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Abstract: In this study, montmorillonite (MMT) was used as an inorganic synergist to prepare the
water-based intumescent flame retardant (IFR) ornamental coating for plywood. Results indicate that
the 7 wt.% MMT modified IFR coating (No. 3) possess the best fire resistance (longer than 20 min)
of the tested samples according to the fire performance, which significantly declines the specific
extinction area by 44.12 m2

·kg−1 compared to the coating without MMT by cone calorimeter. In
addition, characterizations such as XPS, XRD, TG, SEM and FTIR were characterized to investigate
the surface and bulk properties as well as the morphology of MMT synergized water-based IFR
coating. It is revealed that the residual nitrogenous polyaromatic structure and 25.5% residual mass
in the No. 3 coating are a result of the effect of MMT on the antioxidation properties of the char layer.

Keywords: montmorillonite; intumescent flame retardant coating; char layer; nitrogenous
polyaromatic structure

1. Introduction

Wood has been widely used in production, construction, daily life and other activities for
thousands of years due to its unique properties [1–3]. Unfortunately, the flammability of the wood
can threaten the lives and properties of people, limiting its application [4,5]. Some researchers found
that the fire retardancy of wood and wood-based panels can be improved by nanotechnology [6,7].
Specifically, a coating method can effectively inhibit the further spread of the fire and does not impose
restrictions on the physical and mechanical properties of substrates [8–10]. One of them, water-based
intumescent flame retardant (IFR) nanocoating, is more and more popular in the fireproof coating on
wood. Moreover, water-based coating can lower the cost, reduce pollution, and improve the physical
features of the building compared to solvent-based coating. IFR is also used in polypropylene and
ethylene-propylene-diene rubber [11,12].

The composition of IFR coating adds various fire protection components to a binder, which mainly
contains an acid source, carbon source, gas source, and fillers [13–16]. The coatings fuse, swell and
carbonize to form the dense intumescent insulation char layer and also release nonflammable gas to
dilute the flammable volatiles and oxygen in the flammable zone. The thickness of the char layer is
much thicker than the coating, even up to hundreds of times, which has a valuable function in terms
of the insulation of oxygen and heat. Meanwhile, the coating can also be decorative on the wood.
Nevertheless, there are some defects to be improved to enhance its heat-shielding performance [17].
For example, the formation of char layer is oxidized with little hindrance over 500 ◦C and the foam
structure of the char layer is loose and uncompacted [18]. To compensate for these faults, the appropriate
filler is added to it to increase the flame resistance of char layer, especially in the middle and late stages,
improving the strength, foam and fireproof performance of char layer. Filler, usually as a type of solid
fine power, is insoluble in binder and solvent. However, the filler has poor coloring and covering,
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but it can increase the thickness and solidity of the coating, enhancing the physical and chemical
properties [19,20].

Montmorillonite (MMT) is the earthy mineral that consists of the negatively charged nanometer
thickness silicate sheet layer stacked together by the electrostatic interaction between layers, while the
structure cell in the crystalline structure is comprised of a layer of aluminum–oxygen octahedrons
sandwiched between two layers of silicon–oxygen tetrahedrons. MMT has several modification
possibilities and the expansion of application areas because it has the unique one-dimensional layered
nanostructures and cation exchange properties. In comparison with sepiolite and halloysite, MMT has
a kind of soft texture, resistance to acid and salt, thixotropy, and stability. Especially, the viscosity of
coating can be enhanced by the addition of MMT. The synergic effect of MMT has been proven to increase
fireproof performance. Organic, modified MMT was used as a nanofiller to enhance the fire protection,
water and corrosion resistance of waterborne intumescent flame retardant coating [21]. The modified
MMT was added to the polyurethane coating to increase compatibility [22]. The influence of organic,
modified MMT on the optical transparency, thermal stability, fire retardant performances, and smoke
suppression properties of the transparent fire-retardant coatings was investigated by different analytical
instruments [23]. The polypropylene (PP)/IFR/Fe-MMT nanocomposites were prepared to investigate
the effect of iron in the PP/IFR system [24]. Polyetheramines with ethyleneoxide/propyleneoxide
were used to modify MMT and the polyol with the mixture of modified MMT possessed the
intercalated/exfoliated structure [25].

In this study, a water-based IFR ornamental coating with waterborne acrylic resin and amino
resin as the binder is designed to apply on the surface of the wood, possessing the remarkable fire
prevention and smoke suppression performance. The IFR system in this coating is made up of the
ammonium polyphosphate (APP), pentaerythritol (PER) and melamine (MEL). Besides, MMT is added
to the coating to enhance the strength and fireproof performance of the IFR char layer [26]. In the
present design, amino resin is not only a film-forming agent but also an excellent carbon-forming agent
and a foaming agent. The film of the coating formed by acrylic resin is strong gloss, hardness and
antistaining. Moreover, the amino resin and acrylic resin can promote the function of expansion and
char forming, synergizing with the IFR system. Besides, the use of the MMT in the coating can increase
the viscosity of the coating and have a synergistic effect with the IFR system, to improve the oxidation
resistance of the char layer.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Materials

The amino resin (molecular formula: (C3H6N6CH2O)x, molecular weight: 538.507) was provided
from Hunan Xiangjiang Kansai Paint Co. LTD, Changsha, China. The acrylic resin (molecular formula:
(C3H4O2)x) was purchased from Zhongshan Langma Chemical Industry Co. LTD, Zhongshan, China.
APP (type: HT-208, product name: APP200, effective content: 70%, pH: 5–7) was purchased from
Jinan Taixing Fine Chemical Co. LTD, Jinan, China. PER (molecular formula: C5H12O4, molecular
weight: 136.15) and MEL (molecular formula: C3H6N6, molecular weight: 126.12) were provided from
College of Chemistry and Chemical Engineering, Central South University, Changsha, China. MMT
(type: montmorillonite powder, product name: J-009, apparent viscosity: 20 mPa·s, whiteness: 85%,
pH: 8–9, density: 30 g·cm−3, CEC value: 80–100, average particle size: 1.9–2.3 µm) was purchased from
Lingshou County Hengchang Mineral Products Processing Plant, Shijiazhuang, China. The MMT was
characterized by XRD and TEM to analyze the phase composition and observe the microstructure
as shown in Figure S1a,b, respectively. Table 1 shows the elemental composition of MMT. The scale
crystal structure is the characteristic feature of the MMT primarily containing O, Si, and Al.
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Table 1. Elemental composition of MMT from EDAX.

Element O/k Mg/k Al/k Si/k K/k Ca/k Fe/k

Weight% 40.9 1.69 10.02 39.11 2.87 3.15 2.27
Atomic% 55.79 1.51 8.11 30.39 1.60 1.71 0.89
Error% 5.19 7.10 3.22 2.31 11.17 9.93 18.88

2.2. Preparation of Coatings

The APP, PER and MEL were ground by the agate grinding bowl and sieved through a sieve mesh
(100 mesh, 0.15 mm) according to special proportion. The given acrylic resin and amino resin were
added to the ground mixture to prepare the No. 0 coating that was adjusted to proper viscosity by
adding a certain amount of deionized water as illustrated in Figure 1. Next, the No. 1, No. 2, No. 3
and No. 4 coatings were prepared by gradually adding a certain percentage of MMT to No. 0 coatings
and mixed together with the ultrasonic assistance at 30 ◦C for 2 h. Table 2 shows the composition of all
coatings, where there was no change except the content of MMT.
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Table 2. The composition of coatings.

Coating Name
Mass Percent/%

APP: MEL: PER (5:3:2) Acrylic Resin Amino Resin MMT Deionized Water

No. 0 50 7.5 7.5 0 35.0
No. 1 48.8 7.3 7.3 2.4 34.2
No. 2 47.6 7.1 7.1 4.8 33.4
No. 3 46.5 7.0 7.0 7.0 32.5
No. 4 45.5 6.8 6.8 9.1 31.8

2.3. Fire Performance Test

The insulating shield performance of each coating was conducted by the fire performance test as
shown in Figure 1. First, the prepared coatings were weighted 20 g and applied on the commercial
3-layer plywood that was the size of 200 mm × 200 mm × 5 mm using a gloss rod as a roller, respectively,
followed by drying in an indoor environment for 5 days. After the coating dried, the coated plywood
was carried out by the fire performance test, where the sample was kept at a distance of 80 mm between
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its lower surface and the burner nozzle. A K-type thermocouple was used to measure the surface
temperature at the back of the plywood and the result was saved by the digital recorder. Besides,
the temperature of the flame is all the time maintained at around 800 ◦C. During the test, the thickness
of the coated plywood before burning and the thickness at the center part after burning were measured
using the caliper. Thus, the thickness of the coating is equal to the thickness of the coated plywood
minus the thickness of the plywood, and the thickness of the char layer is also equal to the coated
plywood after fire performance test minus the thickness of the plywood.

2.4. Combustion Test

The combustion test was accomplished utilizing cone calorimeter under the standard condition of
ISO-5660-1. The No. 0 and No. 3 coatings were chosen to investigate the effect of MMT on the IFR
coating according to the results of the fire performance test. The two coatings were applied on the
3-layer plywood with (100 mm × 100 mm × 5 mm). The resulting sample was dried in the indoor
environment for 5 days before being tested horizontally in the cone and the distance between the cone
bottom and the sample was 25 mm.

2.5. Materials Characterization

Crystallinity and residual char layer were determined using a X-ray diffraction (XRD) (40 kV,
40 mA using a Cu K radiation source, Broker Corporation, Basel, The Switzerland). The XRD patterns
were collected in the 2θ range from 5 to 90 with a step of 0.02◦ and 15 s counting time per angle.
The chemical state of residual char layer after fire performance test was determined using X-ray
photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) (Thermo Fisher-VG Scientific, ESCALB250Xi, Waltham, MA, USA)
under the following conditions: Source type: AL K Alpha, Spot size: 500 µm, Lens mode: standard.
The molecule structure of the residual char layer was determined using the Perkin-Elmer 2000 FTIR
(Perkin Elmer instruments, Basel, The Netherlands) with the char layer mixed with KBr. Morphology
characterization and microstructure of char layer and MMT were conducted using Nova NanoSEM230
(FEI Electron Optics B.V, Czech Republic) at an acceleration voltage of 200 kV, and the element
composition of MMT was examined using energy dispersive spectrometry (EDS). The char layer is
divided into inner and outer parts to be tested.

3. Results and Discussion

The given line graph in Figure 2a reveals the heat insulation performance of the five coatings by
fire performance tests. Overall, there is a rising trend for the fire resistance as the amounts of MMT is
increased to add to IFR coating except for the excessive amounts of additions. Specifically, the fire
resistance of No. 0 coating without MMT is about 10 min, while that of No. 1, No. 2 and No. 3 ware
15 min and even more than 20 min, respectively as listed in Table 3. Furthermore, the thickness of the
char layer (δcl) shows an upward trend, and then a downward with the MMT added to IFR. δcl for No.
0, No. 1, No. 2, and No. 3 are 8.5 mm, 14.6 mm, 17.6 mm, and 19.2 mm but that of No. 4 drops to
15.0 mm in Table 3. This result is consistent with our hypothesis that the appropriate addition of MMT
to IFR could enhance its heat insulation performance and promote the expansion of char layer.

Table 3. Fire resistant and combustion properties of IFR coatings.

Specimen MMT
wt.%

Fire
Resistance/min δct/mm δcl/mm TTI/s SEA/m2

·kg−1 TSR/m2
·m−2

No. 0 0 10 0.4 8.5 12.0 83.6 41.0
No. 1 2.4 15 0.4 14.6 - - -
No. 2 4.8 >20 0.4 17.6 - - -
No. 3 7.0 >20 0.4 19.2 14.0 39.5 21.2
No. 4 9.1 14 0.4 16.0 - - -
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Combustion performance of coatings is conducted using the cone test, providing combustion
parameters such as time to ignition (TTI), specific extinction area (SEA), and total smoke release (TSR)
and total smoke production (TSP). The TTI refers to the time from the heating of the material surface
to the appearance of the continuous combustion of the surface under the present radiation intensity.
The SEA is the ratio of the trimmed volume of flue gas to the mass loss rate of the sample. The TSR
is the total heat release from the burning of the material to extinguishment of the flame under the
present thermal radiation intensity. The difference between No. 0 and No. 3 coating are displayed in
Table 3 and Figure 2b,c. Between No. 0 and No. 3, there was a slight increase in TTI from 12.00 s to
14.00 s, reflecting the coating with MMT was uneasy to ignite than the coating without MMT. Besides,
the SEA is dramatically decreased with 7 wt.% MMT being added, and this figure of No. 3 declines
44.12 m2

·kg−1 compared to No. 0. SEA of No. 3 is also always lower than No. 0 from the beginning, as
shown in Figure 2b. Similar to that trend, No. 2 see the TSR and TSP decreases sharply 19.84 m2

·m−2

and 0.17 m2, respectively, in comparison with No. 0 in Figure 2c. It is unveiled that MMT can noticeably
suppress the smoke release produced from IFR coating.

The appearance of char layers after the fire performance test are illustrated in Figure 2d–g.
The No. 2–No. 4 char layers are more compact, and the rigidities are stronger than the No. 0 char layer.
The SEM images of char layers are revealed in Figure 2h–o including the outer and the inner parts.
The outer char layer of without MMT is flat in Figure 2h, while these outer char layers with MMT are
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rough and coarse in Figure 2i–k. Note that there are some holes in the outer surface of No. 0, but the
outer surface of No. 3, and No. 4 are still intact. Indeed, the strength of char layer was increased by the
addition of MMT to IFR, capturing as much of the released gas as possible and curbing the transfer of
heat to the plywood. In addition, there is some subtle difference between the inner char layer of No. 0
and these of No. 2, No. 3 and No. 4. The grain of No. 0 layer looks like “branch” and that of char layer
with MMT is more like the “sponge” in Figure 2l–o. In summary, the morphological characteristics of
char layer involving the outer and the inner are affected by the addition of MMT, which may be caused
by the inorganic constituent interspersed on the char layer and the nanofiller dispersion.

The Figure 3 gives information on the recognized materials composition in char layers after the
fire performance test. There were some diffraction peaks clearly in No. 3 outer and inner char layer in
Figure 3a, respectively, corresponding to aluminum phosphate (AlPO4) and silicon phosphate (SiP2O7),
respectively. Thereinto, the Si2p and Al2p XPS spectrum are shown in Figure 3c,d. The broad scattering
peaks were only observed in No. 0 char layer. The results represent the products from the interaction
between MMT and APP alter the amorphous structure of the char layer. For example, AlPO4 can
enhance the oxidization resistance of the outer char layer to maintain the integrity of the overall
structure in No. 3. The amorphous char layer with the intumesce resulted from the SiP2O7 in No. 3
inner char layer act as a vital role to decrease the thermal conductivity of the intumescent material. The
FTIR spectra of materials are presented in Figure 3b and their wavelength ranges including 3380 cm−1,
between 1500 and 1600 cm−1, between 1000 and 1200 cm−1, 790 cm−1 and 670 cm−1. The 3380 cm−1

absorption band is responding to stretching vibration of N-H (νN-H) [27–30]. The characterized
absorption peaks are observed in all samples. The stretching vibration of C=N (νC=N) between 1500
and 1600 cm−1 [31–34] is observed in No. 0 and No. 3 char layers and No. 4 interior. However, the
stretching vibration of the aromatic C=C (νC=C) is also found in No. 3 char layers. Similarly, the
absorption bands approximately between 670 and 790 cm−1 are corresponding to the bending vibration
of the polyaromatic structures and external bending vibration of adjacent H on the aromatic ring,
respectively. For every sample, it is to be noted that some broad bands are observed between 1000 and
1200 cm−1. These characteristic peaks are assigned to the phosphate groups [28,32,35]. The results are
consistent with the XPS conclusion that the nitrogenous polyaromatic structures are prevented from
decomposing to quaternary N species.
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The TG, DTG, and DTA curves are illustrated in Figure 4a–c, respectively. The thermal
decomposition process of coatings is divided into three stages including melting and softening
(0–200 ◦C), intumescence and char layer formation (200–500 ◦C), and char layer degradation and
loss (500–900 ◦C). At the first stage, the acrylic resin and amino resin start to soften and melt.
Correspondingly, the distinct endothermic peak in the DTA curve is existed before 200 ◦C. Next, the
coating is gradually carbonized into intumescent char layer. APP begins to decompose, generating
phosphoric acid, pyrophosphate acid and releasing NH3. Afterward, the framework of char layer
is initially formed by the esterification between PER and the (pyro)phosphoric acid and expands to
form the porous char layer with the NH3 and H2O released by MEL and MMT. The MMT affect this
progress, where the trend is different between the No. 0 and the coatings added MMT (No. 1–No. 3) in
DTA and DTG curves and the residual mass for No. 0 is 36.8% at 500 ◦C, and that of No. 3 is 44.4%
(Table S1, Supporting Information). Finally, the char layer degrades with the loss of residual mass.
As the addition of MMT to coating increase, the residual mass of char layer rise at 700 ◦C. For example,
the residual mass of No. 0 is 0, while that of No. 3 remains 32.2%. Here, the MMT can improve the
oxidation resistance of IFR char layer to delay the degradation.
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Figure 4. The TG curves (a), DTG curves (b) and DTA curves (c) of No. 0, No. 2, No. 3, and No.
4 coatings.

Table 4 provides information about the main element content of char layers of No. 0 and No. 3
samples (Figure S1, Supporting Information). The content of C in outer char layer is higher than in
inner for No. 0 and No. 3 while the other element contents (O, N, and P) in outer are lower than in the
inner, which is the temperature difference between outer and inner. Moreover, the content of C in No.
3 added MMT is higher compared with No. 0 regardless of outer or inner. We can conclude that the
addition MMT to IFR coating increases the degree of carbon accumulation and cross-linking of char
layer. Meanwhile, the content of O in No. 3 outer is 0.86 times than that of No. 0 in Table 4. To be more
precise, MMT also enhances the oxidization resistance of IFR char layer.
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Table 4. Elemental composition of char layers.

Specimen N1s% C1s% P2p% O1s% Si2p% Al2p%

No. 0 outer 3.78 49.99 10.43 35.79 - -
No. 0 inner 3.72 38.78 13.43 44.07 - -
No. 3 outer 1.02 86.97 1.83 9.61 0.29 0.27
No. 3 inner 3.16 76.82 3.13 16.89 - -

At each sample, there are two peaks of the O1s spectra with binding energies approximately
531.5 and 533 eV (Figure S2, Supporting Information). It is unachievable to identify the separate
contributions of O1s band between inorganic and organic oxygen because of its lack of structure.
The bands centered around 531.5 eV can be assigned to =O in phosphate and carbonyl groups. The
bands centered at 533 eV can be assigned to –O– in C–O–C, C–O–P and/or C–OH groups [29–31].
The ratio of –O–/=O, according to the relative area percentages of functional groups, is shown versus
outer and inner No. 0 and No. 3 in Table 5 [36]. Overall, it is to note that the ratio is always higher
than one, and it is understood that the main species are the C–O–C and C–O–P bridge structures in
comparison with the oxidized phosphate and carbonyl ones, whether the system without MMT or with
it. Furthermore, the ratio of the outer surface is lower than the inner surface, and this is because the
temperature of outer char layer is higher than the inner, preferentially oxidizing the outer char layer.

Table 5. The ratio of –O–/=O.

Sample No. 0 Outer No. 0 Inner No. 3 Outer No. 3 Inner

-O-/=O 1.74 1.80 3.03 4.20

Specifically, the –O–/=O ratio dramatically raises when the sample is added MMT. From No. 0 to
No. 3, the ratios increase 1.29 (outer surface) and 2.40 (inner surface), respectively. There is a tendency
to believe that the MMT can handicap the oxidation of the char layer. For the P2p spectra (Figure S3,
Supporting Information), the binding energies observed between 134 and 135 eV are corresponding to
phosphate species and P2O5 [24]. The content of P2p in the outer surface is lower than inner surface in
No. 0 and No. 3, reflecting the P in outer surface is easy oxidized to volatilize by forming the P2O5.
In addition, the content of P in No. 0 is higher than No. 3 regardless of the outer surface and the
inner surface.

For all samples of the C1s spectra (Figure S4, Supporting Information), the numbers and positions
of the peaks are the same. The peaks at about 284.6 eV assign to C–H and C–C in aliphatic and aromatic
species in the char layer [37]. The bands around 285.8 eV are the contributions of C=N in heterocyclic
compounds [38–40]. The nitrogenous polyaromatic structure is observed in four samples, but the
skeleton structure is mainly composed of the aromatic C and C–C. Unfortunately, it is difficult to
distinguish the aromatic C and aliphatic C using the XPS. No. 0 samples give rise to a single N1s

peak, but No. 3 samples emerge single broad peak and double peak in Figure 5. The N1s spectra can
be assumed three typical peaks at 398.3 eV 400.6 eV (for the sample with MMT) and 401 eV (for the
sample without MMT). These two bands at about 398.3 eV and 400.6 eV assign to pyridinic groups and
pyrrolic nitrogen, respectively [41–44]. The 401 eV is corresponding to the quaternary N. In general,
Nitrogenous polyaromatic structures, such as pyridinic and pyrrolic N, are oxidized to quaternary
N as the temperature rises. There are still the pyridinic and pyrrolic N in the No. 3 char layer but
No. 0 only contains the quaternary N, revealing that the MMT can restrain the degradation of the
polyaromatic structures.
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Overall, the amorphous char layer is composed of nitrogenous polyaromatic skeleton structure
and bridge structure. The addition of 7 wt.% MMT to IFR coating restrains the decomposition of the
nitrogenous polyaromatic structure of the char layer to improve the oxidization resistance of the char
layer and increase the residual mass of char layer at 700 ◦C. Moreover, the –O–/=O ratios of the No. 3
sample are significantly increased regardless of the outer or inner than No. 0.

4. Conclusions

In summary, we innovatively demonstrated the preparation of novel water-based IFR coating
with MMT through a layer-by-layer method on plywood. The fire resistance, smoke suppression,
and oxidation resistance of the coating was increased corresponding to the addition of MMT into it.
For example, the addition of 7 wt.% MMT to the IFR coating was found to prolong the fire resistance
of the No. 3 coating (more than 20 min) than the No. 0 coating (10 min); the smoke suppression of
the coating increased dramatically: the SEA of No. 3 coating decreases by 44.12 m2

·kg−1 than that
of No. 0; the oxidation resistance of the coating was also enhanced since the ratio of –O/=O for No.
3 grew significantly and the residual mass increased to 25.5% at 700 ◦C. In addition, the formation
of nitrogenated aromatic species in the char layer was protected by the addition of MMT to the IFR
coating, which was shown by the morphological change of the char layer at both the micron and
centimeter level.
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(c) outer No.3; and (d) inner No.3; Figure S4: The P2p XPS spectrum; Figure S5: The C1s XPS spectrum: (a) outer
No.0; (b) inner No.0; (c) outer No.3; and (d) innerNo.3. Table S1: Residual mass of coatings at different temperature.
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Abbreviations

APP ammonium polyphosphate
DTA differential thermal analysis
FTIR Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy
IFR intumescent flame retardant
MEL melamine
MMT montmorillonite
PER pentaerythritol
SEA specific extinction area
SEM SEM
TG thermogravimetry
TSP total smoke production
TSR total smoke release
TTI time to ignition
XPS X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy
XRD X-ray diffraction
Nomenclature
δcl Thickness of char layer
δct Thickness of coating
t Temperature
tcw Surface temperature at the back of coated wood
τ time
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