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Abstract: A direct borohydride/peroxide fuel cell (DBPFC) generates electrical power by recirculating
liquid anolyte and catholyte between the stack and reservoirs, which is similar to the operation of flow
batteries. To enhance the accessibility of the catalyst layer to the liquid anolyte/catholyte, graphite
felts are employed as the porous diffusion layer of a single-cell DBPFC instead of carbon paper/cloth.
The effects of the type of anode alkaline solution and operating conditions, including flow rate
and temperature of the anolyte/catholyte, on DBPFC performance are investigated and discussed.
The durability of the DBPFC is also evaluated by galvanostatic discharge at 0.1 A·cm−2 for over 50 h.
The results of this preliminary study show that a DBPFC with porous graphite electrodes can provide
a maximum power density of 0.24 W·cm−2 at 0.8 V. The performance of the DBPFC drops slightly
after 50 h of operation; however, the discharge capacity shows no significant decrease.
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1. Introduction

Among the various types of fuel cell currently in existence, the direct borohydride/peroxide
fuel cell (DBPFC), which operates with an aqueous solution of sodium borohydride (NaBH4) and
hydrogen peroxide (H2O2), is considered a promising candidate for the power source of unmanned
underwater vehicles (UUVs). This is because gas management for a conventional hydrogen/oxygen
proton-exchange-membrane fuel cell (PEMFC) in a UUV remains a challenge. On the anode side of
a DBPFC, NaBH4 can be oxidized directly in an alkaline medium to generate a maximum of eight
electrons through the following reaction:

NaBH4 + 8OH− → NaBO2 + 6H2O + 8e− E0 = −1.24 V vs. standard hydrogen electrode (SHE) (1)

On the cathode side, H2O2 is reduced via the following reaction:

H2O2 + 2e− → 2OH− E0 = 0.87 V vs. SHE (2)

It can be seen that activation reduction of two-electron H2O2 has a lower activation barrier than
that of four-electron O2, resulting in fast reaction kinetics. The overall reaction is

NaBH4 + 4H2O2 → NaBO2 + 6H2O E0 = 2.11 V vs. SHE (3)
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As a result, a DBPFC has a higher open-circuit voltage (2.11 V) than that of a PEMFC (1.23 V).
In addition, DBPFC systems have several other advantages over conventional hydrogen/oxygen fuel
cells, such as high energy density, long cycle life, easy fuel handling, and environmental safety.

Even though NaBH4 is dissolved in an alkaline media, a hydrolysis reaction and fuel crossover
through the membrane can occur, resulting in fewer actual electrons being generated. To improve
the electro-oxidation of borohydride, many published studies have investigated the development of
anode catalytic materials, including Pt [1–3], Pd [3–6], Au [7–9], and Ni [10,11], unlike studies of solid
oxide fuel cells (SOFCs), focusing on the cathode catalysts [12,13]. In most of those studies, the catalyst
was coated on either carbon paper/cloth or a membrane that was sandwiched between two pieces of
carbon paper or cloth as a membrane electrode assembly (MEA), which is the same structure as that
used by MEAs for PEMFCs. The MEA was placed between anode and cathode graphite flow-field
plates that are supplied with liquid NaBH4 and H2O2 solution, respectively.

Given that DBPFCs are fed with aqueous solutions, the cell performance is affected by the properties
of the diffusion layer (DL). Park et al. [14] investigated the effects of the Polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE)
content and thickness of the DL on cell performance and suggested that thin DLs with high levels
of wettability are desirable for the anode. Wang et al. [15] designed a two-part DL for the separate
electro-oxidation of borohydride and hydrogen.

Flow fields play a key role in distributing aqueous solution and removing products from the MEA
within a DBPFC. Raman et al. [16] employed stainless-steel blocks with machined flow fields for a
six-cell DBPFC stack; the peak power density was 50 mW·cm−2. Kim et al. [17] designed a DBPFC
stack with a corrugated flow pattern on the anode and a parallel serpentine pattern on the cathode; the
maximum power density of that stack was 183.8 mW·cm−2. Khadke et al. [18] operated a DBPFC with
double and single serpentine channels for the anode and cathode, respectively; that stack provided
a maximum power density of 180 mW·cm−2.

From the aforementioned literature, transport of aqueous solution within a DBPFC is also a key
factor that influences its performance. However, the study of the MEA structure and flow-field pattern
of a DBPFC is still limited. In this preliminary study, the performance of a DBPFC with a novel
configuration involving graphite felts is investigated. The effects of flow rates and the types of anolyte
and catholyte on the cell performance are analyzed. Finally, the durability of a DBPFC operated for
50 h is evaluated.

2. Experimental Details

2.1. Single-Cell Design

A single cell was prepared with an active area of 32 mm× 32 mm and a catalyst-coated membrane
(CCM), porous electrodes, graphite plates, current collectors, and end plates, as shown in Figure 1.
It can be seen that the configuration of the DBPFC is the same as that of a redox flow battery except
for the CCM, which was fabricated by coating 1 mg·cm−2 of Pt (TEC10E50E, 46.6% Pt/C, Tanaka,
Tokyo, Japan) on a proton-exchange membrane (Nafion HP, Dupont, Wilmington, DE, USA) using
an ultrasonic spraying system (Prism BT, USI, Haverhill, MA, USA). Two graphite felts (GFA10, SGL,
Wiesbaden, Germany) with dimensions of 32 mm× 32 mm× 10 mm were pre-treated with 98% H2SO4

for 5 h and acted as DLs. The graphite plates were machined with a space of 32 mm × 32 mm × 5 mm
for the DL. The current collectors were made of gold-plated copper, and the end plates were made of
Polyvinyl chloride (PVC). Eight bolts were used to fix all components with a torque of 4 N·m.
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Figure 1. Components of a single-cell direct borohydride/peroxide fuel cell used in this study. 

2.2. Experimental Procedure 

The anolyte for the DBPFC was obtained by dissolving 10 g of NaBH4 and 20 g of KOH (or 
NaOH) in deionized (DI) water. The catholyte was composed of 5 g of H2O2 and 16.8 g of H2SO4. The 
anolyte and catholyte were each prepared as 50 mL solutions and were fed into the single cell by 
diaphragm pumps (SMART digital DDA7.5-16AR-PVC/V/C, Grundfos, Bjerringbro, Denmark). Both 
anolyte and catholyte were recirculated between the cell and their bottles with the same flow rate, 
namely, 20, 40, or 60 mL∙min−1. The temperature of the anolyte/catholyte solution was controlled by 
a hot plate (PC-420D, Corning, Corning, NY, USA) at an ambient temperature of ~22, 35, or 45 °C. 

The performance was evaluated by measuring the polarization curve of the DBPFC using a 
battery tester (PFX2021, Kikusui, Yokohama, Japan). Such curves were measured successively 
without using fresh anolyte or catholyte (unless otherwise stated) to save on reactants. The load 
current density was increased in steps of 20 mA∙cm−2 from the open-circuit voltage to a cutoff voltage 
of 0.2 V. Each load current density lasted for 60 s before the next value. The duration of the DBPFC 
was evaluated by discharging it at a constant current density of 0.1 A∙cm−2 with a cutoff voltage of 0.2 
V. At the end of each discharge, the DBPFC was purged with DI water to remove any residual anolyte 
and catholyte within the cell. The discharge was then started again with fresh anolyte and catholyte. 
An overall discharge time of more than 50 h was accumulated to evaluate the durability of the 
DBPFC. 

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1. Effect of Flow Rate 

Figure 2a shows the effect of anolyte/catholyte flow rate on the DBPFC performance at ambient 
temperature when KOH served as the alkaline solution. Discharge began with a starting flow rate of 
20 mL∙min−1, followed successively by 40 and 60 mL∙min−1. For current densities lower than 0.3 
A∙cm−2, the cell voltage remained stable; however, it fluctuated considerably for current densities 
greater than 0.3 A∙cm−2. This could have been due to the fast consumption rate of NaBH4, and high 
production rate of NaBO2, resulting in the deterioration of electrochemical reaction on the catalyst 
layer. Each polarization curve was plotted by taking the average cell voltage with respect to each 
current density level, as shown in Figure 2b. The maximum power density was approximately 0.24 
W∙cm−2 at 0.8 V, which was higher than results in other published works [16–18]. Because the porosity 
of graphite felts was higher than that of carbon paper/cloth, the transport of aqueous 
anolyte/catholyte was enhanced in the DBPFC of this study, resulting in improved performance.  

The performance curves decreased slightly with increasing anolyte/catholyte flow rate. This 
drop may have been caused by a decreased concentration of the anolyte/catholyte due to discharge. 
Theoretically, the energy capacity of the 5 g of NaBH4 prepared for the anolyte is 28.34 Ah, whereas 

Figure 1. Components of a single-cell direct borohydride/peroxide fuel cell used in this study.

2.2. Experimental Procedure

The anolyte for the DBPFC was obtained by dissolving 10 g of NaBH4 and 20 g of KOH (or NaOH)
in deionized (DI) water. The catholyte was composed of 5 g of H2O2 and 16.8 g of H2SO4. The anolyte
and catholyte were each prepared as 50 mL solutions and were fed into the single cell by diaphragm
pumps (SMART digital DDA7.5-16AR-PVC/V/C, Grundfos, Bjerringbro, Denmark). Both anolyte
and catholyte were recirculated between the cell and their bottles with the same flow rate, namely,
20, 40, or 60 mL·min−1. The temperature of the anolyte/catholyte solution was controlled by a hot
plate (PC-420D, Corning, Corning, NY, USA) at an ambient temperature of ~22, 35, or 45 ◦C.

The performance was evaluated by measuring the polarization curve of the DBPFC using a battery
tester (PFX2021, Kikusui, Yokohama, Japan). Such curves were measured successively without using
fresh anolyte or catholyte (unless otherwise stated) to save on reactants. The load current density was
increased in steps of 20 mA·cm−2 from the open-circuit voltage to a cutoff voltage of 0.2 V. Each load
current density lasted for 60 s before the next value. The duration of the DBPFC was evaluated by
discharging it at a constant current density of 0.1 A·cm−2 with a cutoff voltage of 0.2 V. At the end of
each discharge, the DBPFC was purged with DI water to remove any residual anolyte and catholyte
within the cell. The discharge was then started again with fresh anolyte and catholyte. An overall
discharge time of more than 50 h was accumulated to evaluate the durability of the DBPFC.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Effect of Flow Rate

Figure 2a shows the effect of anolyte/catholyte flow rate on the DBPFC performance at ambient
temperature when KOH served as the alkaline solution. Discharge began with a starting flow rate
of 20 mL·min−1, followed successively by 40 and 60 mL·min−1. For current densities lower than
0.3 A·cm−2, the cell voltage remained stable; however, it fluctuated considerably for current densities
greater than 0.3 A·cm−2. This could have been due to the fast consumption rate of NaBH4, and high
production rate of NaBO2, resulting in the deterioration of electrochemical reaction on the catalyst layer.
Each polarization curve was plotted by taking the average cell voltage with respect to each current
density level, as shown in Figure 2b. The maximum power density was approximately 0.24 W·cm−2

at 0.8 V, which was higher than results in other published works [16–18]. Because the porosity of
graphite felts was higher than that of carbon paper/cloth, the transport of aqueous anolyte/catholyte
was enhanced in the DBPFC of this study, resulting in improved performance.

The performance curves decreased slightly with increasing anolyte/catholyte flow rate. This drop
may have been caused by a decreased concentration of the anolyte/catholyte due to discharge.
Theoretically, the energy capacity of the 5 g of NaBH4 prepared for the anolyte is 28.34 Ah, whereas
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the energy capacity consumed in measuring each polarization curve is calculated as 0.57 Ah by
the equation

DC = ∑
i

Iiti (4)

resulting in a decrease in energy capacity of approximately 2%.
However, when the anolyte/catholyte flow rate was increased from 20 to 60 mL·min−1, there was

no significant increase in the performance curve. The effect of flow rate on a DBPFC is not noticeable
in this study. The possible reason is the large ratio of the DL thickness to the active area, providing
much space for the electrolyte to flow through; thus, increased flow rate showed little effect on the
electrochemical reaction taking place on the thin catalyst layer. When NaOH served as the alkaline
solution, the cell voltage in the concentration overpotential region was higher than that with KOH, as
shown in Figure 2c. A similar result was observed in the work published by Santos et al. [19]. However,
the maximum power density was approximately 0.23 W·cm−2 at 0.8 V, as shown in Figure 2d, which
is similar to that when KOH was used as the anolyte.
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3.2. Effect of Electrolyte Temperature 

Figure 3 shows polarization curves of the DBPFC when the anolyte and catholyte were 
controlled at various temperatures. Because of the liquid temperature limit of the recirculation 
pumps, the anolyte and catholyte temperatures were controlled below 45 °C; each experiment started 
at 22 °C, followed by 35 and 45 °C. The performance of the DBPFC was measured again after the 
anolyte and catholyte had cooled down. The performance showed insignificant improvement for 
current densities lower than 0.15 A∙cm−2; otherwise, high temperatures tended to mitigate the 
performance. Even when the temperature was decreased to 22 °C, the cell performance did not 
recover. This was caused by the increased rate of decomposition of the anolyte and catholyte at high 
temperature [20], a situation that is therefore necessary to avoid. 

Figure 2. Performance curves of a direct borohydride/peroxide fuel cell (DBPFC) operated with
different anolyte compositions at various flow rates. (a) Cell voltage with respect to time (NaBH4 in
KOH solution); (b) cell voltage with respect to current (NaBH4 in KOH solution); (c) cell voltage with
respect to time (NaBH4 in NaOH solution); and (d) cell voltage with respect to current (NaBH4 in
NaOH solution).

3.2. Effect of Electrolyte Temperature

Figure 3 shows polarization curves of the DBPFC when the anolyte and catholyte were controlled
at various temperatures. Because of the liquid temperature limit of the recirculation pumps, the anolyte
and catholyte temperatures were controlled below 45 ◦C; each experiment started at 22 ◦C, followed
by 35 and 45 ◦C. The performance of the DBPFC was measured again after the anolyte and catholyte
had cooled down. The performance showed insignificant improvement for current densities lower
than 0.15 A·cm−2; otherwise, high temperatures tended to mitigate the performance. Even when the
temperature was decreased to 22 ◦C, the cell performance did not recover. This was caused by the
increased rate of decomposition of the anolyte and catholyte at high temperature [20], a situation that
is therefore necessary to avoid.
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The whitish material that can be seen in the graphite felts was due to crossover of NaBH4 or NaBO2 
from the anode [21], resulting in the performance drop. Accordingly, preventing accumulation of 
sodium borate in the DL would help stabilization for long-term operation. 

 

 

Figure 3. Effect of anolyte and catholyte temperatures on the performance of the DBPFC.

3.3. Durability Analysis

The variations in discharge capacity and cell voltage for durability analysis are shown in Figure 4.
The time for a single discharge was 3.0–3.5 h, resulting in a discharge capacity of 3.0–3.5 Ah, as shown
in Figure 4a. Such differences could have been due to a difference in ambient temperature between
cycles. The discharge efficiencies were calculated as 11–12.4% when compared with the theoretical
value of 28.34 Ah using 5 g of NaBH4. It can be observed that the discharge efficiency varied slightly
with discharge cycle, but did not drop significantly.

The variation of cell voltage with operation time is shown in Figure 4b. Before the 30 h mark,
the initial voltage during discharge was higher than 1.2 V and then dropped to approximately 1.1 V
thereafter. The DBPFC was operated in the ohmic region when the current density was 0.1 A·cm−2.
Figure 4c shows the CCM and graphite felts disassembled from the DBPFC after 50 h of operation. The
whitish material that can be seen in the graphite felts was due to crossover of NaBH4 or NaBO2 from
the anode [21], resulting in the performance drop. Accordingly, preventing accumulation of sodium
borate in the DL would help stabilization for long-term operation.
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4. Conclusions 

In this preliminary study, a DBPFC was fabricated to have the same configuration as a redox 
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3. A maximum power density of 0.24 W∙cm−2 was obtained in the DBPFC with graphite felts as the 
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4. After 50 h of galvanostatic operation, the DBPFC showed a slight drop in performance as a result 
of the accumulation of sodium borate in the graphite felts. 
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4. Conclusions

In this preliminary study, a DBPFC was fabricated to have the same configuration as a redox flow
battery, with graphite felts as the DLs. The performance of the DBPFC was evaluated under various
operating conditions, and the following conclusions are drawn.

1. The DBPFC with NaOH as the anolyte demonstrated more stable performance in the concentration
overpotential region than the one using KOH as the anolyte.

2. The anolyte/catholyte flow rate showed no significant effect on the DBPFC performance due to
the large ratio of DL thickness to active area in this study.

3. A maximum power density of 0.24 W·cm−2 was obtained in the DBPFC with graphite felts as
the DLs.

4. After 50 h of galvanostatic operation, the DBPFC showed a slight drop in performance as a result
of the accumulation of sodium borate in the graphite felts.
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