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Abstract: The application of adhesively bonded joints in aerospace structural parts has increased
significantly in recent years and the general advantages of their use are well-documented. One of
the disadvantages of adhesive bonding is the relevant permanence, when compared to traditional
mechanical fastening. End-of-life processes generally require the separation of the adherents for
repair or recycling, and usually to achieve this, they combine large mechanical forces with a high
temperature, thus damaging the adherents, while consuming large amounts of energy. In this work,
a novel disassembly technique based on laser-induced shock waves is proposed for the disassembly
of multi-material adhesively bonded structures. The laser shock technique can generate high tensile
stresses that are able to break a joint, while being localized enough to avoid damaging the involved
adherents. The process is applied to specimens made from a 3D-woven CFRP core bonded to a thin
Ti layer, which is a common assembly used in state-of-the-art aircraft fan blades. The experimental
process has been progressively developed. First, a single-sided shot is applied, while the particle
velocity is measured at the back face of the material. This method proves ineffective for damage
creation and led to a symmetric laser configuration, so that the tensile stress can be controlled and
focused on the bond line. The symmetric approach is proved capable of generating a debonding
between the Ti and the CFRP and propagating it by moving the laser spot. Qualitative assessment of
the damage that is created during the symmetric experimental process indicates that the laser shock
technique can be used as a material separation method.

Keywords: laser shock; disassembly and recycle; laser adhesion test; 3D-woven CFRP; bonded structures

1. Introduction

Recent aircraft construction has replaced nearly 50% of metallic parts with composite
materials, as their specific properties are essential for weight reduction. While the weight
decrease is accompanied by reduced fuel consumption, the broad application of composites
has raised some different environmental challenges. The biggest environmental impact is
the increasing generation of large amounts of waste and landfill material as more structures
reach their end-of-life (EoL) [1].

Advancements in recycling have made it possible to recover carbon and glass fibers
from composite materials that have reached their EoL, using strategies like pyrolysis [2]
or solvolysis [3]. Furthermore, other strategies have been proposed to utilize shredding
of the composite to be used as a filler in bio-based resins, thus delaying their landfill
deposition [4]. To employ such strategies with sufficient efficiency, it is important that the
different materials are well-separated and sorted.

General aircraft EoL processes have been designed for material separation before
component recycling. Separation strategies are chosen based on a cost–benefit analysis, with
the extreme cases being systematic disassembly and shredding. Systematic disassembly is
the process of separating and sorting all the components based on material composition.
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It is a labor-intensive process and yields the best material segregation. On the other end
of the cost–benefit spectrum, shredding is the process of cutting pieces of the aircraft
containing a multitude of materials, such as aluminum, titanium, composites, glass, etc.
This process is concentrated on quantity over quality [5,6]. The two extremes are not
usually desirable because of the excessive cost or the poor material quality, respectively.
Intermediate strategies, on the other hand, use the mapping of the aircraft and specific
combinations of shredding, cutting, and disassembly are utilized, according to material
homogeneity, as illustrated in Figure 1.
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Bonded metal, composite, and multi-material structures are a common design choice
of state-of-the art aircraft structural parts. EoL planning for such structures is a major
challenge [7], since separation of adherent materials, often of dissimilar nature (titanium or
aluminum bonded with a composite), is usually achieved by applying large mechanical
forces and extremely high temperatures, both of which can damage the adherents and lower
the quality of the recovered materials [8]. Thermally induced disassembly approaches can
be achieved through both thermal softening (exceeding the adhesive’s Tg) and thermal
decomposition (exceeding the temperature of flammability-in-air or auto-ignition point) [9].
The solutions provided by the literature are currently focused on the creation of reversible
or dismantlable adhesives. These adhesives use thermally expandable particles and heat
as an activation method of debonding [10,11]. While a joint design using such adhesives
is promising, mechanical properties are inevitably decreasing [12], making the structures
unappealing for aeronautical structural applications.

An interesting case of a multi-material bonded structure is modern aircraft fan blades,
which consist of an advanced 3D-woven composite core bonded to a metallic leading edge,
most commonly being titanium alloy. The described assembly has a complex end of life,
since titanium is a valuable material that can be recycled, but not while it is bonded to
the composite core. Additionally, the recycling process of the 3D-woven composite can
recover the fibers to be reused. In the frame of the EC-funded project MORPHO, a novel
disassembly process is developed for the separation of the two materials utilizing the
laser-shock technique. The laser-shock technique can provide high precision in terms of
tensile force application to separate bonded materials and, if it is calibrated correctly, it can
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avoid damaging the adherents. Additionally, minimum to no adhesive residue to at least
one of the involved materials can be achieved when the process is optimized for adhesive
failure of the bond. Moreover, in contrast to thermal methods for material separation, no
harmful by-products are generated during the process.

The experimental work presented in this paper is composed of two parts. First, the
single-sided configuration is used, while the particle velocity is measuredonthe free surface
of the material. This configuration was not able to damage the bond between the Ti
and CFRP. The second part uses a symmetric configuration; this approach creates two
shockwaves that propagate in opposite directions, and their interference can be controlled
by the time delay between them. The symmetric configuration was able to debond the Ti
from the CFRP and propagate the debonding by moving the spot.

First, the laser-shock principle is described, as well as the different configurations
of the technique to highlight the bases for the disassembly process. The materials and
the different experimental procedures are then detailed to explain how the results were
obtained. Finally, the results of the single-sided and symmetric configurations are presented
and explained.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. The Laser Shock Technique

Laser shock has been used in the industry for material processing, improving fatigue
strength of metallic materials, by creating residual compressive stresses [13,14]. Recent
research has been able to use the ability of the technique to generate high tensile stresses
for non-destructive purposes in the form of an adhesion test called LASAT [15–18], and for
the purpose of damage creation, as it is the case for selective paint stripping [19–21], and
the formation of controlled delaminations in composites [22].

2.1.1. The Laser-Shock Principle

Laser shock is a technique based on laser–matter interaction. The plasma expansion
that is obtained when a high-powered laser, with a duration in nanosecond range, is
focused onto the surface of a target induces a pulsed pressure, which is the result of the
recoil momentum of the ablated material [23]. If the plasma expansion occurs under a
confinement regime, the pressure level and duration are increased significantly [24]. The
confinement regime needs to be a dielectric material transparent to the laser, such as water,
glass, or pliable polymer [14]. The pressure generated by the plasma expansion results in
an elastic precursor shock followed by an elastic-plastic compression shock that propagates
inside the material. After the plasma expansion, the surface is unloaded and a plastic-
decompression shock alongside an elastic-plastic decompression shock begin to propagate
and are described as a release wave. The interaction between the release wave and the
elastic precursor shock wave develops high localized tensile stresses [25]. Figure 2 is an
illustration of the laser-shock principle.

2.1.2. Laser-Shock Configurations

Depending on the configuration of the two beams, different set-ups are possible.
To illustrate the wave interactions in the different configurations, it is common in the
literature to use simplified space–time diagrams that present stresses, assuming a linear
one-dimension propagation though the specimen thickness. Figure 3a demonstrates the
standard single-sided shot configuration, where one beam is focused on the surface of
the specimen; the high tensile stress area appears near the opposite side of the specimen
caused by the interaction between the reflected release wave and the release wave resulting
from surface unloading. This interaction is only dependent on specimen geometry and the
pulse duration.
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Figure 2. Schematic representation of laser-generated shockwave.
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Additionally, when both sides of the specimen are irradiated, two shock fronts are
created and allowed to propagate in opposite directions [16]. To achieve the symmetric
configuration illustrated in Figure 3b, two polarized beams are separated using a 90◦

polarizer and transported to each side of the specimen using optics. Utilizing the symmetric
technique, the maximum tensile stress does not exclusively rely on pulse duration; instead,
shifting the location is possible by applying time delay (∆t) between the pulses. Tensile
stress areas are still created by the interactions of each individual shock propagating inside
the material and their location cannot be controlled; however, the maximum tensile stress
is produced by the interference of the two reflected release waves and its position at the
material’s thickness depends on the ∆t.

2.2. Materials and Specimens

The specimens were provided by Safran in the frame of the MORPHO European
project. The composition of the specimens is a 3D-woven CFRP core bonded to a thin Ti
alloy edge using an adhesive film. Each specimen was cut by Safran from a single block and
the final dimensions of the specimens are 100 mm × 40 mm with a thickness of 10.6 mm. The
specimens tested are illustrated in Figures 4 and 5. During all experiments, the composite
side of the specimens was covered by a thin aluminum tape. The reasons are twofold:
during direct shots on the composite the aluminum acts as an ablation layer, providing
higher pressure while protecting the composite from the ablation effects; additionally,
aluminum provides a reflective surface that can be used for optical measurements during
Ti side-shots.
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2.3. Laser Specifications

The experiments were conducted using the Hephaïstos facility located at the Labora-
tory for Processes and Engineering in Materials and Mechanics (PIMM), ENSAM, ParisTech.
The facility uses two Nd:YAG (neodymium-doped yttrium aluminum garnet) Gaia HP
lasers from THALES, which can emit synchronized or delayed pulses, at 532 nm with a
repetition rate of 2 Hz. The pulse has a gaussian temporal profile with a duration of 7 ns
and a maximum energy of 7 J each that can be combined into a 14 J pulse when both lasers
are superposed. The beams are focused using an optical lens to control the focal diameter,
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with a range of 3 to 5 mm. After the focus, a diffractive optical element is used to obtain a
uniform top-hat-shaped spatial profile.

2.4. Experimental
2.4.1. Single-Sided Shot Configuration

For the first part of the experiments, the single-sided shot configuration was used,
as shown in Figure 6. During the experiments, the particle velocity of the free face of the
material (opposite to the loading surface) is measured by an optical diagnostic tool called
VISAR (Velocity Interferometer System for Any Reflector). VISAR is an interferometer
that can measure the doppler shift of a 532 nm wavelength, low-power laser, when it is
reflected by a free surface that is moving because of the arrival of a shock wave. The time
resolution that the tool provides is 1 ns. The tool has been used in the study of shock waves
in solids [18–20,23,26] as a method of damage identification during LASAT, or a way to
validate numerical models for study and optimization.
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This experimental series consists of single-sided shots on both the Ti and CFRP sides
of the specimen with laser intensity varying from 1 GW/cm2 to 6 GW/cm2 using water
as the confinement regime and a spot diameter of 4 mm. Due to the nature of the 3D-
woven composite, it is expected that the VISAR measurements have an increased location
dependent variability. This is attributed to the inhomogeneity of the material that results
in local stiffness and thickness variations, influencing the particle velocity. To account for
the variability of the measurements, each laser intensity experiment was repeated 10 times.
Table 1 contains all the single-side shot experiments.
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Table 1. Experiments with the single-sided laser configuration.

Experiment Number of Specimens Laser Intensity Number of Shots

Titanium side shots with VISAR 4

1.2 GW/cm2

40
(10/specimen)

3 GW/cm2

4.5 GW/cm2

6 GW/cm2

CFRP side shots with VISAR 4

1.2 GW/cm2

40
(10/specimen)

3 GW/cm2

4.5 GW/cm2

6 GW/cm2

2.4.2. Symmetric Laser Configuration

The symmetric configuration uses the same two Nd:YAG lasers, splitting the beams
using a polarizer to deliver one beam at each side of the specimen. The symmetric exper-
imental set-up is shown in Figure 7. For this configuration to work, it is important that
the two beams are perfectly aligned. To maintain the alignment, movement of the spot
is achieved by placing the specimen on a robotic arm (Figure 6). The water confinement
regime is challenging in this set-up, and thus, it was replaced by a solid pliable polymer.
The shots were focused on the edge of the specimen so that the damage that is created can
be visible through an electronic microscope. The energy of each beam was set to 100%,
meaning 3.49 J and 5.14 J for beam A and B, respectively. Using a 3.2 mm spot diameter,
the resulting laser intensity is 5.45 GW/cm2 for beam A and 7.99 GW/cm2 for beam B.
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During the experiments, the delay time can be set between beam A and B with an
accuracy of 1 ns. The delay times that were calculated for the specimen are 3.45 µs and
3.55 µs when the tensile zone created by the shock-wave propagation aims to damage the
interface between the bond line and the titanium or the bond line and the CFRP, respectively.
Shots using a delay between the two mentioned values did not produce any damage; thus,
the effort was focused on the creation of debonding caused by adhesive failure, aiming at
the interface instead of cohesive failure. Figure 8 illustrates the wave propagation for each
time delay.

Previous work [27,28] has shown that damage can be progressively created in a two-
step loading. If the first shot provides enough energy to weaken the bond, then a second
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shot can initiate the debonding. Utilizing this strategy, each spot was shot two times, the
first to weaken the bond and the second one to damage it.
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3. Results
3.1. Single-Sided Configuration Results

The shots conducted using the single-sided configuration were expected to show a
shift in the back-face velocity measurements as the intensity increased, indicating damage
at higher energies. Figures 9 and 10 show the back-face velocities of the specimens shot with
4.5 GW/cm2 and 6 GW/cm2 for the Ti side and composite side shots, respectively. Each
curve corresponds to a different spot using the same intensity to observe the variability of
the measurements. The response of the specimens was identical for lower and higher laser
intensities, differentiating only on the peak value of the velocity; this is an indication that no
damage was created. It is interesting to mention that Ti side shots have increased variability
for the same experimental parameters. Measurements for the Ti side shots are conducted at
the surface of the composite, so the inhomogeneous nature of the 3D-woven structure is
more dominant for those measurements. On the other hand, the shots conducted at the
surface of the CFRP show less variability because the measurements were taken at the
surface of the titanium, which is homogenous.
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To validate the absence of damage to the specimens, ultrasound tests were used in the
form of a C-scan. Observing the C-scan of the 6 GW/cm2, it is clear that no damage was
created during the shots. Figure 11 shows the result for the Ti and composite side shots.
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3.2. Symmetric Configuration Results
3.2.1. Symmetric Shots Targeted at the Adhesive/CFRP Interface

The shots conducted with a delay between pulse A and B of 3.45 µs were aimed at the
adhesive/CFRP interface. Figures 12 and 13 are images of an electronic microscope, where
the Ti adhesive and CFRP layers are visible. Measurements of the adhesive’s thickness
outside and inside the spot area indicate an increase in thickness inside the spot area that
is due to plastic deformation of the adhesive. The second shot at the same spot resulted
in matrix damage in the composite material. This is visible in Figure 12b where the fibers
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have been exposed underneath the adhesive layer. The experiment was repeated with the
same results in Figure 13.
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3.2.2. Symmetric Shots Targeted at the Adhesive/Ti Interface

The shots that were conducted using the 3.54 µs delay time between beam A and B have
led to adhesive failure at the adhesive/Ti interface, using the same two-shot methodology.
After the first shot, the adhesive developed plastic deformation, like the experiments using
delay time of 3.45 µs, and the second shot created the debonding, as shown in Figure 14.
No other damage was visible other than the debonding.

After establishing the capability of the method to create the debonding, two propaga-
tion techniques were tested. The first experimental trial employed repeated shots at the
same spot. Each consecutive shot increased the debonded area until it became equal to the
spot diameter at the fourth shot. Figure 15 shows the propagation of the debonding after
each shot. This method, although effective, produced fiber damage to the CFRP close to the
free surface of the composite. Figure 16 is a microscope picture of the damaged CFRP.

The second approach for the propagation of the debonding is the moving spot. The
sequence of shots during this trial is the following: the first two shots initiate the debonding;
then, the spot is moved by 2 mm and two more shots are used to propagate the debonding.
Finally, the spot is moved by another 2 mm in the same direction, and after two more shots,
the final debonding was measured as 5.5 mm. The progression of damage is shown in
Figure 17. Visual inspection of the specimen using the electronic microscope did not show
any indication of damage to the CFRP.
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4. Discussion

The symmetric laser-shock configuration shows that it is possible to create a debonding
between the Ti and CFRP by carefully calibrating the delay time of the two shots. This
work proved experimentally the hypothesis that was investigated numerically in previous
work [27,28] that the laser-shock technique can progressively create damage by shooting
multiple times at the same spot. Additionally, the propagation of the debonding can be
also achieved using repetitive shots at the same spot but also by moving the spot. The
experiments indicated that repetitive shots at the same spot have an upper limit in their
effectiveness because they can damage the involved adherents, as is the case of the first trial,
which damaged the CFRP at the area where secondary tensile interactions are predicted
to occur. Furthermore, this was the first time that a specimen of this thickness was tested,
and although challenging, it is possible to disassemble even thick structures like an aircraft
engine fan blade.

Although the first steps of the process development show promise, the implementation
of the technique to a full-scale industrial disassembly application needs improvement.
First, the symmetric process is tedious and should be streamlined for automation used in
industrial-scale disassembly. This can be achieved using a continuous water stream as the
confinement regime instead of the single-use solid polymer. In addition, the symmetric
configuration, although effective, is restrictive in its use as both faces of the material should
be accessible and taken into account during the implementation of the process. Furthermore,
the shot sequence can be optimized for maximizing the debonded area. That, as well as the
calculation of the optimal time delay, can be achieved by a simulation of the process using
the data created by this experimental series to validate a digital twin of the specimen.

5. Conclusions

A novel disassembly process of adhesively bonded structures is being developed using
the laser-shock technique. Two experimental trials were conducted to prove the method’s
ability to debond a thin titanium leading edge from a 3D-woven composite core. The single-
shot configuration experiments revealed that it is not possible to create a debonding on the
specimen. The method’s inability is attributed to the fact that the required stress field near
the bond line cannot be created by one shot. Nevertheless, the experimental series provided
useful back-face velocity measurements that can be used to validate numerical models for
further optimization of the method. The second experimental series that was conducted
using the symmetric configuration succeeded to create and propagate a debonding between
the composite and the titanium leading edge. Two methods of propagation were tested; on
the one hand, subsequent shots at the same spot, although successful for propagation of the
debonding, caused severe damage to the CFRP, something the process is aiming to avoid.
On the other hand, moving the spot proved to be the most sufficient methodology for the
debonding propagation. Additionally, using the symmetric configuration, it is possible to
control with accuracy the concentration of tensile stresses by shifting the delay between the
beams. This is showcased by the damage creation differences once the wave interference
was aimed at the interface between the Ti/adhesive and CFRP/adhesive, respectively.
Finally, although the results are promising in creating and propagating a debonding, to use
the technique as a disassembly process both the damage initiation and the propagation
need optimization.
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