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The New Jersey State Department of Transportation will be constructing sev
eral unpainted, low-alloy steel bridges in the near future. To gather infor
mation for use in evaluating the performance of these structures a literature 
search was conducted. Some problems related to material specifications and 
atmospheric corrosion testing are discussed. The data contained in severai 
reports on the atmospheric corrosion of many low-alloy steels are examined. 

Sufficient data appear to be available in published corrosion tests to allow 
a reasonable estimate of the amount of corrosion which will occur to un
stressed sample panels of manylow-alloy steels exposed freely to the atmo
sphere, at many locations. These estimates can be made by comparing the 
chemical composition of a given steel with several tested chemical composi
tions to which it is similar in percentages of the major corrosion-reducing 
alloying elements. Any comparisons, such as these, must be made for sim
ilar environments and test conditions. 

Test results from three different reports are compared for steels which 
were groupedin accordance with the percentages of the major corrosion
reducing alloying elements contained. Based on the information in these re
ports and other references, a tentative empirical method is proposed for 
predicting the depth of penetration of corrosion for bridge members. The 
empirical method assumes a linear long-term corrosion rate and includes 
an "exposure factor," "pittingfactor," anda "safety factor." The reductions 
in several cross-sectional properties of two wide-flange beams and various 
sizes of plate are computed and it is suggested that further study of this prob
lem should be made. 

The possible effect of loads on corrosion and of corrosion on static and 
fatigue load resistance are briefly discussed, and "other factors" of rel
evance to the use of unpainted bridges are listed. A proposed test pro
gram for an experimental New Jersey bridge is briefly outlined. 

• THE New Jersey State Department of Transportation will be constructing several 
unpainted, low-alloy steel bridges in the near future. These bridges have been classified 
as experimental, and an annual report on their performance will be submitted to the 
Bureau of Public Roads. 

The Division of Research and Evaluation has established a project (1) entitled "Bridge 
Construction of Unpainted ASTM A-242 Steel," and is responsible for the observation, 
analysis, and evaluation of these experimental structures. This paper is a report on 
the first phase of this project-a literature search-and includes: (a) an analysis of some 
atmm;pheric currusiou test data, (b) an attempt to apply these data to highway bridges, 
(c) a Hstmg oi some r eiaceci fac tors which appea1· i.u ue .i11 m:eu u.l .luith t:.i· .:>tudy, '1ilu (d/ 
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a brief description of the testing program being proposed for the experimental New 
Jersey bridges. 
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More than 25 years of industrial research has shown that many low-alloy steels are 
corroded at a much slower rate than ordinary structural steel when openly exposed to 
the atmosphere in the form of small panels on test racks. These steels claim no 
special ability to resist chemical attack (2), only atmospheric attack. 

In this past research, the chief method used to evaluate the degree of corrosion was 
the determination of the amount of weight loss which occurred after sample panels were 
exposed to the atmosphere for various time periods and then cleaned of all corrosion 
products. This weight loss was then converted into an average thickness loss for each 
exposed surface. Thickness losses plotted against time produced time-corrosion 
curves which illustrated graphically a significant reduction in rate of corrosion of some 
low-alloy steels compared to ordinary structural steel in many types of atmospheres. 

It has been proposed that some low-alloy steels can be used for structures in an un
painted condition, freely exposed to the atmosphere with little or no maintenance re
quired (3, 5, 7, 9, 10). It has also been stated that these materials, when painted, 
cause increased paint life (4). It has been claimed further that the appearance of the 
rusted material is a desirable feature for some applications (3, 5). The question of 
appearance appears to be subject to debate, and adverse, as well as complimentary, 
opinions are available. The possibility of staining of adjacent materials by corrosion 
products carried off by rain must also be considered in this regard. 

Some uses for which unpainted low-alloy steel has been suggested (3), (5)arebridges, 
building exteriors and open-type buildings, railroad cars, trucks, commumcation and 
power line poles and towers, highway guardrails, fences, light standards, railings, 
and sign supports. The obvious reason for using this material for these applications 
is the economy resulting from a combination of higher strength and low maintenance 
which, presumably, will more than offset the higher unit cost of material. 

The suggested benefits to be gained by using high-strength, low-alloy weather
resistant steel have generated considerable interest in this material, especially in 
recent years. Many actual uses are described in the technical literature (3, 5, 6). 
The first major use of unpainted steel in bridge structures was on the John C. Lodge 
Expressway, Detroit, Michigan (6). The Michigan State Highway Department has re
ported that it is satisfied with the performance of A-242 steel to date. Their bridges 
have been open to traffic for more than a year. 

The significant number of structures constructed of unpainted steel, even though 
many are considered experimental, indicates a considerable degree of confidence in 
its performance by both users and producers. It should be noted, however, that very 
few unpainted structures have been in existence for more than 5 years. 

MATERIAL IDENTIFICATION AND SPECIFICATION 

The materials which have been advanced as possessing sufficient resistance to cor
rosion to allow their use in unpainted structures, under some conditions, are generally 
classified as low-alloy, high-strength steels which are modifications of ASTM Specifi
cation A-242. 

ASTM A-242 states: "These steels have enhanced atmospheric corrosion resistance 
equal to or greater than carbon structural steels with copper"; and, in a later paragraph, 
"If the steel is specified for materially greater atmospheric corrosion resistance than 
structural carbon steel with copper, the purchaser should so indicate and consult with 
the manufacturer. " 

The chemical requirements stipulated by A-242 for ladle analysis are carbon, 0. 22 
percent maximum; manganese, 1. 25 percent maximum; and sulphur, 0. 05 percent 
maximum. The tensile requirements are similar to ASTM A-441, and include a mini
mum yield point of 50, 000 psi for Group I structural shapes and plates % in. and under 
in thickness. No tests for corrosion resistance are included in the specification. 

A-242 also states: "If steel is purchased for welding, the suitability of the chemical 
composition for welding under the given conditions shall be based on evidence accept
able to the purchaser." 
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This specification does not contain any requirements which will insure that corro
sion will be limited to any greater extent than it is limited in copper-bearing steel under 
similar conditions of use. In fact, the chemical requirements do not insure even this. 
Copper-bearing steel (0. 20 percent minimum copper), under most conditions, is not 
usually considered for use in unpainted structures. The welding properties of the 
specified steel are, likewise, not defined by direct requirements. 

In current specification practice, the following alternatives have been used by de
signers or suggested by steel producers: 

1. Specify under A- 242 and modify by using a corrosion resistance requirement of 
"four to six times that of ASTM A7 steel." Require manufacturer to submit evidence, 
satisfactory to the Engineer, that the material supplied satisfies this corrosion cri
teria. Require certification and evidence of weldability. 

2. Specify under A-441 and modify by using the same corrosion resistance and 
welding criteria mentioned under alternative 1. 

3. Specify by brand name either with or without an "or equal" clause. 

The above alternatives are in need of improvement if they are to be continued to be 
used for nonproprietary construction specifications. For instance, the requirement 
of "four to six times the corrosion resistance of ASTM A 7 steel" is not clearly defined, 
and hence, for specification purposes is meaningless. The amount of material loss 
which will occur to any steel due to corrosion is quite variable and depends on the type 
of atmosphere, the conditions of exposure, the exact chemical composition, the ex
posure time, and many other factors. When comparing the corrosion resistances of 
different steels, the conditions under which the comparisons are made must be clearly 
defined. 

TESTING FOR ATMOSPHERIC CORROSION RESISTANCE 

Atmospheric corrosion testing is characterized by a relative lack of standardiza
tion (2). The general types of tests which can be conducted may be classified as 
follows (13): 

1. Accelerated tests-used for quality control and acceptance. 
2. Laboratory tests-used to develop theory of corrosion mechanism or systematic 

study of individual factors (often accelerated). 
3. Actual service tests-A built-in part of a structure or piece of equipment is 

usually removed for evaluation after a suitable period of use. (Most reliable and most 
expensive method.) 

4. Field (or plant) tests-samples of material are exposed to the actual environment, 
although not under the conditions of actual use. 

In regard to acceleration testing of low-alloy steels, the following quotes are taken 
from the literature: 

"It has been established that so-called 'accelerated' corrosion tests do not yield re
liable results" (2). 

"Acceleratedtests, such as salt spray and weatherometer tests, are virtually use
less in evaluating the durability of the weathering steels. The safe way is to use long 
term corrosion curves" (6). 

"At the present time no method has been found that will accelerate the formation of 
the rust coat" (2_). 

A somewhat more opt1m1st1c view is oiiered by Barton (ZZ). .Lu Ju :=; pa.l.Jt r, ju:: U.t.liii~5 
a suitable accelerated testing method as one "which accelerates progress of the cor
rosion process, compared with corrosion under natural conditions, without changing 
the mechanism of the corrosion reaction and of the combination of factor s controlling 
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its kinetics." He further states that a good knowledge of the mechanism of the corro
sion reaction is necessary for this type of test. His paper then describes an acceler
ated method of test for metals in an industrial environment, but later states: "Since 
this method employs constant supercritical humidity it cannot be used for comparison 
of the resistance of such metals as low-alloy steels, for which the corrosion resistance 
in atmospheric environments depends, among other factors, upon differences in the 
hygroscopic qualities of their corrosion products. At present, we are trying to formu
late conditions for accelerated corrosion tests of these materials, too. This is being 
done by a cycle combining the test conditions described above with a period of drying 
at relative humidities lower than the critical point. Preliminary trials show very 
promising results." 

In regard to the mechanism of corrosion for low-alloy steels in the atmosphere, 
Horton states (10): "One of the major unresolved questions about rusting today is how 
these alloys areable to affect the atmospheric corrosion resistance of steel." He later 
remarks: ". . . there is reason to think that alloying effects occur in the rust layer 
rather than at the surface of or within the corroding steel." 

It should be noted that attempts to explain improvements in corrosion resistance of 
steel by alloying have been made as early as 1913 up to the present. Further discus
sion of this problem can be found elsewhere (10, 12, 14, 22). In the words of Madison 
(6), "Just how the alloying elements produce more protective rust layers is not really 
known, but is under study." 

In summary: accelerated tests depend on an understanding of the basic corrosion 
mechanism; and because this mechanism is not well understood for low-alloy steels, 
and because the corrosion resistance depends upon the rust film itself, accelerated 
tests are not practical at this time. The statements quoted above from Barton offer 
some hope for future development of a test of this type. Apparently, further research 
is required. 

Inasmuch as acceleration of the protective coating development is not now practical, 
then it becomes necessary to take long periods of time to test a steel for atmospheric 
corrosion resistance. This means that quality control and acceptance tests which 
directly measure corrosion resistance are not possible at this time. However, suf
ficient data appear to be available, in published corrosion tests, to allow a reasonable 
estimate to be made of the amount of corrosion which will occur to unstressed sample 
panels of many low-alloy steels, exposed freely to the atmosphere, at many locations. 
These estimates can be made by comparing the chemical composition of a given steel 
with several tested chemical compositions to which it is similar in percentages of the 
major corrosion-reducing alloying elements. Any comparisons, such as these, must 
be made for similar environments and test conditions. 

PUBLISHED ATMOSPHERIC CORROSION TESTS OF LOW-ALLOY STEEL 

Copson (8) , Larrabee and Coburn (L & C) (9), and Horton (10) report on the results 
of atmospheric corrosion tests conducted on a -wide variety of low-alloy steels at a 
number of locations for periods up to 20 years. 

In general, these tests were conducted on small sample panels, exposed freely to 
the atmosphere on test racks, and as mentioned previously, the degree of corrosion 
was evaluated by determining the loss in weight which occurred after all rustedmaterial 
was removed. In one case, measurements of pit depths were made. For the most part, 
there is good agreement among the results of the tests discussed in these reports. 

Some general conclusions taken from these and several other sources are listed 
below. These conclusions were either stated explicitly by the authors of the respective 
publications, or were obvious from their experimental data. 

1. "Low-alloy steels, as a class, are not incorrodible, but under favorable condi
tions, as when they are exposed freely outdoors, they rust several times less rapidly 
than unalloyed mild steel." They have been described as "slow rusting steels" (11). 

2. The kind and amount of alloying elements have a great effect on corrosioil:
Minor changes in composition sometimes are major factors in determining the atmo
spheric corrosion losses (!!_, ~. 10, Q). 
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3. The alloying elements which seem to have the greatest beneficial effect on cor
rosion resistance of steel are copper, chromiwn, phosphorus, nickel, and silicon (8, 
9, 10). -
- 4. The reduction in the amount of rusting due to a combination of alloying elements 
is not equal to the sum of the r eductions due to each el em ent acting alone . The addi 
tion of higher percentages of each beneficial element further reduces corrosion loss, 
but this is limited by economics (8, 9, 10, 11). 

5. No one of the beneficial elementslisted above is essential to obtaining high 
corrosion resistance (8, 9, 10). 

6. The effect of varying the percentage of any given element is somewhat dependent 
on the percentages in which the other alloys are present (9, 10). 

7. The type of atmosphere at a particular site has a greateffect on the rate, magni
tude, and uniformity (degree of pitting) of corrosion (8, 9, 12, 13). Atmospheres are 
usually classified as either rural, industrial, or marfoe-:- The adjectives, moderate 
and severe , are sometimes used to further describe atmospheres within the industrial 
and marine classifications. 

8. The relative effect of the various alloying elements is dependent on the type of 
atmosphere (8, 9). 

9. The condilions of exposure significantly influence the amount, rate, and unifor
mity of corrosion. That is, there is a difference depending upon whether the specimen 
is vertical or inclined, and whether it is sheltered from rain and sun or boldly exposed 
(11, 12, 13). 
- 10--:- Other factors such as initial weather conditions, direction of exposure, and annual 

changes in air pollution also have an influence on atmospheric corrosion tests (12, ~). 

EFFECTS OF VARIOUS ALLOYING ELEMENTS 

To utilize existing corrosion test data for estimating the corrosion resistance of a 
given low-alloy steel, it is necessary to have knowledge of the relative effect of the 
various alloying el ements. The reports cited above contain much information in this 
regard. 

As noted previously, the most influential alloying elements appear to be copper, 
chromium, phosphorus, nickel, and silicon. It will be convenient in later discussions 
to refer to the percentage level of a particular element by a limiting adjective, such 
as low, medium, or high. The meaning of these adjectives, for purposes of this re
port, are defined below as they are introduced. It should be noted that the corrosion 
experts do not always agree on the relative merits of the individual alloying elements. 
The following discussion of these alloying elements is a fair swnmary of present think
ing in this regard, for industrial atmospheres. 

Copper 

Copper is probably the most important alloying element. Even in the absence of the 
others, very small amounts of copper, in the range of 0. 01 to 0. 04 percent, cause a 
very large increase in corrosion resistance (9). After about 0. 04 percent has been 
added, the rate of change of corrosion resistance with further increases in copper 
becomes less, but significant improvement continues up to about the O. 3 percent level 
beyond which the rate of change in corrosion resistance with additional amounts of 
copper becomes smaller (9). 

Because most commerc:Ial low-alloy steels contain at least 0. 20 percent copper, 
only two levels of copper content will be considered in this report; namely, medium 
copper (0. 15 percent to 0. 29 percent) and high copper (0. 30 percent or more). 

Chromium 

Chromium is very beneficial in the presence of medium and high copper. For these 
levels of copper , the rate of increase in corrosion resistance with increases in chro
mium is greatest for amounts up to about O. 50 percent. In greater amounts, chromium 
continues to exert a strong beneficial effect on corrosion resistance although equal in
creases at the higher levels have a lesser beneficial effect than at the lower level (~, 10). 
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Because copper is present in good quantity in all the alloys shown in Table 1, chro
mium can be expected to be an important variable element. Tlu·ee levels of chromium 
content will be considered; namely, high ch.romium-1. 0 percent to 1. 3 percent, medium 
chromium-0. 5 percent to O. 8 percent, and low chromium-0. 1 percent or less. 

Phosphorus 

Phosphorus is a very powerfull beneficial alloying element even in very small per
centages (9, 10). For mediwn and high copper levels, it is probably only slightly 
lesser in linportance than chromium. Three levels of phosphorus content will be con
sidered; namely, high phosphorus-0. 08 percent to 0. 12 percent, medium phosphorus-
0. 04 percent to O. 07 percent, and low phosphorus-0. 02 percent or less. 

Nickel 

Nickel is also a quite beneficial alloy. The effect of varying nickel content for com
positions in which all other constituents are held constant is approximately linear (9), 
at least, for percentages up to 1 percent. It does not seem to be as highly effective in 
combination with the other beneficial alloys as it is when used alone or with copper only 
(9, 10). The addition of higher percentages (2, 3, 4 percent) shows a continuing bene
ficial effect (8), but its use in these highe1· amounts in low-alloy steels for industrial 
environments- appears to be limited by economics. The relative position of nickel im
proves when marine atmospheres (and presumably any salt attack) are considered. 
Reference will be made to three levels of nickel; namely, high nickel-approximately 
1. 0 percent, medium nickel-approximately 0. 5 percent, and low nickel-less than O. 1 
percent. 

Silicon 

Silicon is a strong beneficial element. It appears to cause the largest incremental 
increases in corrosion resistance in amounts up to about 0. 3 percent with lesser but 
continuing effectiveness at higher levels. Reference will be made to 3 levels of silicon; 
namely, high silicon-0. 4 percent to O. 7 percent, medium silicon-0. 15 percent to 
0. 3 percent, and low silicon-0. 10 per.cent or less. 

Carbon 

No indication was given in any of the tests studied that carbon is a significant element 
as far as corrosion resistance is concerned. Furthermore, the percentages of carbon 
are low and fairly uniform for the alloys given in Table 1. Carbon will be ignored in 
subsequent discussions. 

Manganese 

Horton (10) states: "Manganese is of little benefit to the corrosion resistance of 
complex low-alloy steels." Copson (20) indicates that manganese is only slightly bene
ficial in industrial atmospheres. Manganese will be considered insignificant in the 
following discussions, although it does appear to have some beneficial effect. 

Sulphur 

Horton (10) has indicated that sulphur can be a significantly detrimental element 
even in small percentages. The variations in the amounts of sulphur contained in the 
alloys given in Table 1 are considered to be small enough to make their effect negligible. 

With regard to the effect of adding the various percentage levels of chromium, phos
phorus, nickel, and silicon to a high-copper steel, the data shown in Figure 1 are in
fo.rmative. For more complete information on the effect of the individual alloying ele
ments the reports referenced previously should be consulted. 

It should be noted at this point that the curve of corrosion resistance for a particular 
steel with increasing amounts of any one of the beneficial alloying elements we are 
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5.3 MILS PENETRATION FOR HIGH COPPER STEEL WITH NEGLIGIBLE 
AMOUNTS OF OTHER ALLOYING ELEMENTS. 

PLOTTED FROM DATA CONTAINED IN , "THE ATMOSPHERIC 
CORROSION OF STEELS AS INFLUENCED BY CHANGES IN 
CHEMICAL COMPOSITION.' BY LARRABEE AND COBURN (REF.9) 

Figure 1. Effect of varying Cr, P, Ni, and Si on the corrosion resistance of high-copper-steel . 

discussing here will be, generally, a continuous function (8, 9, 10). That is, it is not 
proposed here that the corrosion resistance changes abruptly-as the percentage passes 
from medium to high phosphorus for instance; but, there will be a gradual change as 
the upper limit of the medium level defined previously is reached and the percentage 
passes into the higher level. The ma.in purpose for defining the percentage levels the 
way they were defined is to make it easier to locate a number of compositions out of 
a large number of tested compositions which will have approximately the same corro
sion resistance. 

The data in Figure 1 show that, for high-copper steels in atmospheres similar to 
Kearny, N. J. (industrial), the relative effectiveness of the various percentage levels 
of the beneficial alloys is as follows: 

1. High Cr 
2. High P 
3. Med. Cr or Med. P or High Ni 
4. Med. Ni. or High Si 
5. Med. Si 

It was previously noted that the reduction in corrosion due to a combination of alloy
ing elements is not equal to the sum of the reductions due to each element acting alone, 
and the effect of any given element depends upon the other elements present. This is 
also illustrated by Figure 1. 

PREDICTED TIME-CORROSION CURVES FOR SEVERAL CLASSES OF 
LOW-ALLOY STEELS IN INDUSTRIAL ATMOSPHERES 

In this l'epol't, the-corrosion resistance of certain s elected alloys in only industrial 
atmospheres (Kearny, New Jersey; Bayonne, New Je1·sey; and Pittsburgh, Pen11sylvania) 
will be emphasized. The Kearny location is very close to, and should be well representative 
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of, the site of experimental bridges to be constructed by the N. J. State Department 
of T1·ansportation (Newark, New Jersey). The Bayonne site is also geographically close 
to the experimental site and should show good correlation. Pittsburgh is usually de 
scribed as having a severe industrial atmosphere. 

Table 1 gives the typical chemical compositions of several commercial low-alloy 
steels, and several alloys whose time-corrosion curves are plotted in Figure 2A. The 
alloys selected from the various reports were chosen because of the similarities be
tween their chemical compositions and those of the commercial alloys. The report 
from which the alloys were taken is noted by an abbreviation as indicated in a previous 
paragraph. The number identifying each alloy is the same nwnber that was used in the 
original report. figure 2B shows, for comparison, some time-corrosion curves for 
ordinary steels and copper -steels at the above locations. 

The alloys in Table 1 all contain copper in excess of 0. 30 percent and would hence 
be classified as " high copper" alloys by 0u1· definition. The alloys are divided into 
three groups on the basis of their percentage levels of chromium and phosphorus. 
Within each group they are arranged, with the exception of the commerical alloys, first 
in the order of increasing silicon content and then in the order of increasing nickel 
content. 

An examination of the time-corrosion data illustrated in Figure 2A indicates that, 
as a group, the high-ch1·01nium, high-phosphorus steels have the best corrosion re
sistance, as might be expected, and the mediwn-chromium, high-phospho1•us group 
the next best. The corrosion losses for each group fall within a fairly narrow range 
and become less as the silicon and nickel contents increase. There iB no abruptchange 
in corrosion losses, however, from one group to the next; but instead there is consider
able overlapping between adjacent groups. This overlapping does not appear as pro
nounced on the graphs as it actually is, since some of the alloys, which differed only 
in nickel content, were averaged. 
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Figure 2A. 

It is, of course, obvious tllat grouping by copper , chr omium, and phosphorus is not 
a complete answer to predicting corrosion losses. No one alloy, even copper , is essen
tial to obtaining cor ros ion r esistance in the range exhibited by these alloys . Some 
alloys within the Table 1 groups can be made to have corrosion resistances equal to, 
or better than, an alloy in a "better" group by adding sufficiently large amounts of the 
other, less influential, but, nevertheless, beneficial alloying elements, such as silicon 
and nickel. This grouping procedure is recognized as being approximate, and after the 
groupings are made, it is necessary to look at the "typical" values and the ranges for 
the percentages of each element in a given chemical composition. Steels containing all 
the elements at the upper limit of the various percentage levels will no doubt have con
siderably higher corrosion resistances than steels with lower or intermediate values, 
and vice versa; and the ranges for the various elements are often quite large for com
mercial steels. Also, other properties of steels are influenced by these alloying ele
ments and any changes in these properties, whether beneficial or detrimental, must be 
weighed. 

It does appear, however, that reasonable estimates of corrosion resistance for a 
given type atmosphere can be made, for a given chemical composition, if it can be 
compared with several tested chemical compositions to which it is similar in percent
ages of the major corrosion-reducing alloying elements. 

Empirical Equations 

In order to predict corrosion losses for the life of a structure it is necessary to 
extrapolate the available test data, most of which is for time intervals less than 20 
years. 

The following empirical equation is proposed to represent corrosion vs time curves 
(see Ref . ~for a similar approach): 
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(1) 

average penetration of corrosion, in mils, on each exposed surface, based 
on weight loss; 
average penetration after 10 years, in mils; 
total years of exposure; and 
rate of penetration with time for the time interval from 10 to 20 years, in 
mils per year. 

It is assumed in Eq. 1 that the corrosion continues indefinitely at the same rate 
after 10 years of exposure. It may be that the rate of corrosion decreases further 
with time, but there does not appear to be sufficient data to warrant assuming this. 
There is no information which would indicate that the rate will increase with time, but 
this may be possible, under some circumstances, such as a significant worsening in 
the environmental conditions. 

Examination of the experimental data for the steels given in Table 2 suggests the 
following relationships: 

For the high-chromium, high-phosphorus group, 

P = 2.0 + (N-10) 0.04 (la) 

For the medium-chromium, high-phosphorus group, 
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P = 3. 0 + (N-10) 0. 06 (lb) 

No equation is listed for the medium-chromium, low-phosphorus steel since no data 
on the corrosion rate after 10 years were observed in the information studied. It is 
interesting to note that a r ecent Bur eau of Public Roads correspondence (24) contained 
the following statement with regard to a steel somewhat similar to those in this group: 

"General approval is given for the use of this material on Federal-Aid projects 
when economically justified, subject to the comments of this memorandum and the en
closed specification. Although this material has atmospheric corrosion-resistant prop
erties, these are not considered sufficient to permit its use in an unpainted condition." 

The ranges of or the chemical composition of the steel to which reference is made 
in the above paragraph are copper, 0. 22 to O. 36 percent; chromium, O. 43 to 0. 66 
percent; silicon, 0. 16 to O. 27 percent; carbon, 0. 15 to 0. 20 percent; manganese, O. 91 
to 1. 25 percent; and vanadium, 0. 038 to O. 07 percent. Using the percentage level 
limits stated earlier, this particular steel can be described as: medium to high copper, 
medium chromium, low phosphorus, low nickel, medium silicon. 

The corrosion rate (R10-20) is an important factor when long periods .of exposure are 
anticipated, and the available data on it are sparse. More extensive study of this factor 
should be made. The equations proposed above are, of course, to be considered tempo
rary approximations. The previous comments regarding the need for studying each 
composition within a group are applicable when deciding whether or not it can be rep
resented by an empirical equation. The degree of accuracy of these tests is also an 
unknown factor although it has been stated that good agreement was found among repli 
cate specimens for some of the tests (8, 12); for the other tests no mention of this was 
made. - -

Corrosion Losses for Bridge Members in Industrial Atmospheres 

These values of penetration are based on the results of corrosion tests conducted 
under certain conditions. In order to obtain total loss of thickness for a bridge mem
ber, some modifications seem nee essary. 

For a two-sided plate (or beam flange or web) the following equation is suggested: 

where 

tN 

PN 

E.F. 
P.F. 
S. F. 

tN = PN X 2 sides x E. F. X E. F. x S. F. (2) 

total loss of thickness, in mils, after N years of exposure for a two-sided 
element; 
average penetration of rust, in mils, after N years estimated from empiri
cal equation; 
exposure factor; 
pitting factor; and 

= safety factor. 

Exposure Factor 

Horton states in his report (10): "These losses are for vertical surfaces openly ex
posed to the washing action of rain. Underside surfaces, sheltered from rain and 
slower drying, may corrode about 50 percent more." 

Copson states (8): "It should be pointed out that shelter, crevices, undrained areas, 
and other factors, can increase the corrosion." 

Larrabee and Coburn state (9): "For steel specimens thus exposed in industrial and 
~~11:..i-i: u1al a.ti11uo.iJtu:::rc::s, the i-atiu uf -thc weight lose~~ vf the. ck;"""n .. ur-d :;u.r-f~~c t~ t..11~ 
groundward surface has been shown to be about 38 to 62." 

This last statement indicates that corrosion for specimens not exposed to rain wash
ing and direct sunlight would be about 25 percent greater than the average values used 
in time-corrosion curves. 
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In an earlier report (12), Larrabee observed that specimens exposed facing south
ward on a vertical rack,some sheltered, some unsheltered, had "50 to 100 percent 
higher corrosion losses than duplicate specimens that were exposed southward at 30 
degrees to the horizontal on regular test racks" (unsheltered). Among the specimens 
supported vertically, he found variations in corrosion between the sheltered and un
sheltered specimens of up to 20 percent. In some cases, the exposed specimens cor
roded more, and in some cases less, than the unexposed specimens. It was indicated 
that these variations were affected by the directions in which the specimens faced. All 
of the above was based on four years of exposure. 

Also, in this same report (12), some tests on steels exposed in tunnels were dis
cussed. After one year, the amount of corrosion of a steel alloy similar to the high
copper, high-chromium, high-phosphorus group, Table 2, of this report was 11 times 
as much in a continuously damp tunnel as it was, for the same steel, exposed on the 
roof of a building in an industrial atmosphere. After 4 years' exposure in a tunnel with 
dry walls, the amount of corrosion for this same steel was approximately 8 times the 
corrosion which occurred on the roof. This low-alloy steel showed little or no advan
tage over copper-steel in the tunnel exposures. 

Another work (11) comments as follows: "To make a broad generalization, slow
rusting steels showto maximum advantage when they are freely exposed to the open 
air in industrial environments; it is doubtful whether, from the corrosion aspect, their 
use is worthwhile under sheltered conditions of atmospheric exposure, or where im
mersion in natural waters , or burial in the soil, is involved." 

In substantiation of this, test results are listed for copper-steels in a tunnel in 
England. After 5 years' exposure, no significant change in rusting rate with varying 
copper content was found. Also, "as a further example of the ineffectiveness of low
alloy additions in slowing down rusting under sheltered conditions, tests by BISRA in 
indoor atmospheres have failed to reveal any substantial difference in the rusting of a 
chromium/copper-s teel and of an ordinary mild steel in most of them. The tests sites 
covered a wide range of domestic and industrial conditions, from bathrooms to loco
motive sheds" (11). 

In attemptingto expla in the mechanism by which rusting of low-alloy steels proceeds, 
Copson (14) concluded with the following remark: "Variation in weather affects corro
sion, but may affect different steels differently. This is because rainfall has a dual 
role. Moisture must be present for steel to corrode, but washing away of soluble 
material is beneficial. Dew, fog, high humidity, and shelter would be expected to be 
harmful." 

The statements presented above indicate that: 

1. The position of a test specimen, i.e., whether vertical, horizontal, or inclined, 
has an effect on the amount of corrosion. 

2. The direction in which a test specimen faces, with respect to rain, wind, and 
sunlight, has some effect on the amount of corrosion. 

3. Steel specimens, sheltered from rain and sunlight, will generally corrode more 
than steel boldly exposed to the elements. 

4. The conditions under which the tests, for which the time-corrosion curves in 
Figure 2 were drawn, were such that the tests probably show the corrosion under rel
atively favorable exposure conditions. 

To account for possible variations from test values of corrosion, it seems clear 
that an exposure factor should be used as a multiplier when estimates of corrosion for 
a structural member, such as an interior bridge beam, are being made. 

Based on the previous discussion, it appears that this factor could range from 1. 25 
to as high as, possibly, 10. The higher factor would apply to steel that is continuously 
wet, a more severe condition than normal bridge environments. The lower figure 
applies to steel exposed under favorable conditions. 

Conversations \\'.ith steel producers' representatives have indicated that they expect 
very little difference in the amounts of corrosion between interior and exterior bridge 
members. 
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On the experimental bridges, it will probably take at least 5 years to detect any 
significant change in long-term corrosion between the two locations. In fact, the cor
rosion in the early years will probably be greater for boldly exposed steel. 

It is hoped that a more reliable determination of exposure factors will result from 
further research. At this time, it is proposed that a factor of 2 be used for bridge 
members exposed in industrial atmospheres and subjected to only atmospheric mois
ture, and that careful study be continued. This may be slightly conservative under the 
best conditions or, perhaps, grossly unconservative for more severe cases such as 
long periods of dampness. In any case, it appears that careful observation of this 
effect on an actual structure must be continued for a relatively long time. 

Pitting Factor 

Most publicized corrosion test results are presented in a form which shows the 
average depth of penetration of rust into an exposed surface. The question arises as 
to how much greater penetration above the average, can be expected, and what effect 
this might have on the strength of a structural member. Copson's report (8) includes 
some data on pitting, as follows: -

AVERAGE PIT DEPTHS, MILSa 
(Industrial Atmosphere, Bayonne, New Jersey) 

Sample 1 Yr 5.1 Yr 7.1 Yr 9.1 Yr 18. 1 Yr 

*13 Copson 6.0 10. 5 9.9 10. 4 13. 0 
*14 Copson 10. 4 12. 3 12.4 
147 Copson 8.0 10.4 11. 6 

H61 Copson 9.0 11. 8 11. 9 12. 3 

a 
Average of 4 deepest pits on skyward and 4 deepest pits on groundward 
surface. 

As can be seen in Table 1, these steels represent each of the 3 groups studied 
previously. The above data show that there is very little variation among the groups 
in the depths of the deepest pits after long exposures. The deepest pits were on the 
order of 3 to 4 times the average corrosion penetration calculated from weight loss. 
No data on the total amount of pitting were given in the report (8); and the other re-
ports (9, 10) studied made little or no mention of pitting. -

Pitting will certainly reduce static strength due to loss in cross-sectional area; 
but this effect may be very slight, and will be considered as undetermined for the 
present. Pits will also act as stress-raisers and will tend to result in a somewhat 
lower fatigue strength for rusted steel. The general problem of the effect of repetitive, 
fatigue-type loadings on bridge materials is, itself, not well understood; but it is well 
known (15) that roughening a surface, whether due to corrosion or some other cause, 
reducesthe fatigue life of a member. 

In view of the above, consideration of even a temporary quantitative factor to ac
count directly for pitting will be postponed until further study is made. 

Safety Factor 

In light of the many uncertainties mentioned, the inaccuracies inherent in atmospheric 
corrosion tef>ting, the irregularities Irom test conditions which are likely to occur on 
an actual structure, variations in chemical compo:sii.iurn:s .frum t:Statt:u tni.il:d.l va.lu.::.:;, 
differences in atmospheric conditions, and of the uncertainty involved in extrapolating 
test data, it seems reasonable to apply a safety factor to estimates of material loss 
due to corrosion. 

Madison (6) suggests a design factor of 3, but does not provide any special factor to 
account for exposure variations. In this report we have suggested a factor of 2 to 
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account separately for exposure. An additional safety factor of at least 2 seems rea
sonable for bridge structures with a life expectancy of about 50 years. This factor is 
suggested with the idea that careful inspections of unpainted structures will be made 
on a regular basis until more definite estimates of corrosion can be made. 

This safety factor is considered to be independent of, and in addition to, the safety 
factor already incorporated in structural design criteria to account for other factors 
such as mill tolerances, strength variations, and overloads. 

ESTIMATED THICKNESS LOSSES FOR BRIDGE MEMBERS AND REDUCTION IN 
THEORETICAL CROSS-SECTIONAL PROPERTIES 

Calculated values of PN, from Eqs. la and lb, are shown below multiplied by 4 to 
account for the exposure and safety factors. 

Eq. la: P25 2.6 )( 4 10. 4 mils 
Pso 3. 6 )( 4 14. 4 mils 

P100 5.6 )( 4 22. 4 mils 

Eq. lb: P25 3.9 )( 4 15. 6 mils 
Pso 5.4 x 4 21. 6 mils 

P100 8.4 )( 4 33. 6 mils 

Using handbook dimensions and cross-sectional properties, the approximate per
centage reductions in moment-of-inertia and web shear area, for two wide-flange 
beams, were calculated for various values of corrosion penetration, P. The percen
tage reduction in thickness for several sizes of plate was also calculated. This infor
mation is given in Table 2. 

For purposes of discussion, in this report, a reduction in these cross-sectional 
properties of 5 percent, or more, has been arbitrarily selected as being sufficiently 
large to designate as "significant change." 

In summary of Table 2: For steel s whose time-corrosion curve is approximated by 
Eq. l b, after 25 years-significant change for plates less than about ~10 in. thick; after 
50 years-significant change fpr plates less than about% in. thick; andafter 100 years-

TABLE i 

PN 
PERCENT REDUCT! ON IN PERCENT REDUCTION IN 

EMPIRICAL SECTION OR YEARS MOMENT OF INERTIA WEB AREA OR PLATE 
EQUATION PLATE THICl<NESS EXPOSURE STRONG AXIS THICKNESS 

25 10.4 2.1 2.7 
36 WF 194 50 14.4 2.9 3.7 

100 22.4 4.5 5.8 

25 10.4 2.6 3.3 
36 WF 150 50 14.4 3.6 4.6 

100 22.4 5.6 7 .2 

lo 25 10.4 - 4.2 
1/2 " Plate 50 14.4 - 5.8 

100 22.4 - 9.0 

25 10.4 - 2.1 
1 11 Plate 50 14.4 - 2.9 

100 22.4 - 4.5 

25 15.6 3.1 4.1 
36 WF 194 50 21.6 4.3 5.6 

100 33.6 6.7 8.7 

25 15.6 3.9 5.0 
36 WF 150 50 21.6 5.4 6.9 

100 33.6 8.4 10.7 
lb 25 15.6 - 6.2 

1/2" Plati! so 21.6 - 8.6 
100 33.6 - 13.4 

25 15.6 - 3.1 
1" Plate 50 21.6 - 4.3 

100 33.6 - 6.7 
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significant change for plates less than about 15/ie in. thick, and for I of 36WF194. For 
steels whose time -corrosion curve is approximated by Eq. lb, after 25 years-significant 
change for plates less than about % in. thick; after 50 years-significant change for web 
of 36WF 194, I and web of 36WF150, and plates less than about% in. thick; and after 
100 years -significant change for plates less than about 1 % in. thick, and for I and web 
area of both WF shapes. 

It appears that Table 2 is evidence that further study should be made of the reduc
tion in cross-sectional properties of unpainted structural members, and that revisions 
to design procedures may be necessary for some cases. There are, of course, many 
other shapes and sizes of structural members, as well as other important sectional 
properties and dimensional parameters which should be investigated. The particular 
properties and shapes discussed above were intended only to serve as an indication of 
the existence of a possible problem area, and were not intended to be comprehensive 
or conclusive. The properties which govern the design of a structural part are obvi
ously dependent upon the type of member (tension, compression, beam, built-upgirder, 
etc.), and the specifications which govern the design. It is noted thatAASHO states 
(section 1. 6. 14): "Metal exposed to marked corrosive influences shall be increased 
in thickness or specially protected against corrosion." 

To account for material losses in design, one or more of the following provisions 
could be made: 

1. Require a thickness of sacrificial material, over and above that required by 
normal design, equal to the amount of thickness loss predicted (see also 6). 

2. Place a minimum thickness limitation on unpainted members, such that high 
percentage r eductions in s ignificant design parameters will not be expected. 

3. Reduce the allowable stresses when design calculations are based on original 
cross-sectional properties; or, reduce the published values of cross-sectional prop
erties by some percentage, or percentages, representative of the amount of corrosion 
predicted and the importance of the particular property. 

4. Do nothing if the material losses can be tolerated as being insignificant. 

The design provisions chosen must take into consideration the type of structure, the 
expected life, the environment, and the sensitivity to change of the governing parameters. 

A thorough study of this matter is beyond the scope of this report. Further study is 
recommended. 

In the foregoing discussion, we have been considering material losses due to en
vironmental and exposure conditions somewhat similar to those at the sites of atmo
spheric corrosion tests. To account for some expected differences in exposure condi
tions for bridge members, and to account for other uncertainties resulting from some
what incomplete test data and lack of long-term service experience, the test values 
were multiplied by an "exposure factor" and a "safety factor." It must be pointed out 
that the losses predicted on this basis, although apparently significant enough in some 
cases to require their consideration in design, are relatively small compared to the 
amount of material loss which may occur due to other factors as discussed in later 
paragraphs. 

EFFECTS OF LOADING 

The discussions of corrosion resistance tests in this report have been centered, 
primarily, around three references (8, 9, 10), which report on the performance of 
unstressed steel specimens. In the preVlous section an attempt was made, based on 
test data from the above reports, to estimate the material loss and resulting loss in 
----- - --·--- ---.L.!-- .... 1 __ _...._..,._..4,...1:-.,.. ...3e,...,, ..... .,...,... __ ,..,.,...;,"_ 
OU.llJC \....1 vo.;::,-c.:::a .• t.J.UJ..lc:LJ. 11.1. VJ:l"C;.&. L..&.'C;O \.&\A.\;; L.V '-'V"' ... VU.LVU• 

In an actual bridge structure, the material will be subjected to stress and strain 
due to both static and dynamic loads. The possible effects of simultaneous corrosion 
and loading on the corrosion resistance and strength of bridge members must be 
considered. 
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Some questions in this regard have been formulated and are listed below. Quantita
tive information on their pertinence, in relation to the low-alloy steels being con
sidered, does not seem to be readily available. Comments relative to each of these 
questions are given so that some estimate of their importance can be made. It is hoped 
that future studies will provide more complete answers to these questions. 

Will the Amount of Corrosion Be Higher Than Indicated 
From Tests On Unstressed Specimens When the Material 
Is Subjected to Static or Dynamic Loading? 

In other words: Will the protective coating remain intact, relatively impervious, 
and adherent; or, will the surface crack, "flake-off," or otherwise allow corrosion to 
continue at a high rate under the influence of stress and strain, either static or dyanamic? 

Relative Comments: 

"It is well known that the presence of stresses in a material cap. accelerate the rate 
of its cor r osion" (16). However, this effect is ver y small, and, "accordingly, only 
a few instances areknown where the existence of uniformly distributed stresses can 
cause an increase in corrosion . . . . The instances where accelerated corrosion rates 
may be ascribed to the influence of stresses usually are the result of nonuniform 
stresses" (2). Also, "only in unusual circumstances do static stresses accelerate at
tack" (17). -

Withregard to another aspect of this question, Madision (6) states: "Because the 
rust coating of weathering steels is strongly bonded to the steel, it will not break off 
under stress, provided the member is not loaded beyond its yield point." He also notes 
that the coating is hard, resists scratching, and will reform itself if it is scratched. 
Whether or not small cracks develop under strains below the yield point, and whether 
or not cyclic loading destroys the bond, is not clear. It has been stated that the appli
cation of alternating stresses to metals during exposure strongly intensifies corrosion 
damage (17). 

In view of the above, and since the coating will develop gradually after dead loads 
have been applied, it appears that the effect of static loads on the amount of corrosion 
is negligible in the absence of cracks in the base metal. The effect of cyclic loading on 
corrosion resistance, however, does not as yet appear to be resolved. 

Does the Presence of Corrosion Affect the Static Str ength of the 
Mater ial to a Greater Extent Than Would Be Expected 
Due to Loss of Material Alone? 

Relative Comments: 

The detrimental effect of pits on static strength was discussed previously in this 
report under "pitting factor." 

Another phenomenon of possible relevance to this question is that of stress corro
sion cracking. The following statements are taken from the literature on this subject: 

"Stresses play a much more dangerous part in the presence of corrosion in those 
cases when their action, combined with that of a corrosive medium, may lead to a 
brittle failure-the so-called stress corrosion cracking (or corrosion cracking)" (16). 

"While there are many causes of stress-corrosion cracking, it is difficult to pre
dict when this type of failure will actually occur. Each alloy is susceptible in only a 
few rather specific environments. The stress condition, structure, composition, heat 
treatment of the alloy, and duration of exposure all have a bearing on the cracking. 
Failures are less common than might be supposed, although the cracking can be drastic 
when it occurs" (17). 

Some combinations of steel and corrosive environment which have been found to 
produce stress-corrosion cracking are as follows: 
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Description 

Low-alloy steel 
Steel 
Steel 
Carbon and low

alloy steels 
Low-car ban-steels 
Low-carbon- steels 

Corrodent 

H2S 
Hot nitrate solutions 
Nitrates at room temp.a 
Aqueous solution of HCN 

(prussic acid) 
Solutions of Na OH-NaSiOa 
Solutions of nitric acid 
Salts (calcium, ammonium, 

sodium) 

Reference 

18 
19 
19 

16. 
16 
16 

011 Such failure occurred, for example, in 0.7 percent C steel cables of the 
Portsmouth, Ohio, Bridge after 12 years in service" (19). 

Also, "to date, we have found far from all the corrosive media implicated in brittle 
corrosion-mechanical failure under tensile stresses" (16). 

It is noted that some corrosion has always taken place on even-painted structures. 
There does not seem to be any direct evidence to show that stress-corrosion is a 
problem for steel bridges, either painted or unpainted, with the exception of the special 
combination of high stress and a particular corrodent which caused the bridge cable 
failure. Possibly, the presence of highway salts may be a condition conducive to 
stress-corrosion cracking. 

It does seem prudent, to learn more about this phenomenon since all corrosion ef
fects are likely to be magnified when a structure is left unpainted. 

Does the Presence of Corrosion Affect the Ability of 
the Material To Resist Cyclic Loads? 

Fatigue and its effect on highway structures is, itself, not clearly understood. A 
comprehensive survey of this problem is beyond the scope of this report. The brief 
discussion which follows is intended to indicate some of the ways in which cyclic load 
resistance is likely to be affected when structures are left unpainted. Reference was 
made in an earlier paragraph to the effect of fatigue on the corrosion process. 

The fatigue behavior of steel, as determined by fatigue tests conducted under normal 
atmospheric conditions, is characterized by the existence of fatigue limits. When more 
severe corrosion is present, fatigue limits do not exist and the fatigue life is reduced. 
There is a difference in the influence which corrosion exerts on fatigue properties, de
pending upon whether corrosion precedes fatigue , or whether the two occur simulta 
neously (corrosion-fatigue). 

Corrosion causes roughening of the surface and, therefore, reduces fatigue life. 
Pitting causes a reduction in cross section and acts as a stress-raiser, thus increasing 
the stress amplitude, which lowers the fatigue life. In short, "when corrosion precedes 
fatigue, a definite endurance limit is observed, as it is in the fatigue process, but its 
magnitude will be smaller owing to superficial or deep damage caused by prior corrosive 
action" (16). 

Corrosion-fatigue, on the other hand, may be a still more serious problem. For 
example, "corrosion-fatigue can be defined as the type of failure which occurs when a 
component is subjected to cyclic stressing in a medium which is able to attack the 
material continuously if it becomes chemically exposed; in other words , if the material 
is capable of reacting With tne envir onment in ihe a i.Jise111.:e u.L d.H u11.ict.:: film. vi" of a. fil:n 
of corrosion product, corrosion-fatigue is possible if not certain" (19). 

Fatigue tests conducted in a vacuum indicate fatigue limits somewhat higher than 
fatigue tests conducted in the ordinary atmospher e. There i s , also, a large decr ease 
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in fatigue strength for steels tested in more corrosive environments, such as water of 
seawater. In fact, "the more corrosive the environment, the lower the fatigue strength." 

Both ordinary fatigue and corrosion fatigue are dependent upon the frequency of load
ing. The effect of this variable seems to be more pronounced for corrosion-fatigue. 
"The lower the frequency, the lower the corrosion fatigue limit based on the same 
number of cycles" (16). 

Most fatigue tests are conducted under normal indoor atmospheric conditions. It 
may be that these tests are not sufficiently representative of actual conditions on an 
unpainted bridge. The laboratory test environment, of course, differs from the actual 
bridge environment; but, more importantly, the time required for serious atmospheric 
corrosion to take place is much longer than the times used in these tests. The fact 
that lower frequencies are more harmful than the higher frequencies used is another 
reason for reevaluating the validity of the results of these tests for use on unpainted 
structures. Whereas, "for ordinary constructional steels, the use of effective coats 
substantially restores the existence of a true fatigue limit even under the conditions 
of corrosion fatigue" (16). It is, of course, well known that no protective coating 
system is 100 percent effective; but, since corrosion is invited on a wholesale basis 
when painting is eliminated, the problem of corrosion-fatigue seems even more impor
tant for unpainted structures. 

While no quantitative data have been presented on the fatigue strength of unpainted 
steel bridges, it is important to note that: "Corrosion in any form is harmful to the 
fatigue life of a metal" (15). 

Further study of this problem is recommended. 

OTHER FACTORS INFLUENCING THE CORROSION OF STRUCTURES 

This report has been concerned, primarily, with industrial environments. The 
performance of low-alloy steels in other environments is now briefly discussed. 

Severe-Marine Environment 

Description-material subjected to more or less continual salt spray. Test results 
indicate that the corrosion rate is constant with time. The time-corrosion curve does 
not "flatten out." Madison (6) suggests a corrosion rate of 1. 25 mils per year per ex
posed surface as being representative. Deeper pits than those which occur in industrial 
atmospheres can be expected. Unpainted steel is not recommended for this type of 
environment. 

Moderate-Marine Environment 

Description-near seacoast, but no direct salt spray. No definite distance from the 
source of salt water is presently used to define the limits for this type of environment. 
The direction and magnitude of prevailing winds, and the frequency and severity of 
hurricanes and other storms must be considered in this regard. Table 3 includes some 
test results for two "moderate-marine" locations. The Kure Beach site was located 
800 feet from the surf, while the Block Island site was on a bluff overlooking the ocean. 
It is obvious from the data that moderate -marine locations can cause a significantly 
larger amount of material loss than industrial environments. Deeper pits can also be 
expected. Marine environments are corrosive due to the presence of salts in the atmo
sphere; and in some cases, to a lesser degree, to the abrasion of the metal surfaces 
by wind-borne sand particles. Madison (6) suggests that a corrosion rate of 0. 3 mils 
per year per side is representative of this type environment. This is about 5 or 6 times 
the long-term corrosion rate for industrial atmospheres. It is felt that unpainted 
bridges should not be constructed in marine environments at this time. It is noted, 
again, that the distance limits on moderate-marine environments are not well defined; 
thus it may be difficult to determine whether a given New Jersey site is industrial, 
rural, or marine. Further study of this problem is recommended. 
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TABLE 3 

AVERAGE DEPTH OF PENETRATION OF CORROSION lH HlLS FOR VARIOUS ATMOSPHERES AS OETERl11NED BY WEIGHT LOSS 

INDUSTRIAL* MODERATE MA R I N E SEMI-RURAL 
ALLOY 1\U lllnT , "· J . DX'fllnnr, N. J. 11..:r ftrJu.n, n. t;. HI ln.11. I ~l Hnu . W. 1. ~rn11n HI-NU. YI\ . 

GROUP IDENTIFICATION J!>.!> fl\.>. ~.I Ht.> 111.1 
·~· 

J .:> II\;) I!>.!> n> 'j . I rn.> If. I ,n, I!>.!> n> 

15 L & C 3.9 - - - 8.2 - - 5.1 
161 Copson - 3.7 - 5.5 8.1 7 .3 . -

High Cu 20 L & C 2.7 . - . 5.9 - - 3.2 
Med Cr 45 L & C 3.6 . - . 8.0 - - 5.4 
Low P 47 Copson - 2.9 - 3. 2 4.8 4. 3 - -

50 L & C 2.6 - - - 5.1 - - 3. 3 
75 L & C 3.0 - - - 5.7 - - 4. 2 
80 L & C 2.3 - - - 4.2 " - 2. 7 

I 195 L & C 2.9 - - - 6. 0 - " 3.6 
200 L & C 2.2 - - - 4. 6 - - 2.6 I High Cu 225 L & C 2.8 - - - 5.5 - " 3. 7 

Med Cr 14 Copson - 2. 7 3.3 3.1 4.7 4.4 - -
H1gh P 230 L & C 2.2 - . - 4.0 - - 2.4 

255 L & C 2.6 - . - 4. 7 - - 3.2 
260 L & C 2. 0 - - - 3. 5 - " 1.9 

I 
205 L & C 2.3 - - - 5.4 - - 2.7 
210 L S C 1.9 - - - 3.9 - . 2.1 

High Cu 235 L & C 2.1 - - - 4.6 - - 2.6 
High Cr 240 L & C 1.8 - . - 3.8 - - 1.8 
High P 265 L & C 1.7 - - - 3.5 - - 1.7 

13 Copson - 1.7 2.0 2.3 3.3 3.3 - -270 L & C 1.6 - - - 3.2 - - 1.3 

"' Repeated from TABLE 2 for Comparison 

Rural and Semi-Rural Environment 

It is generally recognized that rural and semi-rural atmospheres, which contain 
only small amounts of salts and pollutants, are less corrosive to ordinary steel than 
industrial or marine environments. It is somewhat surprising, therefore, that the 
test results shown in Table 3 indicate weight losses for South Bend, Pa. (classified as 
semi-rural), that are often larger than {by as much as 50 percent) the losses which 
occurred to similar specimens exposed, for the same length of time, in Kearny, N. J. 
(classified as industrial). One possible rationalization for this is that the rust coating 
forms more quickly and becomes relatively impervious sooner in the industrial environ
ment than in the semi-rural. It is expected that the corrosion rate will be higher in 
the first few years and lower in the later years for the industrial location compared to 
the semi-rural. If nothing else, these data give further indication that the corrosion of 
unpainted steel is a complex phenomena, and that a safety factor should be used when 
attempting to translate test results into design criteria. 

It is worthy of note in Table 3, that for all test sites, the more highly alloyed steels, 
ao a. g:rvup, cA.a'iibited th~ best CVi"'i"'V3io~ i"'CGiGtil~~c, ~lthc~gh t..~e!"e '.1•1~~ ~0!!sider?..J:l!~ 
overlapping among the groups. It must be remembered, however, that these groups 
were formed on the basis of the importance of the various alloys in industrial atmo
spheres, and that the effect of these alloys may vary considerably in other environments . 
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Submersion in Water 

When these materials are continuously submerged in water, the protective rust film 
is not able to develop, and there is no increase in corrosion resistance over ordinary 
steels. 

Burial in Soil 

Low-alloy steels offer no apparent advantage over ordinary steels for this type of 
envirorun ent. 

The following factors may cause more serious corrosion than that which might be 
expected from examination of atmospheric corrosion test results. 

Highway Deicing Salts 

As indicated by the high amounts of corrosion which occur in marine environments, 
very serious corrosion damage may result if road salts or salt-laden water is able to 
leak through deck joints, drain onto bridge members, or otherwise come in contact 
with the unpainted steel. Special care in design and inspection of unpainted bridges 
will be necessary to guard against this possibility. 

Water Pockets 

Since serious corrosion occurs when low-alloy steels are submerged in water, 
special care must be taken in detailing so that water does not become trapped and al
lowed to sit on the steel for long periods of time. It is, of course, good practice to 
avoid this condition on all structures, but it becomes even more important when steel 
is left unpainted. 

Unusual Concentrations of Atmospheric Corrosives 

Atmospheric conditions within a given geographical area may vary widely due to 
the presence of local sources of contaminants, such as chemical plants. Each site 
should be surveyed with this in mind, and those making future inspections of unpainted 
bridges should be on guard against the possibility that new sources of contamination 
may be introduced near the site. 

Locomotive Blast and Exhaust 

Bridges constructed over railroads are generally subjected to serious corrosion 
conditions. It is felt that unpainted steel bridges should not be recommended for this 
type of usage. 

Effects of Welding 

Manufacturers' recommendations should be followed in selecting welding electrodes 
and procedures. Future inspections should call for careful examination of corrosion 
in the vicinity of welds. 

Fretting Corrosion 

Relative movement of surfaces in contact may cause serious corrosion, and the con
tact surfaces should be protected. 

Dissimilar Metals in Contact 

For unpainted structures it is desirable that all metal, including fasteners, be of 
the same material. Galvanized metal should be satisfactory (6) as long as the zinc 
coating remains intact. When contact between dissimilar metils cannot be avoided, 
then both surfaces should be painted or otherwise protected. 

The importance of these factors will depend upon the actual conditions on, and at the 
site of, a particular structure. In many cases, they can be minimized by proper design, 
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detailing, and specifications. In some cases they will preclude the use of unpainted 
structures . 

TEST PROGRAM 

In developing the testing pr ogram for the evaluation of one experimental bridge to 
be constructed in the Newark, N. J., area, the following factors were felt to be in need 
of clarification or of verification for a given chemical composition in a given type of 
atmosphere: 

1. tx = the number of years of exposure required for the time-corrosion curve 
to become essentially linear (assuming linearity to be the actual case); 

2. Ptx = the depth of corrosion penetration into an exposed surface after tx years; 
3. The corrosion rate after tx years; 
4. The "exposure factor"; 
5. The "pitting factor" ; 
6. The degree of reproducibility of results; 
7. Effect of static loads on corrosion rate; 
8. Effect of cyclic loads on corrosion rate; 
9. Effect of prior corrosion on static and dynamic strength; 

10. Possible effect of corrosion-fatigue and stress corrosion; 
11. Effect of "other factors"; 
12. Appearance of rusted steel; and 
13. Rust-staining of adjacent surfaces. 

Several sources (13, 17, 21, 23, and ASTM A224-46) were used as guides in de
veloping the details of the proposed tests. The major proposals are as follows: 

1. Weight loss and loss in tensile strength tests for sample panels of steel, similar 
in strength and chemical composition to the bridge steel, exposed on or near the ex
perimental bridge in an unstressed condition. 

2. Exposure of a number of unstressed sample panels of the bridge steel for use in 
future tests after a protective coating has formed. 

3. Careful periodic inspection of the bridge members. 
4. Photographic record (in color). 

The proposed weight loss and loss of tensile strength test is intended to supplybetter 
information on factors 1 through 6, listed above, for the first experimental bridge. 

This test program will not take into account the possible effects of: cyclic load on 
corrosion rate, stress-corrosion, or reduction in fatigue strength. As noted earlier, 
these factors are thought to be areas in need of further study. No testing is proposed 
at this time to account for these factors, but it may be possible to conduct some tests 
of this nature on the future experimental bridges. Additional information relative to 
these factors will be sought. 

Careful inspection of the actual bridge members will be made on a regular basis. 
A detailed procedure for conducting these surveys will be developed. Visual examina
tions supplemented by ultrasonic and manual thickness measurements are being 
considered. 

OBSERVATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

1. Since general corrosion is invited on unpainted structures, it is necessary to 
give greater emphasis to corrosion effects than is usually required for painted 
structures. 

2. There is no evidence in the data studied that rust penetration stops comp1ete1y, 
but there is a great reduction in the rate at which this penetration proceeds. 

3. The detrimental effects of atmospheric corrosion may not become significant 
until relatively long periods of time have elapsed. Since most existing unpainted struc
tures have been in use for less than five years, this practice should be considered 
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unproven, especially for highway bridge applications. All structures using unpainted 
steel should be considered experimental and should be kept under careful observation. 

4. Low-alloy steels can be, and have been, formulated which will provide the 
highway designer with a material which is very resistant to atmospheric corrosion. 
The potential economy which may result if maintenance painting of structures were not 
required, makes further consideration and exploration of possible uses justified. 

5. There is no one "magic" alloying element or combination of elements which is 
necessary to produce a material having corrosion resistance in the range being con
sidered. Instead, there are a virtually infinite number of possible combinations of the 
major corrosion-reducing alloying elements which might be considered for use ill an 
unpainted condition for some applications, in some environments. Economics of manu
facture and the effect of tbe alloying elements on other properties of the steel will some
what restrict the nwnber of possibilities. 

6. Even if it is assumed that all steels which might be offered for unpainted use 
will contain at least O. 20 percent copper, there is still a wide spectrum of possible 
time-corrosion curves, the nature of which depends on the exact chemical composition, 
the type of enviromnent, and the exposure conditions. For a given type structure, with 
a given design life, in a given environment, some criteria must be established for 
determining whether or not a given chemical composition is suitable for the unpainted 
use being considered. 

7. There are much data available on the results of atmospheric corrosion tests 
of a wide variety of low-alloy steels. It is felt that these data are sufficient to allow 
a reasonable estimate to be made of the time-corrosion curves for many low-alloy 
steels in industrial environments by comparing the percentages of the major corrosion
reducing elements which they contain with the percentages of the tested alloys. 

The amount of material loss to be expected for a given chemical composition in a 
given environment can be estimated, in many cases, by empirical equations, based on 
a study of test data, multiplied by an "exposure factor" and "safety factor" appropriate 
to the particular conditions of use. For interior bridge beams, in industrial environ
ments, assuming a life expectancy of about 50 years, an exposure factor of 2 and a 
safety factor of 2 are suggested. 

8. Determinations of what is "sufficient corrosion resistance" will be dependent 
upon: the type of structure, the expected life of the structure, the environment at the 
site, and the amount of reduction in cross-sectional properties that can be provided 
for, or tolerated, in design. Further study of the effect of losses of material on the 
dimensional parameters used in design will be necessary before more general recom -
mendations can be made ill this regard. 

9. The design provisions referred to above could take the form of: an additional 
thickness of sacrificial material, a millimum thickness requirement , reduction in al
lowable stresses, reductions in published values of cross-sectional properties for 
structural shapes and plates, or nothing, if the material loss can be tolerated. 

10. It appears that weldability can be taken care of adequately by specified chemical 
composition limitations, and a requirement for evidence of weldability, for the steels 
now commercially available for unpainted bridges. Special care is necessary, however, 
with regard to this important property, because alloys formulated to obtain high cor
rosion resistance may contain larger than usual amounts of chemical elements which 
are generally unfavorable to weldability. 

11. It is recommended that further information be obtained in regard to: accelerated 
corrosion testing, corrosion rate after long periods of exposure, "exposure factors," 
"pittillg factors," effects of loading on amount of corrosion, reduction in fatigue prop
erties due to prior corrosion, stress-corrosion, and corrosion-fatigue. It is recom
mended that obtaining an authoritative evaluation of the pertinence of stress-corrosion 
and corrosion-fatigue to unpainted highway bridges be given high priority, sillcefailures 
due to these phenomena occur suddenly and are difficult to predict and arrest 
beforehand. ,. 

12. There are other factors such as: welding, water pockets, deicing salts, local 
chemical plants, locomotive exhausts, dissimilar metals, relative movements between 
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contact surfaces, and other environments which may cause more serious corrosion 
than might be predicted from examinations of abnospheric corrosion test results. The 
dange1· of serious damage due to corrosion by salts seems to be a particularly impor
tant possibility for highway bridges . In many cases, these factors can be minimized 
by proper design, detailing, and sp ·iii ali ns, but they require special consideration, 
and in some cases will preclude U1e use of unpainted steel. 

13. Existing specifications are in need of improvement if they are to be used fo r 
nonproprietary construction specifications. For inslance, the requirement of "four to 
six times the corrosion resistance of ASTM A 7 steel" is not at all cl ear and hence, for 
specification purposes, is meaningless. The amount of material loss which will occur 
to any steel is quite variable and depends on the type of atmosphere, the conditions of 
exposure, t he exact chemical composition, the exposure time, and many other factors . 
When comparing the cor r osion resistances of different steels, the conditions under 
whic h the compar isons are made must be cl earl y defined. There are other pr oblems, 
s uch as the rather large variations in per centages of the alloying elements which are 
used (or which may be used) by different steel producers, and the lack of a suitable 
acceptance test for corrosion resistance, which make the preparation of specifications 
a difficult task. 

Future specifications for unpainted steel should be based on chemical composition. 
This can, probably, best be done by establishing a list of chemical compositions which 
have been prequalified as having sufficient corrosion resistance for the particular use 
intended. 

If a requirement such as "four to six times the corrosion resistance of ASTM A-7 
steel" is incorporated into a specification then the conditions under which the compari
son is to be made should be clearly defined. 

14. Despite the possible need for conservative revisions in design procedures, and 
the existence of several areas of considerable doubt, it is felt, at this time, that un
painted steel can be used safely for br idge structures in industrial environments as 
long as they are given careful consideration in design and are kept under close study. 
If it is found that the material is not performing satisfactorily, or if fur ther research 
fails to clear up the doubts, then the structure can be painted. 

The intention of the literature search, on which this paper reports, was to lay a 
foundation for our future studies and eventual evaluation of the experimental New Jersey 
bridges. The purpose of this paper was to bring to the attention of highway engineers the 
data that were found, the tentative conclusions we have drawn, the factors that are 
felt to be in need of consideration, and the plans we are making for our future studies 
in the hope that further discussion and additional information might be generated. 
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