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The invention relates to a solid composition Which can 
decompose With the generation of hydrogen according to a 
self-sustaining combustion reaction after initiation of this 
reaction by an appropriate heat source, this composition 
being characterized in that it comprises an alkali metal 
borohydride or alkaline earth metal borohydride and stron 
tium nitrate Sr(NO3)2. 
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SOLID COMPOSITIONS WHICH GENERATE 
HYDROGEN BY COMBUSTION, COMPRISING AN 
ALKALI METAL BOROHYDRIDE OR ALKALINE 

EARTH METAL BOROHYDRIDE AND 
STRONTIUM NITRATE SR(NO3)2 

[0001] The present invention relates to the ?eld of gen 
erators of hydrogen, a gas Widely used as fuel or reducing 
agent in numerous devices or industrial processes. 

[0002] A more speci?c subject-matter of the invention is 
novel solid compositions Which can decompose With the 
generation of hydrogen according to a self-sustaining com 
bustion reaction, and the use of these compositions for 
supplying hydrogen to proton exchange membrane fuel 
cells. 

[0003] Numerous solid compositions Which generate 
hydrogen by combustion are knoWn, in particular for pro 
ducing hydrogen intended to act as fuel in chemical lasers. 

[0004] Patent US. Pat. No. 3,948,699 discloses solid 
compositions Which generate hydrogen by combustion com 
posed of a mixture of alkali metal borohydride, for example 
sodium borohydride NaBH4, With a metal oxide, for 
example iron oxide Fe2O3. 

[0005] HoWever, the yields by mass of hydrogen produced 
are loW, less than 5%, expressed by Weight of hydrogen 
obtained With respect to the total Weight of the composition. 

[0006] Patent US. Pat. No. 4,064,225 discloses other solid 
compositions Which generate hydrogen by combustion com 
posed of a mixture of alkali metal borohydride, for example 
sodium borohydride, With ammonium sulphate (NH4)2SO4 
or ammonium dichromate (NH4)2Cr2O7. 

[0007] The yields by mass are slightly higher, of the order 
of 6%. 

[0008] Such hydrogen yields, less than or in the vicinity of 
5%, prove in practice to be inadequate, in particular When 
miniaturiZation of systems is desired, for example When it is 
desired to replace the batteries of portable electronic sys 
tems, such as telephones and computers, With miniature 
hydrogen fuel cells. 

[0009] Patent US. Pat. No. 4,673,528 discloses a solid 
hydrogen-generating composition Which can be in the form 
of pellets Which can be used as fuels in chemical lasers. The 
hydrogen-generating compositions disclosed in this patent 
are thermally stable and comprise, as percentage by mass, 
betWeen 5 and 15% of an oxidiZing agent chosen from 
lithium nitrate LiNO3 and potassium nitrate KNO3, from 80 
to 90% of magnesium borohydride diammoniate Mg(BH4)2. 
2NH3 and optionally from 2 to 15% of a binder, such as 
polytetra?uoroethylene. The hydrogen yields obtained With 
this type of composition can reach 12.5%. 

[0010] A person skilled in the art Who Wishes to replace 
the batteries of portable electronic systems, such as tele 
phones and computers, With miniature hydrogen fuel cells is 
continually preoccupied With trying to ?nd novel solid 
compositions Which generate hydrogen by combustion 
Which are completely stable and Which provide better yields 
by mass of hydrogen. 

[0011] The present invention provides a solution to this 
problem. 
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[0012] A more speci?c subject-matter of the invention is 
novel solid compositions Which can decompose With the 
generation of hydrogen according to a self-sustaining com 
bustion reaction after initiation of this reaction by an appro 
priate heat source, the said composition comprising an alkali 
metal borohydride or alkaline earth metal borohydride and, 
as oxidiZing salt, strontium nitrate Sr(NO3)2. 

[0013] It has been found, unexpectedly, that such compo 
sitions make it possible to provide a yield by mass of 
hydrogen Which can reach 12% depending on the nature and 
the relative proportions of the constituents, Which consti 
tutes a particularly advantageous technical and economic 
advance for the abovementioned reasons. 

[0014] According to a preferred alternative form, the com 
positions according to the invention are devoid of organic 
matter, that is to say that they are composed solely of 
inorganic compounds. 

[0015] In a particularly preferred Way, they are composed 
essentially of an alkali metal borohydride or alkaline earth 
metal borohydride and of strontium nitrate Sr(NO3)2, that is 
to say that these constituents are the predominant ones by 
Weight. It Will be appreciated that the sum of the contents by 
Weight of alkali metal borohydride or alkaline earth metal 
borohydride and of strontium nitrate Sr(NO3)2 is greater 
than or equal to 75%, better still greater than or equal to 90% 
and even greater than or equal to 95%, With respect to the 
total Weight of the composition. 

[0016] Compositions composed solely of alkali metal 
borohydride or alkaline earth metal borohydride and of 
strontium nitrate Sr(NO3)2, that is to say for Which the sum 
of the contents by Weight of the tWo constituents reaches 
100%, are particularly preferred. The term “composed 
solely” should be understood as meaning that the composi 
tions can nevertheless include the impurities present in the 
crude or puri?ed alkali metal borohydride or alkaline earth 
metal borohydride and in the crude or puri?ed Sr(NO3)2 salt 
used, or alternatively additives, such as stabiliZers, Whether 
these products are commercially available or are synthesiZed 
according to conventional methods. 

[0017] When the compositions are not composed solely of 
alkali metal borohydride or alkaline earth metal borohydride 
and of strontium nitrate Sr(NO3)2, they can, for example, 
also comprise other metal, alkali metal or alkaline earth 
metal borohydrides and/or a metal hydride and/or other 
oxidiZing inorganic salts, such as alkali metal nitrates, 
ammonium sulphate, ammonium dichromate and iron 
oxides. 

[0018] According to another preferred alternative form of 
the invention, the alkali metal borohydride is chosen from 
the group consisting of lithium borohydride, sodium boro 
hydride and their mixtures. 

[0019] According to another preferred alternative form of 
the invention, the alkaline earth metal borohydride used can 
be magnesium borohydride Mg(BH4)2, Which has available 
a high level of hydrogen. 

[0020] Generally and preferably, according to the inven 
tion, the ratio of content by Weight of alkali metal borohy 
dride or alkaline earth metal borohydride to content by 
Weight of strontium nitrate is betWeen 1 and 10, better still 
betWeen 2 and 10 and preferably betWeen 4 and 10. 
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[0021] One aim of the invention is to obtain hydrogen 
generating compositions having a good yield by mass of 
hydrogen per gram of solid composition and Which are 
combusted at a temperature Which is suf?ciently high for the 
reaction to be self sustaining and to prevent the solid 
composition from being extinguished and thus from being 
entirely consumed. The relative proportions by Weight 
betWeen the oxidiZing agent and the reducing agent should 
be established so as to achieve this aim. 

[0022] According to another preferred alternative form, 
the solid compositions according to the invention are pro 
vided in the form of a compact material having a speci?c 
form, for example and preferably in the form of pellets or 
grains. The grains can have any shape, preferably spherical, 
ovoid or cylindrical. 

[0023] The pellets can also have any thickness and any 
peripheral geometry, for example circular, elliptical, square 
or rectangular. 

[0024] The thickness of the pellets may not be constant. 

[0025] The solid compositions according to the invention 
can be obtained by analogy With the described methods used 
to produce the abovementioned solid compositions of the 
state of the art, for example by simple mixing of the 
constituents, milling and then mechanical homogeniZation. 
It is also possible to mill the constituents before the mixing 
or alternatively to use constituents already in pulverulent 
form. 

[0026] The compositions can also be obtained by granu 
lation. 

[0027] When, preferably, it is desired to obtain a solid 
composition Which is provided in the form of a compact 
material, the granular or pulverulent homogeneous mixture 
of the various constituents can, for example, be agglomer 
ated by compacting in a pressing container having the shape 
and the dimensions Which are desired for the compact 
material. 

[0028] It is also possible to obtain a compact material by 
dissolving and/or suspending the constituents in a liquid 
medium. After homogeniZing and placing in a mould With 
the appropriate dimensions desired for the compact material, 
the liquid is removed, for example by evaporation, Which 
makes it possible to obtain a compact material. 

[0029] Another subject-matter of the present invention is 
a process for the generation of hydrogen by self-sustaining 
combustion of a solid composition comprising an alkali 
metal borohydride or alkaline earth metal borohydride and, 
as oxidiZing salt, strontium nitrate Sr(NO3)2. 

[0030] According to this process, a pulverulent or granular 
homogeneous solid composition comprising an alkali metal 
borohydride or alkaline earth metal borohydride and stron 
tium nitrate Sr(NO3)2 is ?rst of all prepared. 

[0031] This composition is subsequently agglomerated 
using appropriate means, for example those mentioned 
above, so as to form a compact material, and then the 
compact material is placed in a combustion chamber Which 
is purged under an inert gas or placed under vacuum. 

[0032] When the dead volume (the volume remaining in 
the chamber after the compact material has been placed 
therein) is loW, such a purge may in practice be unnecessary. 
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[0033] The combustion of the compact material is then 
initiated using an appropriate heat source, Which brings 
about the self-sustaining combustion of the material With 
generation of hydrogen up to the end of the combustion. 

[0034] The appropriate heat sources Which make possible 
the initiation of the combustion by the “Joule” effect are Well 
knoWn to a person skilled in the art, in particular electrical 
initiators. The use of a nickel-chromium ignition ?lament 
placed in contact or coated With the composition to be 
initiated, on Which a suf?cient voltage and a suf?cient 
current intensity (and therefore a sufficient poWer) are 
imposed, is entirely suitable. It is possible, for example, for 
a given voltage, to increase the intensity of the current until 
the combustion is initiated. 

[0035] In some cases, to promote the ignition, a conven 
tional relay-ignition poWder Well knoWn to a person skilled 
in the art can be positioned betWeen the ?lament and the 
compact material. In this case, use Will preferably be made 
of a relay-ignition poWder of the same nature as the compact 
material according to the invention, that is to say having the 
same constituents but With a markedly loWer ratio of content 
by Weight of alkali metal borohydride or alkaline earth metal 
borohydride to content by Weight of strontium nitrate 
Sr(NO3)2, for example betWeen 0.1 and 1. 

[0036] Another subject-matter of the present invention is 
a pyrotechnic hydrogen generator, intended to supply hydro 
gen to a proton exchange membrane fuel cell, comprising an 
abovementioned solid composition according to the inven 
tion. 

[0037] Fuel cells operating With hydrogen, also knoWn as 
proton exchange membrane fuel cells, are Well knoWn to a 
person skilled in the art. 

[0038] Such a fuel cell is composed essentially of 2 parts: 

[0039] the core of the fuel cell, composed of one or 
more electrochemical cells mounted in series, Which 
produces the electrical energy; 

[0040] the fuel, namely hydrogen, reservoir. 

[0041] Attached to these tWo main parts are auxiliary 
systems relating in particular to supplying hydrogen to the 
core of the fuel cell, to discharging the Water produced or to 
cooling. 

[0042] An electrochemical cell of the core of the fuel cell 
is represented diagrammatically in FIG. 1. 

[0043] It is observed, in this FIG. 1, that an electro 
chemical cell 1 of the core of the fuel cell supplies electrical 
energy from tWo electrochemical reactions carried out on 
tWo electrodes 2 and 3 generally composed of carbon and 
separated by a proton exchange membrane 4 acting as 
electrolyte and generally composed of ?uoropolymers 
impregnated With Water. Hydrogen H2 is oxidiZed on the 
anode 2 in the presence of a generally platinum-based 
catalyst, the hydrogen being separated into protons H+and 
electrons e'. The stream of protons H+passes through the 
membrane 4, While the electrons e‘, Which are not able to 
pass through the membrane 4, are captured by a current 
collector 5 connected to an external electrical circuit 6 to 
rejoin the cathode 3. On the other side of the membrane 4, 
at the cathode 3, the protons H+and the electrons e'recom 



US 2004/0065395 A1 

bine With oxygen 02, generally originating from the sur 
rounding air, to produce Water H20. 

[0044] The pyrotechnic hydrogen generators according to 
the invention are essentially composed of one or more 
chambers in Which a solid composition according to the 
invention, separate means for initiating the combustion of 
the composition in each of the chambers, means for actuat 
ing this initiation and means for transferring the hydrogen 
released in the chambers to the anode of a cell of the core of 
the fuel cell are placed. 

[0045] Preferably, the overall amount of hydrogen capable 
of being supplied by the generator is released dis-continu 
ously by a separate initiation of the solid compositions 
present in the various chambers. The mass of solid compo 
sition in each chamber can be identical or different from one 
chamber to another. The last alternative form makes possible 
release of hydrogen in an amount suited to a speci?c need. 

[0046] The various chambers can emerge in a chamber for 
the expansion of the hydrogen released, this chamber being 
connected to the anode compartment of a cell or having one 
of its Walls at least partially formed by the anode. 

[0047] Another subject-matter of the present invention is 
a proton exchange membrane fuel cell using hydrogen as 
fuel, comprising at least one electrochemical cell and one 
abovementioned pyrotechnic hydrogen generator according 
to the invention connected to the anode compartment of the 
cell. 

[0048] The folloWing nonlimiting examples illustrate the 
invention and the advantages Which it provides. 

Example 1 

[0049] Solid composition composed of a mixture of 
NaBH4 and of Sr(NO3)2 in the relative proportions by Weight 
60/40 respectively 

[0050] A mixture of 90 g of NaBH4 and 60 g of Sr(NO3)2 
is milled and then homogeniZed. 

[0051] A fraction of the pulverulent and homogeneous 
mixture thus obtained is subsequently introduced into and 
then compacted in the compression die of a pelletiZer having 
the desired pellet geometry, under a pressure of 107 Pa (100 
bar). 
[0052] The circular pellet thus obtained, With a diameter 
of 5 mm and a mass of 80 mg, is subsequently introduced 
into a combustion chamber With a volume of 10 cm3 and 
equipped With a pressure gauge, a temperature probe and a 
conventional ignition device comprising a nickel (80 
Weight%)-chromium (20 Weight%) ?lament. The pellet is 
brought into contact With the ?lament and then the chamber 
is purged With an inert gas (nitrogen) under an absolute 
pressure of 105 Pa (1 bar). 

[0053] The ?lament is subsequently heated by the Joule 
effect until initiation of the combustion. 

[0054] Once initiated, the combustion of the composition 
is self-sustaining and lasts approximately 3 s. 

[0055] The combustion temperature, measured experi 
mentally from the maximum pressure, varies betWeen 480 
and 600° K. approximately folloWing the ?rings. 
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[0056] On completion of the combustion, the chamber is 
alloWed to cool to ambient temperature and then the pressure 
in the chamber is recorded. 

[0057] The measured increase in pressure and the analysis 
of the gases present after combustion by chromatography 
coupled to a mass spectrometer makes it possible to calcu 
late a yield by mass of hydrogen of 5.32 to 5.88%, expressed 
as grams of hydrogen released per gram of solid composi 
tion. 

[0058] DTA analyses Were carried out on this composition 
formed of 60/40 sodium borohydride NaBH4 and Sr(NO3)2 
to determine Whether it Was stable. 

[0059] DTA (Differential Thermal Analysis) is a calori 
metric measurement test. It consists in heating the compo 
sition from 15 to 200° C., the temperature being increased by 
8° C. per minute. During this rise in temperature, this test 
consists in plotting the temperatures of the endothermic or 
exothermic peaks and in measuring the energy released or 
absorbed. If no energy is released or absorbed, this means 
that the composition is stable and thus that the constituents 
of the composition analysed are entirely compatible. 

[0060] The tests carried out on the composition of 
Example 1, 60/40 NaBH4/Sr(NO3)2, shoW that this compo 
sition is stable. This is because, during the DTA test, no 
energy Was released or absorbed during the rise in tempera 
ture. 

[0061] Examples 2 to 8 are carried out in exactly the same 
Way, only the relative proportions by Weight betWeen the 
tWo constituents being modi?ed. 

[0062] For each of Examples 1 to 7, the results obtained 
experimentally, on the one hand, and the results obtained by 
calculations, on the other hand, are shoWn in Table 1 beloW. 
TWo or three tests Were carried out for each of the examples 
but only the mean result appears. For some of the examples, 
no experiment has yet been carried out and therefore only 
the results obtained theoretically appear. 

TABLE 1 

NaBH4/ Theoretical Experimental 
Sr(NO3)2 yield of yield of 
ratio by hydrogen hydrogen 
mass (‘70) ((70) 

Example 1 65/35 6.93 4.55 
Example 2 60/40 6.39 5.90 
Example 3 55/45 5.86 5.75 
Example 4 50/50 5.33 — 
Example 5 40/60 4.2 — 
Example 6 30/70 3.0 — 

Example 7 20/80 0.47 — 

[0063] The theoretical yield of hydrogen decreases, of 
course, When the proportion of hydrogen-carrying reducing 
agent decreases. HoWever, the measured yield only corre 
sponds to the theoretical yield for sufficiently high values of 
combustion temperatures. 

Examples 8 to 14 

[0064] Solid compositions composed of a mixture of 
LiBH and Sr(NO3)2 in different relative proportions by 

_ 4 

Weight. 
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[0065] In this example, sodium borohydride NaBH4 is 
replaced by lithium borohydride LiBH4. The preparation is 
carried out in exactly the same Way as in Example 1 
described above, that is to say With the production of a pellet 
With the same mass. As in Examples 1 to 7 above, the 
relative proportions by Weight betWeen the tWo constituents 
are varied. 

[0066] The theoretical results calculated for the various 
compositions are displayed in Table 2 beloW: 

TABLE 2 

LiBH4/ 
Sr(NO3)2 Combustion Yield of 
ratio by temperature hydrogen 
mass (O K) (‘70) 

Example 8 70/30 265 11.20 
Example 9 60/40 743 10.20 
Example 10 50/50 1251 9.26 
Example 11 40/60 1491 7.40 
Example 12 30/70 1680 5.53 
Example 13 20/80 2048 3.58 
Example 14 10/90 2392 0.02 

[0067] The tests carried out on the composition of 
Example 9, 60/40 LiBH4/Sr(NO3)2, shoW that this compo 
sition is not completely stable. This is because, during the 
DTA test, an energy absorption of 112 J/gram Was observed 
betWeen 113 and 124° C. 

Examples 15 to 22 

[0068] In these examples, an alkali metal borohydride, 
such as NaBH4 or LiBH4, is no longer used but rather an 
alkaline earth metal borohydride, Mg(BH4)2, and strontium 
nitrate Sr(NO3)2 is still used as oxidizing agent. The prepa 
ration is carried out in the same Way as in the preceding 
examples With different relative proportions by Weight 
betWeen the tWo constituents. The theoretical results 
obtained by calculations are displayed in Table 3 beloW. 

TABLE 3 

Mg(BH4)2/ 
Sr(NO3)2 Combustion Yield of 
ratio by temperature hydrogen 
mass (O K) (‘70) 

Example 15 80/20 571 11.95 
Example 16 70/30 1079 10.45 
Example 17 60/40 1789 8.93 
Example 18 50/50 1947 7.16 
Example 19 40/60 2049 5.51 
Example 20 30/70 2145 4.04 
Example 21 20/80 2673 1.74 
Example 22 10/90 2477 0.01 

[0069] Measurements Were carried out With a pellet hav 
ing the tWo constituents With relative proportions by Weight 
of the Mg(BH4)2 to the strontium nitrate Sr(NO3)2 of 70/30 
respectively. A yield by mass of H2, expressed as grams of 
hydrogen released per gram of solid composition, of 9.55% 
Was obtained as results. 
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1. Solid composition Which can decompose With the 
generation of hydrogen according to a self-sustaining com 
bustion reaction after initiation of this reaction by an appro 
priate heat source, characteriZed in that the said composition 
comprises an alkali metal borohydride or alkaline earth 
metal borohydride and strontium nitrate Sr(NO3)2. 

2. Solid composition according to claim 1, characteriZed 
in that it is provided in the form of a compact material. 

3. Solid composition according to claim 2, characteriZed 
in that the compact material is a pellet or a grain. 

4. Solid composition according to claim 1, characteriZed 
in that it is devoid of organic matter. 

5. Solid composition according to claim 1, characteriZed 
in that it is composed essentially of alkali metal borohydride 
or alkaline earth metal borohydride and of strontium nitrate 

Sr(NO3)2. 
6. Solid composition according to claim 1, characteriZed 

in that the sum of the contents by Weight of alkali metal 
borohydride or alkaline earth metal borohydride and of 
strontium nitrate Sr(NO3)2 is greater than or equal to 90% 
With respect to the total Weight of the composition. 

7. Solid composition according to claim 1, characteriZed 
in that the alkali metal borohydride is chosen from the group 
consisting of lithium borohydride, sodium borohydride and 
their mixtures. 

8. Solid composition according to claim 1, characteriZed 
in that the alkaline earth metal borohydride is magnesium 
borohydride. 

9. Solid composition according to claim 1, characteriZed 
in that the ratio of content by Weight of alkali metal 
borohydride or alkaline earth metal borohydride to content 
by Weight of strontium nitrate Sr(NO3)2 is betWeen 1 and 10. 

10. Process for the generation of hydrogen by self 
sustaining combustion of a solid composition comprising an 
alkali metal borohydride or alkaline earth metal borohydride 
and strontium nitrate Sr(NO3)2, characteriZed in that: 

a pulverulent or granular homogeneous solid composition 
comprising an alkali metal borohydride or alkaline 
earth metal borohydride and strontium nitrate Sr(NO3)2 
is prepared, 

this composition is subsequently agglomerated using 
appropriate means, so as to form a compact material, 

the compact material is placed in a combustion chamber, 

the combustion of the compact material is initiated using 
an appropriate heat source, Which brings about the 
self-sustaining combustion of the material With genera 
tion of hydrogen up to the end of the combustion. 

11. Hydrogen generator intended to supply hydrogen to a 
proton exchange membrane fuel cell, characteriZed in that 
this generator is a pyrotechnic generator comprising a solid 
composition according to claim 1. 

12. Proton exchange membrane fuel cell using hydrogen 
as fuel, comprising at least one electrochemical cell (1) and 
one hydrogen generator connected to the anode compart 
ment of the cell (1), characteriZed in that this hydrogen 
generator is a pyrotechnic generator according to claim 11. 


