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Standing on the shoulders – whose shoulders? 

 

Figure 1 The giants 

In the daily rush to solve pressing problems we face, many of us forget how much we owe those that 
came before us.  Worse, many new papers are published without a link and acknowledgment to 
previous works.  As I approach the twilight of my professional career and look back, particularly at the 
years of my involvement in ICAF I consider myself lucky to have met some of the aircraft structural 
integrity giants.  They too owe much to those that came before. 

I had the pleasure of being present at many Plantema lectures going back to 1987 in Ottawa when I 
attended my first ICAF Conference and Symposium.  My respect for the giants and modest contributions 
I made do not allow me to consider myself a member of this group (Figure 1).  Even more so I am very 
grateful to the National Delegates for giving me the honor of being Plantema Memorial Lecturer in 
Helsinki. 

This lecture – a personal journey of a Structural Integrity researcher at 
NRC Aerospace 
The journey began when I joined Structures Group of Structures and Materials Laboratory at the 
National Aeronautical Establishment (NAE) of the NRC in 1982.  I came from Warsaw Technical 
University with some experience in experimental stress analysis and an interest in composite materials.  
That year marked the entrance of F18 fighter aircraft into Canadian Forces as CF-188 Hornet.  The 
aircraft has a significant percentage of wetted surfaces made of carbon reinforced epoxy structures.  
This had created a pressing need to understand performance of these structures and their potential 
susceptibility to moisture and temperature.  Thus begun my adventure in Structural Integrity. 
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About NRC 
Before continuing the story of my ‘journey’ I would like to describe the immediate environment of my 
travel, namely the National Research Council Canada (NRC), the Canadian Aerospace Industry which is 
the main partner and customer of the Aerospace Laboratories of the NRC. 

The NRC is an agency of the federal government with the primary mandate of supporting the Canadian 
economy (www.nrc.ca).   The NRC has a broad spectrum of research facilities with about 3600 staff 
deployed in every province of Canada.  Aerospace facilities are concentrated in Ottawa and Montreal.   

  

Figure 2 Distribution of major aerospace companies throughout Canada. 

 

As NRC adjusted to changes in global and Canadian research and technology development (R&TD) needs 
it has been introducing organizational changes.  So in early 1990’s NAE became the Institute for 
Aerospace Research (IAR) and finally in 2012 the NRC Aerospace Portfolio. 

The NRC Aerospace Portfolio operates various facilities: wind tunnels, engine test cells, test aircraft, 
structural and materials testing laboratories as well as aerospace manufacturing equipment.  The 
current replacement cost of these facilities exceeds 500 million Canadian dollars. 

NRC Aerospace works with Canadian Aerospace industry which currently is ranked 5th globally in terms 
of revenues (23B$/year) and is focused on the civil aeronautics sector.  It is worth noting that this 
industry is truly national with companies active in all provinces while largest clusters are in Montreal and 
southern Ontario.  Canada exports many fixed and rotary wing aircraft (Bombardier and Bell), maintains 
a dominant role in: small gas turbine engines (Pratt & Whitney Canada), flight simulators (CAE) and 
landing gear (Goodrich, Messier-Doughty, Heroux-Devtek).  These OEMs and 1st tier companies are 
supported by a large number of lower tiers of companies.  Only some of the companies are represented 
against the map of Canada in Figure 2.  Aerospace Industries Association Canada (AIAC) publishes 
comprehensive reports on the status of the Canadian Industry on their website (www.aiac.ca). 
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My SI experiences: 
Roy Hewitt has published an excellent review of the NRC history of structural testing from lead shot bags 
used to statically load wood and fabric aircraft to computer controlled servo-hydraulic actuators applied 
to current hybrid composite/metal structures tested under randomised spectra [1].  At the time of my 
arrival at NRC in 1982 the Structures and Materials Laboratory had already accumulated over 35 years of 
experience in aircraft structural integrity.  The first aircraft test that I had opportunity to witness was 
Grumman Tracker Test (launched in 1978 and completed in 1982) – Figure 3 

 

Figure 3 CS2F (Grumman) Tracker wing test. 

Strain analysis  
The next full scale test (FST) to be undertaken at NRC was the CT-114 Tutor (a jet trainer) aft fuselage 
and empennage fatigue test.  The test was largely prompted by catastrophic failure of the horizontal 
stabilizer rear attachment fitting during aerobatic team flight.  Subsequent to the accident the fitting 
was redesigned and new steel fittings replaced aluminium alloy construction.  In parallel with the FST, a 
coupon joint test specimen was developed by the OEM (Canadair) under contract to the Canadian Air 
Force.  NRC was tasked with strain analysis of the coupon.  By this time (1988-89) my expertise, acquired 
as assistant professor at the Warsaw Technical University, in the photoelastic coating strain analysis was 
beginning to be recognized at NRC.  Hence I preformed the full field analysis which indicated that the 
specimen needed to be redesigned to include a new area of potential interest just below the fitting 
(Figure 4).  Photoelastic analysis of the revised coupon specimen indicated that the steel fitting resulted 
in new critical location (just below the fitting).  This analysis was fully confirmed when the area failed 
under fatigue in the FST [2,3]. 
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Figure 4 Horizontal stabilizer rear attachment fitting test. 

The experience highlighted the need for careful design of coupon tests and the power of full field strain 
analysis methods.  Today at NRC the photoelastic coatings have been largely replaced by another full 
field analysis method - Digital Image Correlation technique [4].  The reference also includes information 
on most recent FST activity at NRC Aerospace. 

Composites 
The F-18 fighter aircraft was introduced to Canadian Air Forces in the early 1980’s.  The aircraft has over 
40% of wetted surface built from composites (carbon fibre reinforced epoxy).  At the time composite 
material structures were new and NRC was tasked with building up the competence so as to be in a 
position to support the in-service aircraft should problems arise.  My first task at NRC Aerospace was to 
look into the impact of moisture and temperature on composite structures.  Having performed a very 
extensive literature review I set out to document my findings in a 6 part report [5,6,7,8].  Only 4 parts 
were published as I was urged to establish testing facilities and produce data.  Thus began the 
‘unfinished business’.  As I reflected on my career I saw more examples of ‘unfinished business’ which 
points to the fact that SI is an engineering rather than science driven activity (more on that later). 

Working with Sylvie Beland (a graduate student at the time – today Director of Structures, Materials and 
Manufacturing at NRC Aerospace) we have demonstrated that moisture diffusion in composites often 
does not follow simple Fick’s model [9,10].  The thermoset matrix (typically epoxy resin) has areas of 
lower and denser (higher) cross linked chains.  The denser areas absorb moisture at a much slower rate 
resulting in weight gain rates for composites as shown in Figure 5.  Understanding of these phenomena 
is needed in material qualification, modelling, as well component and full scale testing.  Stopping 
moisture absorption at the first appearance of stabilisation may lead to underestimation of moisture 
levels needed for material strength testing (red line in the Figure 5).  Very few practitioners reach for 
30+ year old publications fortunately there is some evidence that this two-step diffusion process is 
known at least to some of them. 
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Figure 5 Importance of using longer moisture exposure times. 

During the 1987 ICAF Symposium Robin Whitehead shared his experience with testing of primary 
composite aircraft structures [11].  He has shown that the majority of failures, which were difficult to 
predict, were out-of-plane failures caused by secondary loads (Figure 6).  Some of these problems have 
been addressed by the use of stitching and better design and modeling tools. 

Figure 6 Out-of-plane failure modes [11] 
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Over the last 40 years of development composites have gained a significant share of total aircraft 
structural weight (B787, A350 and CS100/300).  It is generally accepted that static hot/wet test is critical 
in certification of composite structures.  When large scale test does not allow for testing moisture 
soaked composite structure at elevated temperature, then higher loads are applied (knock-down 
factors).  Most failures are matrix or interface failures due to secondary loads (just as Whitehead 
observed in the 1980’s).  It should be remembered that matrix under hot humid conditions displays 
pronounced viscoelastic behaviour. 

My recent conversations with current practitioners indicate that there is no written policy on how to 
deal with tests and analysis required to demonstrate that secondary loads (bending, shear etc.) are also 
‘scaled’ appropriately so as to consider viscoelastic nature of the matrix.  These are not linear effects 
while knock-down factor is a ‘linear’ approach. 

Another problem ‘bound’ but not understood in composites is related to damage resulting from low 
energy impacts (hail, stones, tools etc.).  Since the impacts are random events and regular deployment 
of non-destructive inspection equipment to in-service aircraft does not appear practical, the accepted 
approach is to ensure that a barely visible impact damage (BVID) can be tolerated by the structure.  As 
my and others’ research studies have shown [12,13,14,15]: 

• BVID is an ill-defined metric as it depends on: coating color and lustre, angle of illumination and 
observation, aided or unaided vison 

• Post impact surface perturbation will change with time and load exposure (up to 30% reduction 
in dent depth). 

• Impact on a composite aircraft surface is an event that has certain distribution of energy vs. 
probability 

• The impact event will result in surface ‘perturbation’ which also depends on other factors such 
as composite material toughness, laminate thickness, boundary conditions (support). 

The BVID approach would seem to favour the use of higher impact energy to be applied in testing of 
tougher composite materials systems than less desirable brittle materials (Figure 7).  In current practice 
it is accepted that BVID damage can be ‘bounded’ by open hole test which is regarded as having more 
severe impact on strength. 
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Figure 7 Higher energy is required in tougher systems to produce BVID [14]. 

Figure 8 Photoelastic coating images of impact damaged (left) and open hole (right) composite panels under compression. 

Figure 8 shows the striking difference in strain patterns observed with photoelastic coatings between 
impact damaged and open-hole panels under static compression loading.  Initial look at the images 
seems to support this ‘bounding’ approach.  A deeper understanding of the evolution of the impact 
damage versus open-hole under realistic cyclic loading conditions is still needed. 
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In late 1970’s NASA produced a series of reports (i.e. [16]), which included comparisons of structural 
efficiency of transport aircraft wings built from aluminium alloys to wings built using composites.  It was 
shown that large transport highly loaded wings made of composite will only show weight savings when 
designed  to higher strain allowables (0.006 and more).  While allowables used in current designs are 
considered by OEMs as confidential it can be expected that these are higher than used by manufacturers 
in the 1970’s and 1980’s (0.004 and below).  Significant in-service experience accumulated with these 
lower strained composite structures has led to the popular opinion that composites are resistant to 
fatigue. 

 

Figure 9 Photoelastic coating on a cyclic compression-tension loaded specimen vs number of cycles. 

Experience with small coupons tested at higher strain levels points to complex micro-damage 
accumulation processes which manifest themselves very late in the total life of the specimen (shortly 
before the specimen failure to carry the loads - Figure 9).   

While much of my own research in composites has been conducted in the 1980’s and 1990’s [17,18,19] 
many of the questions which were opened remain to be resolved.  There is a need for physics based 
models to better understand degradation and failure of composites structures under service conditions.  
It is encouraging that NASA has launched a consortium which aims to look into many of these issues.  
The recent headline “NASA-Led Consortium will bring science to the art of composites” [20] has caused 
much consternation among the ‘practitioners’ who took offense to the word ‘art’. 

The engineering approaches typically lead to solutions which ‘bound’ the problems while the inside of 
the ‘bounded’ area remains ill understood unfinished business.  Do we understand all the risks?  In this 
context I would highly recommend an excellent book by Nassim Taleb “The Black Swan – the impact of 
the highly improbable” [21]. 

NDI 
The work I did in composites has led to an increased interest in the field of non-destructive inspection 
(NDI) of aircraft structures.  I have proposed that an optical system (double pass retro-reflection) known 
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repairs in aircraft aluminum alloy wing skins on their fatigue life (with Min Liao and Nick Bellinger [18]) 
has shown that grinding out of exfoliation damage may be more damaging than arresting corrosion and 
leaving corroded material in place. 

While our work has been available for over 10 years in the open literature I have no evidence that the 
above results have been given consideration by practitioners adding to my growing unfinished business 
list. 

Figure 13 Cracked rivets retrieved from a corroded lap joint. 

 

 

Figure14 Damage from corrosion repairs. 

Our specimen library continued to yield new evidence that aging processes impacting structural integrity 
have to be considered together not separately.  A section of a lap joint skin in which both pillowing 
cracks and fatigue cracks are visible shown in Figure 15 is a perfect illustration. 

  














	Abstract
	Standing on the shoulders – whose shoulders?
	This lecture – a personal journey of a Structural Integrity researcher at NRC Aerospace
	About NRC
	My SI experiences:
	Strain analysis
	Composites
	NDI
	Corrosion
	HOLSIP

	Future – more unfinished business
	Concluding thoughts - ICAF
	Acknowledgment
	References



