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CUERS, the 13 September 2011

On 15 th June, ECHA published the 3rd recommendation to include in priority the components of Chromium VI in the annex XIV of REACH. Among the 5 components designated by ECHA, 3 components interest particularly our profession: Chromium Trioxide, chromic acid and sodium dichromate or potassium dichromate. Indeed, these components are used in surface treatments by wet process for the realization of technical deposit or not.

AIA de Cuers is a subcontractor which employs 1000 persons. The turnover is X M€.

My company uses chromium trioxide for: chromium plating, chromate conversion, sulfo-chromium stripping, chromic acid anodizing with automatic process.

My activities sectors are : aerospace

By the 3rd ECHA recommendation, my activity is impacted in terms of both manufacturing new components.

We join to UITS, our trade union, in order to demand:

1.  modification of the proposed dates:

We demand that this modification takes into account:

1.1 The particular economic situation connected at the supply chain of these substances. In fact, for the moment no European supplier of these substances has taken the decision to set up an authorization file. Some suppliers will contract a study on the feasibility, but results will be presented only on 1st quarter of 2012. This study will not be complete for the whole authorization file. During this period, it is very hard to gather the SMEs downstream users of substances. These SMEs are small companies (less than 30 employees) they do not have the technical, administrative and financial means to constitute a consortium and launch studies as quickly as the application date proposed by ECHA.

1.2.1 No consumers exposed.  With the use of hard chromium plating and plastics stripping, chromium trioxide is totally used up during the surface treatment process, and treated parts do not contain this substance, and no other component of Chromium VI. They contain metal chromium that doesn’t present any risk for Health and Environment.

With the use of chromate conversion or chromic acid anodizing, it remains less than 0.1% of weight of Chromium VI on the pieces. 

1.2.2. Very occasionally/ few employee exposed. The number of exposed employees is very limited (on average 4 employees for a medium size company when it is not automatized system and 1 employee when it is automatized system). For several years, we can see the reduction of workers exposition at Chromium VI as we can see  the reduction of European consumptions (32000t chromic acid in 1997 against 24000t consumed in 2003).

In accordance with technical progress realized, exposure of workers have been reduced by 3 during the 10 last years. This number takes in consideration:

· Plated surface have been multiplied by 2

· Quantity used divided by 30%

This is clearly observed by measures obtained in workshops by official safety services.

1.3 R&D programs and qualifications running for certain surface treatment

For example: 

· Chromium plating: the research program ECOCHROM shows that it is possible to realize chromium plating with trivalent chromium for low thickness deposit, but indicates that it remains to validate this solution with contractors and make industrial tools modifications, not valuable for high deposit.

· Anodic oxidation sulfo tartric or another to replace OAC (Anodic oxidation chromic) that will be recommended in some cases. First industrial tests at subcontractors have begun in 2010. This solution cannot be totally set up until four years.

In consequence, we ask an application date of 30 months and a sunset date in 18 months at the latest.

If the extension of the deadline is not granted, we are afraid of consequences on the possibility of a delocalization of activities.  We can evaluate that:

· For hard chromate applicators: 2400 employments concerned in France, turnover of 240 M€

· Hard chromate operation represent  an average of 5% on piece value, the piece value with hard chromate treatment is 4 to 5 billion euros

·  The pieces and complete equipment delocalization are a loss of 4 billion euros and between 30 000 and 40 000 mass redundancies in France. France represents 25 % of European Union activities 

2. Exemption for automatic process and enclosed process using chromium six.

When automatic process is used in the factory, there is no workers’s exposure (except for the people who are in charge of  baths’ manufacturing and who are wearing protection equipment such as gloves, mask…).

So we ask ECHA to allow an exemption for automatic process.

3. Better consideration with technical and economical technical limits of substitutes which are mentioned in the annex XV file.

The file enclosed with the third recommendation of ECHA gives the next feasible substitute without mentioning disadvantage and incompatibility. We would draw the attention to the fact that chromium six compounds are used in many processes. Classified as CMR, they were the topic of research and development programs since a lot of years. However, for many applications, these world- wide programs didn’t succeed (ECOCHROM, HCAT, JCAT…): it is the case for hard chromium plating, sulfo-chromium pickling of plastics, cadmium and stainless steel conversion and magnesium treatment. These technologies are used in sensitive industries such as medical and food products.

Technologies which are mentioned in the annex XV file do not permit the substitution of a big part of chromium six compounds.

Thermal spray and HVOF: These technologies are not available for deposit below 80 microns. Besides, the kind of deposit is limited to only the pieces treated by only process: hard chromium plating. Thermal spray doesn’t permit treating pieces which have complex size and geometry. Thermal spray is only adapted to unitary pieces, not mass production. Hard chromium plating remains a surface treatment process without alternative options for at least 70% of these applications (aerospace application, mechanical, nuclear, alimentary compatibility…).

Vacuum coatings: Vacuum coatings are realized in small size enclosure. The thickness of deposits can’t exceed 5 microns. It is not possible using it when a corrosion protection is required. Necessary time to realize deposit forbids vacuum coatings for mass production. Moreover, cost of the coatings is 3 x more expensive than a surface treatment realized by wet process such as chromium plating. 

Zinc based alternatives: zinc coatings are cathodic that means they dissolve themselves in order to protect pieces against corrosion. So, coating’s thickness is very important. Chromium coatings are anodic. Coating isn’t dissolved during the time, that assures a good durability of the piece.

Zinc based alternatives haven’t the same technical characteristics than coatings made with chromium 6 compounds (hardness, fatigue, wear resistance, coefficient of friction…)

Nickel based alternative: It isn’t serious to mention as substitutes process involving CMR compound although classification is actually contested.

Chromium III coating: chromium deposits realized with trivalent chromium are possible only for not technical deposits, with small thickness. It is impossible to obtain coating with high thickness which achieves technical performance of hard chromium plating. The chromium 3 bath’s implementation is very less easy than baths with chromium 6. The deposit’s cost is multiplied by 3. Chromium III baths contains boric acid which is included on the authorization candidate substance list. 

Part modification: This alternative needs to replace material such as titanium, plastic, aluminum by steel which can be heat-treated. But we must remember that pieces must be the lightest possible to answer industrial problem this is why this alternative isn’t technically possible. Moreover heat-treatment causes variation on the part’s dimension which is incompatible with the final utilization’s pieces.

Nanotechnology: No toxicological data are available for these news technologies. Moreover, it doesn’t exist technical studies which would state that nanotechnology can replace chromium 6 in surface treatment.

It is very important to remember that all these alternatives do not concern all the applications obtained by chromium 6 compounds. Many applications are not mentioned in the ECHA’s document established to put chromium 6 on authorization. It is the case for black chromium, stripping of plastics, conversion of stainless steel or cadmium for which there is no alternative today.

4. Better consideration of the existing legal and regulatory framework regarding the impact on workers and on environment.

Most of the installations using chromium trioxide are regulated by the European IED directive and apply the best available techniques. The BREF regarding Surface Treatment of Metals and Plastics recommends ventilation, air extractors and indicates emission limit values ​​in water and air. We consider this directive as the legal basis of exemptions possibilities. 

5. Conclusion

To conclude, the lack of alternatives to chromium trioxide will increase outsourcing and lead to  the closure of  European surface treatment installations. Activities will be relocated in developing countries where workers and environment are not protected by regulations as strict as the European regulations. 

Moreover, this relocation will cause massive importations of new products as well as numerous round trips for maintenance of parts, which is contrary to the EU ambitions in reducing the CO2 emissions. 
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