattice distortion of the copper matrix for their similar
atom radius, and should therefore keep the excellent conductivity performance of copper. In China,
Cu-Mg contact wires are now widely used in trains running at the speed of ≥300 km [7]. Compared
with other copper alloys, single solid-solution Cu-Mg alloys have good comprehensive performance,
a simple manufacturing process, and vast application prospects. In their long-term operation, they can
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hardly be immune from water, humidity, and salts, which affect the lifespan of contact wires. By all
appearances, the corrosion control of Cu-Mg alloys is a valuable research issue.

According to the Hall Petch equation, fine grains can improve the strength of materials, and as
it is generally believed, grain refinement can simultaneously benefit strength and toughness. Grain
refinement of single solid-solution Cu-Mg alloy have been applied to achieve a good combination of
strength and conductivity. At present, the China Railway Construction Electrification Bureau Group
(Kang Yuan New Materials Co., Ltd.) has developed fine-grained Cu-0.4 wt.% Mg contact wire by
using the conform-process, as well as cold drawing. The severe plastic deformation (SPD) procedure is
currently one of the most effective ways to produce ultrafine-grained (UFG) alloys, which is gaining
an increasing amount of attention [9–11].

Surface nano-crystallization (SNC) can be used to induce severe plastic deformation in the surface
layer and obtain a nano-cystallized/ultrafine-grained (NC/UFG) gradient layer with high strength
and hardness [12,13]. The enhanced mechanical properties, especially the enhanced surface hardness,
will improve the wear resistance of the contact wire and decrease its wear loss induced by the sliding
friction with the pantograph. However, due to the complex electrochemical corrosion process and
various influencing factors, it still cannot get a unified conclusion to the effect of SNC on the corrosion
behavior of treated metals. Some studies reported that the SNC process decreased the corrosion
resistance of the metals. Li [14] declared the decreased corrosion resistance of SNC low-carbon steel
due to the increased number of active corrosion sites. Others reported the positive effect of SNC on
the anti-corrosion performance of the treated metals, such as improved corrosion resistance of the
SNC 316L SS steel [15] and AISI 409 SS steel [13] by surface mechanical attrition treatment (SMAT).
Our former investigation also found improved passivation ability and corrosion resistance of the
SNC-treated low-carbon steel rebar in the Cl−-containing concrete pore solution [16].

As important as it is to develop high-strength, good-conductivity copper contact wires, the present
work investigates the corrosion behavior and corrosion resistance of the on-line conformed Cu-0.4wt.%
Mg alloy subjected to experimental SNC processes by high-speed wire-brushing [16]. The influential
mechanism of the SNC process on the corrosion behavior of this alloy was systematically studied.
The SNC-induced special surface microstructure and surface roughness have a close relationship to
the evolution in unique corrosion behavior of this alloy.

2. Experiment

The material used was Cu-0.4 wt.% Mg (oxygen ≤ 10 ppm) alloy, which were melted with
electrolytic copper and pure magnesium through upward-casting, and then extruded by the conform
process of the China Railway Construction Electrification Bureau Group (Kang Yuan New Materials
Co., Ltd., Jiangsu, China). Mg atoms of the binary alloy mainly existed at the FCC-structured copper
crystal. An illustration of the conform process is presented in Figure 1, which clearly shows it is
able to refine the grain size of the alloy, and thus simultaneously improve its strength, plasticity,
and conductivity [17]. The conformed round bars were continuously treated by SNC-processing via
a high-speed rotating wire brush, which inflicts severe plastic deformation to the sample surface by
forceful and repeated scratching (as shown in Figure 2). The detailed SNC processing parameter,
such as rotation speed of the wire brush and the feeding speed of the sample, can be found in our
former work [16]. Each sample was SNC-processed for four passes to obtain a uniformly modified
surface layer and extreme grain refinement on the brushed surface. An optical microscope (Olympus
BX51M, Tokyo, Japan) was used to observe the microstructure at the surface of the brushed samples.
The composition of the etchant was glacial acetic acid 5 mL, phosphoric acid 11 mL, and nitric acid 4 mL.
The etching time was 5 s. Transmission electron microscopy (TEM, JEM-2000EX, Tokyo, Japan) was
applied to observe the microstructure and grain size of the Cu-Mg alloy after SNC processing. X-ray
diffraction (XRD) analysis of the samples was performed using a Bruker D8 Advance diffractometer
(Bruker AXS, Karlsruhe, Germany) with Cu K 1 radiation. The θ–2θ diffraction patterns were scanned
from 15◦ to 85◦ with a scanning rate of 2◦ min−1. The laser scanning confocal microscope (Olympus



Metals 2018, 8, 765 3 of 11

LEXT OLS4000 3D, Tokyo, Japan) was used to quantitatively analysis the surface roughness after SNC
treatment of the alloy.
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All SNC samples subjected to corrosion tests were covered by epoxy resins, leaving a columnar
exposed area of 9 cm2. 0.1 M NaCl aqueous solution was used for corrosion tests. Immersion tests
were carried out at room temperature for 30 days in an open system. The corrosion morphologies of
the samples were observed via a digital microscope (Hirox, KH-7700, Hackensack, NJ, USA) and the
scanning electronic microscope (SEM, S-3400N, Hitachi, Tokyo, Japan). The chemical composition of
the corrosion product was characterized by the energy-dispersive X-ray spectrometer (EDS, OXFORD
instrument, Oxford, Oxfordshire, UK). After the set intervals of immersion, the mass loss of the
samples was examined by an electronic balance (accuracy: 0.1 mg) to calculate the corrosion rate
(unit: mg·cm−2·h−1) of the SNC-treated alloy. 5 parallel samples were used in this test to get the
average corrosion rate of the alloys with and without SNC treatment.

Electrochemical corrosion behavior of SNC samples were evaluated by a CHI660D advanced
potentiostat (Huacheng, Shanghai, China) equipped with a saturated calomel electrode (SCE) and a Pt
counter electrode. For better repeatability, more than three parallel samples were conducted in each
electrochemical test. The samples were freely immersed in the solution for 1000 s to obtain the stable
open circuit potential (OCP) values. The frequency of electrochemical impendence spectroscopy (EIS)
tests ranged from 10 KHz to 0.01 Hz, and the amplitude of the sinusoidal potential signal was 5 mV
with respect to the OCP value of the samples. The potentiodynamic polarization (PDP) tests were
performed at a scan rate of 1 mV/s, which started at a potential value 250 mV below the obtained
OCP value.

3. Results

3.1. Microstructure Characterization of Cu-0.4%Mg Alloy

Figure 3 presents optical microstructures of the conformed Cu-0.4 wt.%Mg before and after SNC
processing. As shown in Figure 3a, the α-Cu grains of the conformed alloy equiaxed and reached
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an average size of 8 µm. The alloying Mg element in small quantities was solid solutions, thus no
second-phase particles exist in the copper matrix. During the continuous conform procedure, the
temperature in the die chamber reached as 800 ◦C and was significantly higher than the recrystallization
temperature (about 350 ◦C) of the Cu-Mg alloy. Therefore, the grain size of the alloy subjected to the
conform procedure could not reach nanometers for dynamic recrystallization. As shown in Figure 3b,c,
the surface grains after SNC treatment are obviously fine, and there is a gradient microstructure in the
longitudinal section of the alloy. The surface area underwent severe plastic deformation during SNC
treatment, resulting in the formation of a fibrous, deformed microstructure. More information on the
SNC gradient microstructure, especially the nano-grains, can be obtained from TEM observation.
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Figure 3. Optical microstructures of the Cu-Mg alloy at (a) the as-conformed state; (b) and (c) are the
conform + surface nano-crystallization (SNC) alloy at low and high magnification, respectively.

Figure 4 presents the TEM micrograph of severely deformed α-Cu grains after SNC treatment. It is
clear that the α-Cu grains have been further refined into equiaxed nano-grains with an average size of
400 nm. The white areas at the arrowheads in Figure 4a are the low-density zones (LDDZ) of dislocations,
which is a typical microstructural characteristic in nanostructured copper samples [18,19]. As is well-known,
dislocation tangling is frequently observed in the grain interior of heavily strained alloys. During the
SNC procedure, dislocation proliferation which occurred on the alloys’ surface generated high-density
dislocations, a mass of dislocation cells, and evident dynamic-recrystallization phenomena. Thus, the
formation of the LDDZ areas should be attributed to the dynamic equilibrium between the production
and annihilation of the dislocations, as well as the dislocation absorption at the grain boundaries with the
grain refinement [20,21]. Plenty of approximately equiaxed dislocation cells increasingly formed subgrains
during SNC, and eventually, the subgrain boundaries became low-angle grain boundaries (GBs) and
even high-angle GBs. In essence, the severely deformed surface reached the nano-scale level after SNC
modification. The arrowhead in Figure 4b indicates the deformation twin in particular grains, which is
created by the shear stress and severe strain during the SNC process. The stress causes the appearance of
partial dislocations at the grain boundary, which react to form the parallel twins.
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3.2. Electrochemical Results of Cu-0.4%Mg Alloy

Figure 5a presents the continuous OCP monitoring of the alloy with and without SNC treatment,
immersed in 0.1 M NaCl solution for 1000 s. It is clear that the OCP values of both untreated
and SNC samples decrease rapidly in the initial 200 s, and then decrease slowly during the rest of
the immersion time. The surface of the samples were wet soon after immersing the solution, and
an electric double layer was formed at the solid–liquid interface. The lower OCP value of the SNC
sample presents the higher corrosion tendency in NaCl solution, compared to the conformed sample
without SNC treatment.
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Figure 5b presents the PDP curves of the untreated and SNC-treated samples immersed in 0.1 M
NaCl solution. Before the PDP test, the samples were immersed in the solution for 1 h. Table 1 lists
the values of corrosion potential (Ecorr) and corrosion current density (Icorr) determined by the Tafel
extrapolation procedure from Figure 5b. The similar characteristics of the PDP curves indicates the
same corrosion mechanism of the untreated and SNC-treated Cu-Mg samples, which shows up as
anodic activation dissolution in the NaCl solution of low concentration. It is well-known that a nobler
corrosion potential leads to lower corrosion tendency in thermodynamics, and a higher corrosion
current density elucidates a faster corrosion rate in corrosive medium. As seen in Table 1, the SNC
sample has a lower Ecorr value and higher Icorr value, in comparison with the untreated sample. It also
indicates that the SNC sample is more readily attacked by NaCl solution in the initial.
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Table 1. Electrochemical parameters of conform and conform + SNC samples immersed in 0.1 M
NaCl solution.

Samples Ecorr (VSCE) Icorr (µA/cm2)

Conform −0.176 ± 0.01 0.65 ± 0.05
Conform + SNC −0.216 ± 0.01 0.15 ± 0.03

Figure 5c presents the typical Nyquist impedance plots of the untreated and SNC-treated samples
at open-circuit potential after 1000 s immersion in 0.1 M NaCl solution. The similar Nyquist plots
represent that the corrosion mechanism of the alloy has not changed after SNC treatment. The line
going upwards with slope one in the low-frequency region indicates a diffusion-controlled process.
The high-frequency region of the EIS Nyquist plots is shown in the bottom right corner of Figure 5c.
The diameter of the capacitive loop is widely accepted to typify the polarization resistance value of
the double layer. The SNC samples presents a lower conductive loop diameter, which indicates lower
polarization resistance (RP) after SNC treatment. The R(Q(R(QR))) equivalent circuit was used to fit
the EIS plots and to show the used equivalent circuit and fitted Rp values, presented in Figure 5d.
Clearly, the Rp value (about 185 kΩ·cm2) of the SNC sample is smaller than that of the conform sample
(about 235 kΩ·cm2), indicating thqt there was less corrosion resistance in the initial corrosion period.

3.3. Immersion Corrosion Results

A constant immersion test of the samples, followed by a mass-loss measurement and optical
microscopy, provided concrete evidence for electrochemical corrosion behavior. Figure 6 presents the
mass-loss rate of the untreated and SNC-treated samples after long-term immersion in 0.1 M NaCl.
It is clear that the change rule of corrosion rate of the two samples are the same in the solution after
a certain time. The mass-loss rate of the samples gradually decreased with the rise in immersion
time, and finally returned to a relatively stable value. The higher corrosion rate at the initial stage of
immersion is due to anodic activation dissolution without a passivation phenomenon. After immersion
for some time, the corrosion product film piled up at the surface conferred a protective effect to reduce
the corrosion rate. Figure 7 presents the macro-appearance of corroded regions of the untreated and
SNC-treated samples after 2 and 15 days of immersion in 0.1 M NaCl. It indicates that there is no
typical pitting corrosion phenomenon, but the uniform corrosion characteristic is presented in the two
samples with 2 days of immersion. After 15 days of immersion in 0.1 M NaCl, typical corrosion pits
could be located on several sites for the conformed sample, but there was slight corrosion dispersed
over an area for the SNC sample.
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3.4. Influential Mechanism of SNC on the Corrosion Behavior of the Cu-0.4%Mg Alloy

Corrosion behavior and corrosion resistance of the materials were strongly influenced by their
surface condition, especially the surface microstructure characteristics and the surface roughness [22,23].
Meanwhile, the environmental factors also had an important impact on the corrosion process. In our
former investigation on corrosion bahavior of the SNC-treated rebar in a simulated concrete-pore solution,
we found that the SNC rebar showed enhanced passivation ability and improved corrosion resistance
against Cl− aggression [16]. Herein, the corrosion behavior of the SNC-treated Cu-Mg alloy seems to be
more complicated. It suffered rapid anodic dissolution and showed less corrosion resistance in NaCl
solution during the initial corrosion period. However, in long-term corrosion, the SNC-treated alloy
showed a decreased corrosion rate and better corrosion resistance compared to the conform alloy. It is
possible that the anti-corrosion performance of the SNC-treated alloy was greatly influenced by its SNC
microstructure characteristics and surface roughness.

To reveal the effects of grain refinement on the corrosion resistance of the alloy, the XRD analysis
was further used to judge the grain size of the alloy before and after SNC modification and corrosion.
Before the test, the SNC-modified samples were immersed in 0.1 M NaCl solution for 10 days. From
the XRD plots in Figure 8, one can find that all the samples presented with typical copper peaks.
Considering the small amount of Mg content, the typical copper peaks can be regarded as the Cu-Mg
solid solution. A more detailed difference can be found in the full width at half maxima (FWHM)
values of the XRD patterns of the alloys. Many studies have reported that the FWHM values can
be used to judge the grain size of the tested materials semi-quantitatively according to the Scherrer
equation. Larger FWHM values infers broadening in the diffraction peaks, which denotes a decrease
in the surface grain size [24,25]. Herein, the FWHM values of the typical three strongest peaks of the
SNC-treated alloy are larger than that of the conform alloy (shown in the Table 2). This phenomenon
should be induced by the severe refinement of the surface grains during SNC modification, which will
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bring a mass of grain boundaries with high energy. As observed in the TEM images above, dislocation
proliferation on the alloys’ surface generated high-density dislocations, as well as strain-induced twins,
during the SNC process. Since the nature of electrochemical corrosion of copper in NaCl solution leads
to active dissolution of the anode, the mass of high-energetic crystal defects (such as grain boundaries,
dislocations, and twins) may lead to more residual stress and corrosion activity compared to the
conform alloy. These energetic crystal defects provide a more active site for corrosion, leading to more
rapid anodic dissolution in the initial corrosion period.
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Table 2. Crystallographic parameters of the Cu-0.4%Mg alloys via X-ray diffraction (XRD) analysis.

Peak Angle FWHM of
Conform Alloy

FWHM of
Conform + SNC Alloy

FWHM of
Confrom + SNC + Corrosion alloy

First peak 43.4◦ 0.248 0.272 0.269
Second peak 50.5◦ 0.309 0.339 0.338
Third peak 74.2◦ 0.347 0.389

As opposed to the conform alloy, there seems to be no change in FWHM values between the SNC
samples before and after corrosion. From this phenomenon, one can believe that the corrosion damage
of the SNC-treated alloy is quite limited, and the nano-scaled microstructure of this alloy was still
kept after corrosion. Besides the copper peaks, the corroded sample also presented with weak Cu2O
peaks. It is generally believed that part of the cathodic process of the electrochemical corrosion of
copper is oxygen absorption corrosion, and that the weak Cu2O peaks should be detected from the
corroded products.

It is generally believed that high surface roughness is also harmful to the corrosion resistance of
the materials. As shown in Figure 9, the surface roughness of both the conform and conform + SNC
samples were quantitatively evaluated by the laser scanning confocal microscope. The typical surface
roughness (Ra) of the conform + SNC samples were about 15 µm, nearly 6 times larger than that of
the conform sample (Ra= 2.4 µm). The more significant surface roughness of the SNC-treated alloy
brought a more exposed area to the aggressive medium, leading to more rapid anodic dissolution
during the initial corrosion period.
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Figure 9. Surface roughness analyzed by the laser scanning confocal microscope. (a) Conform + SNC
sample; (b) conform sample.

SEM analysis of the corroded surfaces of alloys after immersion corrosion in 0.1 M NaCl for 30 days
was carried out to disclose the anti-corrosion mechanism during long-term corrosion. As shown in
Figure 10, the corroded surfaces of the two samples were covered with corrosion products. It is obvious
that the surface of the untreated sample was fully covered with more uniform and loose corrosion
products, while the surface of the SNC sample was partially covered with more compact corrosion
products. The finer grains with higher-density dislocation after SNC treatment provided more active
sites for corrosion reaction to form a more compact corrosion production layer. Table 3 shows EDX
results obtained from the corroded surface examination of the same samples in Figure 10c,f. For the
two samples, the presence of chloride and oxygen was detected, from which one can deduce that CuCl
and Cu2O should be formed. A higher percentage of the O element was obtained on the surface of the
Conform+SNC sample, which indicates that, in this case, CuCl formation was somehow inhibited.

Metals 2018, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW  9 of 12 

 

   
Figure 9. Surface roughness analyzed by the laser scanning confocal microscope. (a) Conform + SNC 
sample; (b) conform sample. 

SEM analysis of the corroded surfaces of alloys after immersion corrosion in 0.1 M NaCl for 30 
days was carried out to disclose the anti-corrosion mechanism during long-term corrosion. As shown 
in Figure 10, the corroded surfaces of the two samples were covered with corrosion products. It is 
obvious that the surface of the untreated sample was fully covered with more uniform and loose 
corrosion products, while the surface of the SNC sample was partially covered with more compact 
corrosion products. The finer grains with higher-density dislocation after SNC treatment provided 
more active sites for corrosion reaction to form a more compact corrosion production layer. Table 3 
shows EDX results obtained from the corroded surface examination of the same samples in Figure 
10c,f. For the two samples, the presence of chloride and oxygen was detected, from which one can 
deduce that CuCl and Cu2O should be formed. A higher percentage of the O element was obtained 
on the surface of the Conform+SNC sample, which indicates that, in this case, CuCl formation was 
somehow inhibited. 

  

   
Figure 10. Scanning electronic microscopy (SEM) corrosion morphologies of the Conform (a–c) and 
Conform + SNC (d–f) Cu-Mg alloys’ immersion in 0.1 M NaCl solution for 30 days. (a) and (d) are 
low-magnification images, (b) and (e) are medium-magnification images, and (c) and (f) are high-
magnification images. 

  

(a) (b) 

Figure 10. Scanning electronic microscopy (SEM) corrosion morphologies of the Conform (a–c)
and Conform + SNC (d–f) Cu-Mg alloys’ immersion in 0.1 M NaCl solution for 30 days. (a) and
(d) are low-magnification images; (b) and (e) are medium-magnification images; (c) and (f) are
high-magnification images.

In addition, the conform alloy presented with typical corrosion pits, as shown in Figure 10a,b,
which can be related to the corrosion pits observed in the optical corrosion morphologies shown in
Figure 7b. It is clear that the corrosion damage in pits has already extended into the deep substrate.
Meanwhile, there were no corrosion products covering the pit, which indicates the continuous corrosion
damage in the pits during long-term immersion corrosion. Due to the large tensile stress of the contact
wire during the service, those corrosion pits on the conform alloy will provide priority nucleation for
micro-cracks. Corrosion-induced cracks greatly decrease the fracture toughness of the alloy, which is
vital to the safety and lifespan of the contact wire. However, the SNC-treated contact wire has a harder
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surface, as well as overall corrosion without pitting corrosion risk; these favorable factors will ensure
its superior fracture toughness. Fracture toughness can be carefully extracted by the pillar-splitting
method, which enables testing of the fracture toughness for sub-micrometer scale materials or in
specific zones for bulk materials [26]. This investigation will be the focus of our future work.

Table 3. Energy dispersive X-ray spectrometer (EDS) analysis of corrosion products on the surface of
Conform and Conform + SNC specimens immersed in 0.1 M NaCl solutions for 30 days.

Elements
Atomic Percent %

Conform Postion A Conform Postion B Conform + SNC Postion C Conform + SNC Postion D

O 50.14 56.88 54.02 56.40
Cl 24.74 15.42 11.82 14.00
Cu 48.73 27.69 33.98 29.60

4. Conclusions

This work has shown the detrimental effect of surface nanocrystalline modification of Cu-
0.4%Mg alloy on their electrochemical corrosion behavior, due to the finer grains and more micro-
structural defects.

The SNC process, via high-speed rotating wire-brushing, forms the severe deformed plastic flow
zones and increased surface roughness. The grain size of the surface deformed zone was refined into
a nanometer regime, resulting from the formation of plenty of dislocation cells and deformation twins.

Strains-induced grain refinement weakens corrosion resistance of the SNC alloy during the
initial corrosion period in 0.1 M NaCl solution, resulting in the lower OCP value and higher Icorr

values in polarization tests, a smaller capacitive loop and Rp value in EIS tests, higher mass-loss
rate, and a partially corroded surface. The SNC sample with a smaller grain size has lower corrosion
resistance, indicating that the increased crystal defects and higher surface roughness results in increased
corrosion activity.

However, the SNC alloy presented with a gradually decreasing corrosion rate (mass-loss rate) in
the long-term immersion corrosion tests. The improved corrosion-resistance performance of the SNC
alloy contributed to the formation of more compact corrosion products on the SNC’s surface.
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