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(57) ABSTRACT 

Interconnects and perimeter spacers for a fuel cell stack are 

provided as ?exible elements Which can conform to non 

planarities in a stack’s electrolyte elements and thereby 
avoid inducing torsional stresses in the electrolyte elements. 
The interconnects are foil elements about 0.005 inches thick, 

formed of a superalloy such as Hastelloy, Haynes 230, or a 

stainless steel. The perimeter spacers comprise a plurality of 
laminate thin spacer elements, each thin spacer element 
being a laminate of superalloy and a “soft” material such as 

copper, nickel, or mica. The spacer elements can slide past 

one another; thus the perimeter spacers can be physically 
thick, to form the gas ?oW spaces Within the stack, While 
also being torsionally ?exible. 
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FUEL CELL STACK HAVING FOIL 
INTERCONNECTS AND LAMINATED SPACERS 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

[0001] The present invention relates to fuel cells; more 
particularly, to stacks comprising a plurality of individual 
cells being both physically separated and electrically con 
nected by interconnect elements; and most particularly, to 
such a fuel cell stack Wherein the interconnect elements are 
thin foils and the spacers are laminates of foils formed 
alternately of superalloy and a compliant material. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] Fuel cells Which generate electric current by con 
trollably combining elemental hydrogen and oxygen are 
Well knoWn. In one form of such a fuel cell, an anodic layer 
and a cathodic layer are separated by a permeable electrolyte 
formed of a ceramic solid oxide. Such a fuel cell is knoWn 
in the art as a “solid oxide fuel cell” (SOFC). Either pure 
hydrogen or reformate is ?oWed along the outer surface of 
the anode and diffuses into the anode. Oxygen, typically 
from air, is ?oWed along the outer surface of the cathode and 
diffuses into the cathode. Each O2 molecule is split and 
reduced to tWo O“2 ions at the cathode/electrolyte interface. 
The oxygen ions diffuse through the electrolyte and combine 
at the anode/electrolyte interface With four hydrogen ions to 
form tWo molecules of Water. The anode and the cathode are 
connected externally through the load to complete the circuit 
Whereby four electrons are transferred from the anode to the 
cathode. When hydrogen is derived from “reformed” hydro 
carbons, the “reformate” gas includes CO Which is con 
verted to CO2 at the anode/electrolyte interface. Reformed 
gasoline is a commonly used fuel in automotive fuel cell 
applications. 
[0003] A single cell is capable of generating a relatively 
small voltage and Wattage, typically about 0.7 volts and less 
than about 2 Watts per cm2 of active area. Therefore, in 
practice it is usual to stack together in electrical series a 
plurality of cells. Because each anode and cathode must 
have a free space for passage of gas over its surface, the cells 
are separated by perimeter spacers Which are vented to 
permit How of gas to the anodes and cathodes as desired but 
Which form seals on their axial surfaces to prevent gas 
leakage from the sides of the stack. Adjacent cells are 
connected electrically by “interconnect” elements in the 
stack, the outer surfaces of the anodes and cathodes being 
electrically connected to their respective interconnects by 
electrical contacts disposed Within the gas-?oW space, typi 
cally by a metallic foam or a metallic mesh Which is readily 
gas-permeable or by conductive ?laments. The outermost, or 
end, interconnects of the stack de?ne electrical terminals, or 
“current collectors,” connected across a load. 

[0004] In the prior art, the interconnect elements are 
relatively thick, ?at plates formed of a superalloy or stainless 
steel. Also, the perimeter spacers that form the gas ?oW 
spaces adjacent to the electrodes are typically formed from 
sheet stock having a thickness selected to yield a desired 
height of the How space. 

[0005] One problem encountered in prior art fuel cell 
stacks is that they are relatively bulky and heavy. It is very 
desirable to reduce the height and Weight of a stack Without 
sacri?cing performance. 
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[0006] Another problem encountered in some prior art fuel 
cell stacks involves the brittleness of the ceramic oxide 
electrolyte elements. In some fuel cells, the anode is a 
relatively thick structural element supporting a thin electro 
lyte layer and a thin cathode layer. Such a fuel cell is said to 
be “anode-supported.” The ceramic oxide electrolyte ele 
ments, Which extend to the edges of the stack in contact With 
the anodes, typically are not optically ?at and are also quite 
brittle. The anodes may also not be optically ?at. Prior art 
perimeter spacers, being monolithic, cannot tWist to accom 
modate non-planarities in the electrolyte elements and 
anodes, so that sealing betWeen the non-?at surfaces 
becomes dif?cult. Also, because of the non-?at surfaces, an 
electrolyte element may be cracked during assembly of the 
stack. In either case, failure of the stack can occur. Avoiding 
these problems by ?nishing the electrolyte elements to be 
optically ?at is cost-prohibitive. 

[0007] It is a principal object of the present invention to 
provide a fuel cell stack that is lighter and smaller than prior 
art fuel cells of the same electrical capacity. 

[0008] It is a further object of the present invention to 
provide spacer means for a fuel cell stack that can sealably 
conform to non-planarities in the electrolyte elements and 
Will not induce torsional stress in such elements. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0009] Brie?y described, the interconnects and perimeter 
spacers for a fuel cell stack are provided as ?exible elements 
Which can conform to non-planarities in a stack’s elements. 
The interconnects are foil elements about 0.005 inches thick, 
formed of a superalloy, such as Hastelloy or Haynes 230, or 
stainless steel. The thick perimeter spacers comprise a 
plurality of thin spacer elements. Each spacer element is a 
laminate of a superalloy and a compliant soft material such 
as copper, nickel, or mica. The spacer elements can slide 
past one another; thus the perimeter spacers can be physi 
cally thick, to form gas ?oW spaces Within the stack, While 
also being torsionally ?exible. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0010] These and other features and advantages of the 
invention Will be more fully understood and appreciated 
from the folloWing description of certain exemplary embodi 
ments of the invention taken together With the accompany 
ing draWings, in Which: 

[0011] FIG. 1 is a schematic cross-sectional vieW of a 
prior art tWo-cell stack of solid oxide fuel cells; 

[0012] FIG. 2 is an isometric vieW of a fuel-cell stack 
comprising ?ve cells; 

[0013] FIG. 3 is an isometric vieW like that shoWn in FIG. 
2, shoWing the addition of current collectors, end plates, and 
bolts to form a complete fuel cell stack (exploded vieW) 
ready for use; and 

[0014] FIG. 4 is a schematic cross-sectional vieW of a 
tWo-cell stack of solid oxide fuel cells in accordance With the 
invention, shoWing the use of a laminate foil spacers and a 
foil interconnect element for providing the reformate and air 
?oW passageWays across the anodes and cathodes, respec 
tively. 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0015] Referring to FIG. 1, a prior art fuel cell stack 10 
includes elements normal in the art to solid oxide fuel cell 
stacks comprising more than one fuel cell. The example 
shoWn includes tWo fuel cells A and B, connected in series, 
and is of a class of such fuel cells said to be “anode 
supported” in that the anode is a structural element having 
the electrolyte and cathode deposited upon it. Element 
thicknesses as shoWn are not to scale. 

[0016] Each fuel cell includes an electrolyte element 14 
separating an anodic element 16 and a cathodic element 18. 
Each anode and cathode is in direct chemical contact With its 
respective surface of the electrolyte, and each anode and 
cathode has a respective free surface 20,22 forming one Wall 
of a respective passageWay 24,26 for ?oW of gas across the 
surface. Anode 16 of fuel cell B faces and is electrically 
connected to an interconnect 28 by ?laments 30 extending 
across but not blocking passageWay 24. Similarly, cathode 
18 of fuel cell A faces and is electrically connected to 
interconnect 28 by ?laments 30 extending across but not 
blocking passageWay 26. Similarly, cathode 18 of fuel cell 
B faces and is electrically connected to a cathodic current 
collector 32 by ?laments 30 extending across but not block 
ing passageWay 26, and anode 16 of fuel cell A faces and is 
electrically connected to an anodic current collector 34 by 
?laments 30 extending across but not blocking passageWay 
24. Current collectors 32,34 may be connected across a load 
35 in order that the fuel cell stack 10 performs electrical 
Work. PassageWays 24 are formed by anode spacers 36 
betWeen the perimeter of anode 16 and either interconnect 
28 or anodic current collector 34. PassageWays 26 are 
formed by cathode spacers 38 betWeen the perimeter of 
electrolyte 14 and either interconnect 28 or cathodic current 
collector 32. 

[0017] Referring to FIGS. 2 and 3, a plurality of indi 
vidual fuel cells may be stacked together to form a stack 12 
similar to schematic stack 10 shoWn in FIG. 1. Stack 12 
comprises ?ve such cells. To form a complete Working fuel 
cell assembly 13 (FIG. 3), stack 12 is sandWiched betWeen 
an anodic current collector 34 and a cathodic current col 
lector 32 Which in turn are sandWiched betWeen a top plate 
15 and a gas-manifold base 17, the entire assembly being 
sealingly bound together by bolts 19 extending through 
bores in top plate 15 and threadedly received in bores in base 
17. 

[0018] Preferably, the interconnect and the current collec 
tors are formed of an alloy, typically a “superalloy,” Which 
is chemically and dimensionally stable at the elevated tem 
peratures necessary for fuel cell operation, generally about 
750° C. or higher, for example, Hastelloy, Haynes 230, or a 
stainless steel. The electrolyte is formed of a ceramic oxide 
and preferably includes Zirconia stabiliZed With yttrium 
oxide (yttria), knoWn in the art as YSZ. The cathode is 
formed of, for example, porous lanthanum strontium man 
ganate or lanthanum strontium iron, and the anode is 
formed, for example, of a mixture of nickel and YSZ. 

[0019] In operation (FIG. 1), reformate gas 21 is provided 
to passageWays 24 at a ?rst edge 25 of the anode free surface 
20, ?oWs parallel to the surface of the anode across the 
anode in a ?rst direction, and is removed at a second and 
opposite edge 29 of anode surface 20. Hydrogen and CO 
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diffuse into the anode to the interface With the electrolyte. 
Oxygen 31, typically in air, is provided to passageWays 26 
at a ?rst edge 39 of the cathode free surface 22, ?oWs 
parallel to the surface of the cathode in a second direction 
orthogonal to the ?rst direction of the reformate (second 
direction omitted for clarity in FIG. 1), and is removed at a 
second and opposite edge 43 of cathode surface 22. Molecu 
lar oxygen gas (O2) diffuses into the cathode and is cata 
lytically reduced to two 0‘2 ions by accepting four electrons 
from the cathode and the cathodic current collector 32 (cell 
B) or the interconnect 28 (cell A) via ?laments 30. The 
electrolyte is permeable to the 0'2 ions Which pass by 
electric ?eld through the electrolyte and combine With four 
hydrogen atoms to form tWo Water molecules, giving up four 
electrons to the anode and the anodic current collector 34 
(cell A) or the interconnect 28 (cell B) via ?laments 30. Thus 
cellsA and B are connected in series electrically betWeen the 
tWo current collectors, and the total voltage and Wattage 
betWeen the current collectors is the sum of the voltage and 
Wattage of the individual cells in a fuel cell stack. 

[0020] FIG. 4 shoWs an improved tWo-cell stack 44 in 
accordance With the invention. Stack 44 is similar to prior art 
stack 10 shoWn in FIG. 1 but incorporates several improve 
ments over the prior art. 

[0021] First, prior art interconnect element 28 is relatively 
thick, heavy, and in?exible, having a typical thickness of 
about 3.5 mm or greater. Its thickness and Weight contribute 
to the overall Weight and siZe of a prior art stack, and its 
in?exibility contributes to the risk of cracking a non-planar 
electrolyte element or compromising the sealability betWeen 
elements, as discussed above. Improved interconnect ele 
ment 28a is formed as a ?exible foil having a thickness of 
less than about 0.5 mm and preferably about 0.127 mm 
(0.005 inch). Like the prior art interconnect 28, foil inter 
connect 28a is preferably formed of an alloy Which is 
chemically and dimensionally stable at the elevated tem 
peratures necessary for fuel cell operation, for example, a 
superalloy such as Hastalloy, Haines 230, or a stainless steel. 

[0022] Second, prior art anode spacer 36 and cathode 
spacer 38 are monolithic and formed from sheet stock 
having a thickness selected to yield the desired height of the 
anode passageWays 24 and cathode passageWays 26. Being 
in?exible, the prior art spacers also contribute to the risk of 
cracking a non-planar electrolyte element upon assembly of 
the stack as shoWn in FIG. 3, and/or compromising the 
sealability betWeen the elements. As shoWn in FIG. 4, prior 
art spacers 36,38 are replaced by improved spacers 36a,38a, 
each comprising a plurality of thin elements 46, each pref 
erably about 0.127 mm in thickness. Each element 46 is 
formed as a laminate comprising a superalloy and a soft and 
malleable material such as copper, nickel, or mica. Prefer 
ably, a foil of dielectric soft material, such as mica 48, is 
placed next to each of electrolyte elements 14 and anodes 16 
to insulate the foil interconnect 28a electrically from short 
circuiting through the electrolyte elements, as shoWn in 
FIG. 4, and to seal against gas leakage. Phologopite or 
?uorophlogopite mica is especially effective at sealing 
against the irregular and porous surface of the electrolyte. 

[0023] Using a plurality of thin spacers alloWs the height 
of the ?oW spaces to be varied as may be desired among 
different fuel cell stacks simply by varying the number of 
spacers included for each ?oW space. For example, in a 
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currently preferred embodiment of a fuel cell stack, cathode 
?oW space 26 is formed by ?ve such spacers and anode ?oW 
space 24 is formed by three such spacers. Further, selection 
of spacer materials according to their thermal eXpansion 
properties alloWs the yield strength and thermal eXpansion 
of a stack to be speci?ed, and thermal eXpansion of the 
spacers can provide sealing force for the seals against the 
electrolyte elements and the interconnect and current col 
lectors. Further, forming thick spacers by assembling a 
plurality of thin laminated foil spacers, such that the foils 
may slide past one another as needed, results in a thick 
spacer Which is nonetheless sufficiently ?exible to conform 
to a non-planar electrolyte element Without cracking it. 

[0024] While the invention has been described by refer 
ence to various speci?c embodiments, it should be under 
stood that numerous changes may be made Within the spirit 
and scope of the inventive concepts described. Accordingly, 
it is intended that the invention not be limited to the 
described embodiments, but Will have full scope de?ned by 
the language of the folloWing claims. 
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1. A perimeter spacer for use in a fuel cell stack, com 
prising betWeen tWo and ten laminate spacer elements 
positioned adjacent to one another, at least one of said spacer 
elements being formed of a superalloy and a soft material, 
Wherein said soft material is selected from the group con 
sisting of copper and dielectric materials and Wherein at 
least one of the outermost of the laminate spacer elements is 
formed of mica for sealing and insulating disposition against 
an electrolyte element in said fuel cell stack. 

2. Aperimeter spacer in accordance With claim 1 Wherein 
said dielectric material is mica. 

3. Aperimeter spacer in accordance With claim 1 con?g 
ured for spacing an electrolyte element from an interconnect 
element, Wherein said perimeter spacer includes betWeen 
tWo and ten laminate spacer elements. 

4. Aperimeter spacer in accordance With claim 2 Wherein 
at least one of the outermost of the laminate spacer elements 
is formed of mica for sealing and insulating disposition 
against an electrolyte element in said fuel cell stack. 

* * * * * 


