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Durability of Pt-Alloy Catalyst for Heavy-Duty Polymer
Electrolyte Fuel Cell Applications under Realistic Conditions
Celine H. Chen,[a, b] Matthew Coats,[c] Florian Chabot,[a, b, d] Yu Morimoto,[b]

Plamen Atanassov,[a] Nobumichi Tamura,[d] Jonathan Braaten,[e] Björn M. Stühmeier,[e]

Christina Johnston,[e] Svitlana Pylypenko,*[c] Lei Cheng,*[e] and Iryna V. Zenyuk*[a, b]

As an emerging technology, polymer electrolyte fuel cells
(PEFCs) powered by clean hydrogen can be a great source of
renewable power generation with flexible utilization because of
high gravimetric energy density of hydrogen. To be used in
real-life applications, PEFCs need to maintain their performance
for long-term use under a wide range of conditions. Therefore,
it’s important to understand the degradation of the PEFC under
protocols that are closely related to the catalyst lifetime.
Alloying Pt with transitional metal improves catalyst activity. It

is also crucial to understand Pt alloys degradation mechanisms
to improve their durability. To study durability of Pt alloys,
accelerated stress tests (ASTs) are performed on Pt� Co catalyst
supported on two types of carbon. Two different AST protocols
were being studied: Membrane Electrolyte Assembly (MEA) AST
based on the protocol introduced by the Million Mile Fuel Cell
Truck consortium in 2023 and Catalyst AST, adopted from the
U.S. Department of Energy (DoE).

Introduction

There are growing concerns about energy and environmental
challenges due to the consumption of fossil fuels and
production of greenhouse gases. As the need for more
flexible utilization of renewable energy sources increases,
governments and industries across the world are implement-
ing the use of clean hydrogen and target difficult to
decarbonize sectors such as heavy-duty transportation,
aviation, and shipping due to high gravimetric energy
density of hydrogen.[1] In particular, the transportation sector
accounts for 26% of U.S. Greenhouse Gas Emissions by in
2020.[2] Light and heavy-duty vehicles (HDVs) account for
83% of the total emissions from the transportation sector.[3]

Only 7% of the total vehicles on-road are HDVs but account

for 26% of the CO2 emission in the transportation sector.[2]

Annual freight truck miles travelled is projected to increase
by 54% by 2050.[2,4,5] Polymer electrolyte fuel cells (PEFCs)
have high power density, zero point-of-use emission, and no
evident electrolyte decomposition. They have demonstrated
great potential in passenger light-duty vehicles (LDVs)[6];
however, their applications in HDVs have attracted attention
due to their unique ability to scale driving range at a much
smaller additional weight penalty compared to batteries.

Despite the potential of PEFCs for large-scale adoption,
initial system cost and durability remain significant chal-
lenges. These issues are primarily due to the use of platinum-
group metal (PGM) electrocatalysts. In PEFCs, the electrode
structure typically consists of platinum nanoparticles dis-
persed on a carbon support, partially covered by a polymer
electrolyte. Platinum is essential for promoting oxygen
reduction reaction (ORR), but its high cost makes large-scale
adoption economically challenging.[7] Durability is a major
challenge and understanding the electrocatalyst degradation
and the correlation between physical property changes, such
as decrease of electrochemical surface area (ECSA) by Pt
dissolution, and performance decay shown in polarization
curves, is a top priority.

The largest overpotential in PEFC is caused by ORR in the
cathode electrode, and it is comprised of both sluggish kinetics
and low oxygen concentrations at the surface of the Pt catalyst.
Pt dissolution rates are different for Pt in contact with ionomer
and Pt in contact with water (i. e. Pt in the pores).[8] Pt in contact
with water can have higher dissolution rates, potentially due to
higher Pt ions transport in water environment, without
constrains of ionomer. However, the dissolution effects of Pt in
pores vs. on the surface of the carbon support have not been
well explored.[9,10]
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Accelerated Stress Tests (ASTs) and Pt Degradation
Mechanism

Repeated oxidation-reduction of Pt nanoparticles during HDV
lifetime causes Pt dissolution in the cathode catalyst layer
and decrease in the ECSA. Pt ions can migrate in the
membrane towards the anode and get reduced by the
hydrogen permeation flow inside the membrane, creating a
platinum band, or redeposit on larger Pt atoms causing
significant particle size growth, via the Ostwald ripening
process.[11] Other forms of Pt degradation include agglomer-
ation, collision and coalescence of Pt particles due to
migration, Pt particle detachment, and Pt band formation in
the membrane due to Pt ions being reduced by cross-over
hydrogen.[12]

To simulate operating conditions of heavy-duty drive
cycles, ASTs with square waves are performed. The Pt
degradation reaction mechanisms during AST cycles was
proposed by Khedekar et al[13], where at the beginning of life
(BoL), at low potentials only metallic Pt surface is present.
During the anodic scan from LPL of 0.6 V to UPL of 0.95 V, Pt
dissolution at first occurs at slow rates. However, the OH
groups will adsorb on the Pt surface at the potential of 0.8 V
and form PtOH and PtO at UPL. During the upper potential
hold, Pt dissolution happens at a slow rate. Pt and O
exchange the position, in so-called “place-exchange mecha-
nism” and the amount of PtO coverage increases. Degrada-
tion during the AST depends on the UPL because at lower
UPLs PtO coverage will be lower, having less formation of Pt
ions. During the cathodic scan from UPL of 0.95 V to 0.6 V,
PtO will be reduced. Ostwald ripening will be the primary
cause of ECSA loss and Pt particle size growth.

Use of Pt-Co Catalyst and Effects Co Leaching on Durability

Pt� Co catalyst has better ORR activity compared to Pt.[14] The
alloy catalyst can enhance PEFC performance and reduce cost.
Alloying elements can weaken the binding strength of oxy-
genated intermediates on the catalyst surface and facilitate
dissociation of oxygen molecules.[15] They also have a lower
activation energy, which can lead to a higher power density
and a decrease in the number of cells in a stack system and the
overall system cost. In particular, Pt3Co had the optimal binding
energy to achieve the maximum ORR activity among the
various Pt� Co catalysts.[16]

Although Pt� Co catalyst has better kinetics than pure Pt
catalyst, Co leaching can negatively impact the durability.
Pt� Co catalyst tends to have a core-shell structure, with Pt as
the shell and Pt� Co as the core; Pt dissolution during PEFC
operation can cause Co to be exposed, leading to Co
leaching.[17,18] Based on the Pourbaix diagram of Co[19], cobalt
is in the form of Co2+ cation at the PEFC operation range of
pH 0–2 and potential of 0–0.9 V. Co2+ can be transported
through the MEA in two different mechanisms: diffusion,
which is driven by water and cation concentration difference,
and migration, which is driven by potential gradient. Oxygen

tends to diffuse through hydrophilic domains instead of the
hydrophobic domains in Nafion withing the catalyst layer, as
the oxygen diffusivity in water is four times higher than in
Nafion.[20] The decrease in performance of PEFC can be
caused by transport limitations as oxygen gas needs to be
transported through all of the layers to reach Pt catalyst.
However, oxygen transport resistance impedes the flow of
oxygen into the cell, causing the concentration of oxygen to
be low at the cathode. Oxygen permeation through the
ionomer film is especially a major source of transport
resistance through the cathode catalyst layer. Co cation
contamination in the ionomer can impede oxygen transport
because it can decrease oxygen permeation[21] and change
the water uptake in the ionomer, affecting both oxygen
diffusion in the ionomer films and their adsorption. Co
cations leached from Pt� Co catalysts will interact with two
SO3

� side chains, causing crosslinking in the ionomer
structure and increasing the enhanced chain stiffness.[22] This
phenomenon not only change the structure of the ionomer,
reducing its conductivity,[15] but also block the oxygen trans-
port pathway in the ionomer as oxygen cannot be trans-
ported to the catalytic sites. As a result, Co leaching can
affect the mass activity, protonic resistance, and oxygen
transport resistance in the system.

In this study, MEAs with Pt� Co catalysts supported on
Vulcan (Vu) and high surface area carbon (HSC) were
subjected to two different ASTs protocols. The MEA AST is
based on the protocol introduced by the Million Mile Fuel
Cell Truck consortium in 2023 and the Catalyst AST is
adopted from the DoE catalyst AST protocol. Both AST
protocol are conducted in air, having advantages that they
can simulate real-world operation of PEFC. The MEA AST had
longer dwell time at the potential limits, allowing water
equilibrium to be achieved. However, this protocol introdu-
ces stressors for both the catalysts and membrane due to
operation in dry condition. Performance degradation due to
ASTs was studied using electrochemical techniques, includ-
ing polarization curves and catalyst activity measurements.
This study shows that PtxCo/HSC has higher degree of
polarization loss compared to PtxCo/Vu, especially during the
MEA AST protocol because of higher degree of particle size
growth and Co leaching. The Co leaching was identified
through increase in high-frequency resistance (HFR) and
proton transport resistance in the catalyst layer. These
findings were further confirmed through transmission elec-
tron microscopy and energy dispersive x-ray spectroscopy
analysis (TEM-EDS). We also observed that the MEA AST
protocol was more detrimental to the catalyst durability than
the Catalyst AST.
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Methods

Materials and Membrane Electrode Assembly (MEA)
Preparation

Two types of MEAs were fabricated: PtCo nanoparticles on
Vulcan carbon (Vu) (TEC36 V32, 28.9 wt% Pt, 3.2 wt% Co,
Tanaka Kikinzoki Kogyo, Japan) and PtCo nanoparticles on
high surface area carbon (HSC) (TEC36E32, 29 wt% Pt, 2.3 wt
% Co, Tanaka Kikinzoki Kogyo, Japan). Catalyst inks were
prepared by mixing the catalyst with deionized water, 2-
propanol (99.5%) (Millipore Sigma, Massachusetts, United
States), and Nafion™ dispersion (D521CS, Chemours, Dela-
ware, United States). Ink of PtCo nanoparticles on Vu had I/C
ratio of 0.65, solid content of 6.6 wt%, 2-propanol:water of
1 : 2 w/w. Ink of PtCo nanoparticles on HSC had I/C ratio of
0.9, solid content of 5 wt%, 2-propanol:water of 1 : 1 w/w. The
inks were roll milled with ZrO2 balls for 48 hours and coated
on a PTFE substrate (50 μm thick) using a wet film applicator
with 200 μm and 300 μm thickness for catalysts with Vu and
HSC, respectively, on a tape casting machine. X-ray
Fluorescence (XRF) was used to determine the Pt loading of
the coated decals, which were in the range of 0.15�0.03 mg
cm� 2. The anode inks were prepared in a similar manner to
the PtCo nanoparticles on Vu, with the only difference being
the use of Pt/Vu.

The coated decals of 5 cm2 were then hot pressed on
Nafion™ 211 (25.4 μm) at 150 °C for 7 min with a force of
~0.1 kN cm � 2. The MEAs were prepared by sandwiching the
CCMs between two Freudenberg H23 C6 gas diffusion layers
(GDLs). Four MEAs were prepared for each catalyst -two for
each AST protocol. In the following results, error bars indicate
the standard deviation between the two measurements.

Testing Hardware

Fuel cell quick connect fixture (qCf) coupled with a cell
fixture (cF) from balticFuelCells GmbH (Schwerin, Germany)
was used, and flow-field with two turn 5 cm2 x7 serpentine
channel was utilized. The cell compression in this setup is
pneumatically controlled, so a pneumatic compression
pressure of ~0.9 bar was applied to achieve manufacturer-
recommended 1–1.1 MPa pressure on the GDL, which
resulted in 20–22% of GDL compression. Polarization curves
were performed using 850e fuel cell test system from
Scribner Associates (North Carolina, United States). Cyclic
voltammograms (CVs), linear sweep voltammograms (LSVs),
electrochemical impedance spectroscopies (EISs), CO strip-
ping, mass activity measurements, and the ASTs were
performed using Interface 5000 potentiostat from Gamry
Instruments (Pennsylvania, United States).

Electrochemical Characterization and AST

At the beginning of testing, each MEA went through a break-
in procedure, which consisted of 80 voltage cycles of 0.8 V,
0.5 V, 0.2 V at 80 °C cell temperature in 100% RH under
atmospheric pressure, with hold time of 30 seconds at each
potential step and flow rates of 0.5/1 slpm under hydrogen/
air (anode/cathode) environment. After voltage cycling, a
recovery step, consisted of voltage hold at 0.2 V for 1 hour at
40 °C in 150% RH under 150 kPa absolute pressure, was
applied to recover reversible losses. The recovery step had
flow rates of 0.25/0.15 slpm under in a hydrogen/air (anode/
cathode) environment.

Polarization curves in hydrogen/oxygen (anode/cathode)
and hydrogen/air (anode/cathode) environments were col-
lected at 80 °C in 100% RH under 150 kPa absolute pressure
with gas flow rates of 1 slpm and 2.5 slpm at anode and
cathode, respectively. For oxygen cathode environment, 3-
minute holds from 0.75 V to open circuit potential with
increments of 25 mV were performed to determine mass
activity. 4-minute holds from high current density (2 A.cm� 2)
to low current density (0 A.cm� 2) were performed for air
cathode environment. The data collected during the last
minute of the holds was averaged and used to plot polar-
ization curves (air) and Tafel plots (oxygen).

LSVs were collected from 0.05 V to 0.5 V at sweep rate of
1 mV·s� 1. EIS was collected at 0.2 V from 20 kHz to 0.1 Hz with
6 points/decade. Both LSV and EIS were performed in
hydrogen/ nitrogen (anode/cathode) environment at 80 °C in
100% RH under atmospheric pressure conditions with gas
flow rates of 1 slpm/1 slpm. CV was collected in hydrogen/
nitrogen (anode/cathode) environment at 35 °C in 100% RH
under atmospheric pressure conditions with gas flow rates of
1 slpm/1 slpm and with a potential scan from 0.05 V to 1.0 V
at a scan rate of 40 mV·s� 1.

CO stripping at 35 °C in 100% RH under atmospheric
pressure conditions was used to determine the ECSA. 5% H2

in N2 with flow rate of 1 slpm was applied at anode
throughout the CO stripping experiment. First, three subse-
quent cycles of CV with a potential scan from 0.05 V to 1.0 V
at a scan rate of 40 mV·s� 1 were collected. CO displacement
on the Pt surface was performed by flowing 2% CO in N2

with flow rate of 1 slpm in cathode for 5 minutes while
applying potential of 0.35 V. Then N2 with flow rate of 1 slpm
was purged in the cathode for 30 minutes to remove any
excess CO. Lastly, three subsequent cycles of CV with a
potential scan from 0.05 V to 1.0 V at a scan rate of 40 mV·s� 1

were performed for CO stripping. The area between the third
scan of the CV taken before CO displacement and first scan
of CO stripping is used to calculate the ECSA, assuming a
charge of 420 μCcm� 2 per CO monolayer for Pt.

Two types of AST were performed: MEA AST and Catalyst
AST. The MEA AST was performed at 90 °C cell temperature in
50% RH under 250 kPa absolute pressure. The MEA AST,
based on the protocol proposed by the Million Mile Fuel Cell
Truck consortium in 2023, comprised of rectangular potential
cycles with lower potential limit of 0.675 V, upper potential
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limit of 0.925 V, and a dwell time of 30 seconds at each
potential. Gas flow rates of 0.1 slpm and 0.25 slpm were used
for anode (hydrogen) and cathode (air), respectively. During
the AST, each MEA was characterized after 0, 50, and 100 AST
hours, which correspond to 0, 3000, and 6000 AST cycles. The
MEA AST was performed up to 100 hours because the losses
in mass activity were greater than DoE target of 60%. The
Catalyst AST comprised of 0.6 V lower potential limit and
0.9 V of upper potential limit with a dwell time of 3 seconds
at each potential. Gas flow rates of 0.2 slpm and 0.2 slpm
were used for anode (hydrogen) and cathode (air), respec-
tively. During the AST, each MEA was characterized after 0,
50, 100, and 150 AST hours, which correspond to 0, 30,000,
60,000 and 90,000 AST cycles. The Catalyst AST was
performed up to 150 hours to stimulate 25,000 hours of
heavy-duty lifetime. Air was chosen as the cathode feed in
this study instead of nitrogen because air-based ASTs provide
a more realistic and stringent evaluation of the catalyst
durability in PEFCs. The dominant degradation mechanisms
during AST cycling is Ostwald ripening and particle dissolu-
tion, which can attributed to ECSA loss and formation of Pt
band. The presence of oxygen, which actively participates in
oxidation and dissolution processes of platinum nanopar-
ticles, resulting in a faster loss of active surface area
compared to inert environment[23]. Khedekar et al. reported
that Pt band formation was observed in nitrogen-fed ASTs
but not in air-fed ASTs[13].

X-Ray Fluorescence (XRF)

Ex-situ μ-XRF measurements were performed using the XGT-
9000 Horiba XRF microscope to check the Pt loading of the
electrodes. X-ray energy of 50 keV, measurement time of 300
seconds, a focus distance of 1 mm, and a 1.2 mm capillary
were used. Pt loadings were quantified using a calibration
curve generated from 1.2 mm capillary spectra of samples
with known Pt loadings.

Laboratory X-Ray Diffraction (XRD)

XRD on the catalyst powders were performed in a Rigaku
Ultima III diffractometer with a 1.2 kW Cu Kα radiation source
operated at l=1.5405 Å. . Rietveld refinement of the XRD
data was carried out using GSAS-II software.[24] Al2O3 powder
was used to calibrate instrument parameters. Measurements
were performed on catalysts powders and on MEA. The MEA
was fabricated with cathode electrode only to make sure
diffraction patterns results from the cathode only. XRD
background was refined solely refined using a Chebyschev
function while MEA XRD background was refined using both
a Chebyschev function and the XRD profile of a bare N211
Membrane. The initial parameters of the crystalline structure
were taken from the lattice structure of Pt3Co published by
S.U. Jen[25] and then refined with GSAS-II.

Synchrotron μ-X-Ray Diffraction (μ-XRD)

Micro X-Ray diffraction was conducted at the beamline 12.3.2
of the ALS. A 10 keV X-ray beam was focused to 2x5 μm2 area
onto the cathodic surface of the MEA. The stage angle was
tilted by 20° relatively to the incident beam while the Pilatus
detector was positioned in reflective mode to cover the
scattering angle range between 28° and 73° (2qÞ. Instrument
calibration was performed using the XRD data of Al2O3

powder as a reference. The XRD mapping was performed on
half of the MEA surface corresponding to the cathode inlet
(Figure S1), with a 1x1 mm step size and a 12 s exposure
time. The unspoiled MEA surface was preserved for electron
microscopy imaging. 2D Diffraction pattern was converted to
XRD profiles using XRDSol software, the upgraded version of
XMAS.[26] The same software was used to fit the platinum
diffraction peak at 2q= ° with a Lorentzian curve and to
extract the full width at half maximum (FWMH) and to
determine the average nanoparticle size using Scherrer’s
Equation:

s ¼
Kl

FWMH:cosq (1)

With s the size and K the shape factor commonly set at 0.9.

Transmission Electron Microscopy (TEM)

Samples for TEM analysis were prepared via an ultramicrot-
omy. An approximately 2 mm x 6 mm sample was extracted
from the active area near the outlet of the MEA. A block was
prepared using an Araldite 6005 epoxy kit composed of
Araldite 6005 (10.7 g), (DMP-30) 2,4,6-Tris-(dimethylamino-
methyl) phenol (0.23 g), and Dodecenyl Succinic Anhydride
(DDSA: 7. g). A 68 °C pre-heated oven was used to cure the
embedded MEA for 16 hours to form a block. Subsequently, a
Leica EM Trim2 was used to trim a square shape around the
face of the block. Subsequently, a Leica EM UC7 was utilized
to ultramicrotome the block using a Diatome diamond knife
to produce nominal 100 nm thick cross-sections. The cross-
sectioned samples were collected on top of ultrapure
deionized water within the diamond knife assembly by use of
a perfect loop. The samples were placed onto SPI 3 mm
diameter Cu TEM grids (400 mesh slim bar).

A JEOL NEOARM operated at 200 kV was used in scanning
transmission electron microscopy mode (STEM). A spot size
of C-6, 70 μm aperture, and camera length of 8 cm were
used. Five images were acquired at each of the following
three areas of the catalyst layer: the gas diffusion layer
-catalyst layer interface (GDL-CL), the middle of the catalyst
layer (MID), and the membrane-catalyst layer interface (PEM-
CL). The magnification between images was kept consistent
of 600 kx. Image acquisition was collected over 16 s using the
bright field (BF) and annular dark field (ADF) detectors.
Compositional information was provided by energy disper-
sive X-ray spectroscopy while in STEM mode (STEM/EDS).
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Through-plane particle size analysis was manually con-
ducted using ImageJ’s freehand tool to measure individual
particle areas using the raw BF images. Only particles in
which the shape could easily be differentiated were analyzed;
this excluded some overlapping particles and most agglom-
erates. The list of measured nanoparticle areas for each
region were imported into MATLAB (2023b) to back calculate
the subsequent equivalent diameter (rederivation of the
equation of an area of a circle to back calculate the
diameter). Histograms were generated using a probability
distribution function which were binned to 0.5 nm. The
histograms were fit to a lognormal distribution to extract the
mean and the standard deviation (square root of the variance
as reported by the application). The process was repeated
until enough images were utilized to ensure a converged
average lognormal fit difference of 0.1 nm. An estimate for
particle density can be estimated based on using the total
number of particles analyzed in the image divided by the
total number of images used in the analysis.

Oxford Instruments AZtec software was utilized for
acquiring STEM/EDS maps acquired at the same magnifica-
tion; postprocessing of the EDS compositional data was also
done in the same software. EDS signals overlayed on ADF
images were processed using the TruMap feature and a
standard linear brightness and contrast correction was
applied. Relative F, Co, and Pt concentration in atomic
percent were quantified. Elements which were deconvoluted
but not quantified were Cu (TEM grid), Cr (inside of the TEM),
C, O, and S. Density and thickness corrections were not
applied. The average F/Pt, F/Co, and Pt/Co were calculated
from the relative concentrations.

Results and Discussion

Characterization of the Catalyst Powder and MEAs at BoL

The lattice parameters of both PtxCo/Vu and PtxCo/HSC in
powder and MEA, shown in Figure 1a, were obtained from
Rietveld Refinement of XRD profiles. PtxCo/Vu had lattice
parameters of 3.79 in powder and 3.82 in MEA, while PtxCo/
HSC had lattice parameters of 3.83 in powder and 3.87 in
MEA. According to the literature, the lattice parameter of
pure Pt, Pt3Co, and PtCo are 3.924,[27] 3.854,[25] and 3.768,[28]

respectively. Applying the empirical Vegard’s law to the
Pt� Co alloy, the greater the lattice parameter, the lower the
Co content in the catalyst. The lattice parameter of PtxCo/HSC
in powder is greater than that of PtxCo/Vu—there are more
Co content in PtxCo/HSC than PtxCo/Vu. For both catalysts,
there was an increase in lattice parameter from powder to
MEA, suggesting that Co leaching took place during MEA
fabrication as the Nafion dispersion used in inks have acidic
pH values due to the sulfonic acid groups in the polymer
structure[29]. As shown in the STEM BF images of the PtxCo/Vu
and PtxCo/HSC catalyst nanoparticles at BoL (Figure 1b-c),
PtxCo/Vu has larger particle size than PtxCo/HSC. The average
particle sizes are ~5.6 nm and ~4.6 nm for BoL MEAs of PtxCo/
Vu and PtxCo/HSC, respectively. Smaller particles size for
PtxCo/HSC from the STEM BF images corroborates its higher
lattice parameter compared to PtxCo/Vu in MEA. Smaller
particles will have larger surface to volume ratio, therefore
higher content of Pt (which is on the surface). Furthermore,
the dispersion of the catalyst on the support is different
between the two supports, consistent with other reports.[30]

PtxCo on the Vulcan support appears to be primarily on the
surface of the carbon support (Figure 1b). On the other hand,
PtxCo on the high surface area carbon support appears to be
throughout the carbon support (Figure 1c).

The BoL reproducibility of MEAs made with both catalysts,
PtxCo/Vu and PtxCo/HSC, each consisting of three individual
MEAs, was assessed across several critical performance

Figure 1. (a) Lattice parameter of PtCo/Vu and PtCo/HSC in powder and MEA. (b) STEM BF image of the BoL MEA made with PtxCo/Vu catalyst (c) STEM BF
image of the BoL MEA made with PtxCo/HSC catalyst.
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metrics: polarization curves, HFR, mass activity, and ECSA
(Figure S2). The results demonstrate excellent reproducibility
for both catalysts, confirming the robustness and consistency
of the MEAs prepared with each catalyst type.

Effects of Pt Degradation under MEA AST

Polarization curves with HFR measured at 80°C in 100% RH
under 150 kPa of absolute backpressure in H2-air (anode-
cathode) environment for PtxCo/Vu and PtxCo/HSC during the
BoL and after 100 hours of MEA AST were plotted in
Figure 2a. PtxCo/HSC had better performance at BoL than
PtxCo/Vu. After 100 hours of MEA AST, increase in kinetic and
mass transport cell overpotentials can be observed in both
cases; however, PtxCo/HSC degraded more than PtxCo/Vu,
especially in the mass transport region. Overpotential
increases of ~34 mV and ~27 mV were seen at current
densities of 0.8 Acm� 2 and 1.5 Acm� 2, respectively, for PtxCo/
Vu. While overpotential increases of ~165 mV and ~302 mV
were seen at current densities of 0.8 A cm� 2 and 1.5 Acm� 2

for PtxCo/HSC. The PtxCo/Vu MEA achieved the DoE target of
a less than 30 mV[31] increase in overpotential at 1.5 A cm� 2.

Figure 2b-c show the ECSA, calculated by integrating the
CO stripping peak, and the normalized ECSA, which were
determined by dividing the ECSA by the initial ECSA value at
BoL, plotted at different stages of AST. PtxCo/HSC had a
~33% loss in ECSA from 58 m2g� 1 to 39 m2g� 1 at 100 hours of
MEA AST, which was greater than the ~14% loss for PtxCo/Vu.
The ECSA of PtxCo/Vu decreased from 38 m2g� 1 to 33 m2g� 1.
PtxCo/HSC had smaller catalyst particles at the BoL, and it is
expected that smaller particles will become larger through
Ostwald ripening mechanism,[32] also resulting in higher
surface area loss. At 100 hours of MEA AST, which was
established as EoL in this study, both catalysts reached DoE
target of less than 40% loss of ECSA. The HFR remained
unchanged throughout the AST for PtxCo/Vu but increased
significantly for PtxCo/HSC. Because of the significant in-
crease in HFR for PtxCo/HSC, to understand the effect of ECSA
loss on performance, the iR-corrected polarization curves
were plotted in Figure S3a. After the iR-correction, PtxCo/Vu
and PtxCo/HSC had performance loss of 16 mV and 123 mV at
0.8 A/cm2, respectively, after 100 hours of MEA AST (Fig-
ure S3b). The loss in ECSA agrees well with the observed
increase in cell overpotentials.

A 10 mm x18 mm area of each MEA that contains the
region with the gas inlet was mapped before and after the
MEA AST using micro X-ray diffraction (μ-XRD) to study
crystal size of Pt nanoparticles. Figure S1 shows the 10 mm
x18 mm area with respect to the 5 cm2 flow field used.
Figure 3a-b and 3d-e show synchrotron μ-XRD maps of the
PtxCo/Vu and PtxCo/HSC MEAs at BoL and after 100 hours of
MEA AST, respectively. All four of the maps show homoge-
neous distribution of crystal sizes through the area of
observation and they have also demonstrated unimodal
distribution of the catalyst crystal size as shown in Figure 3c
and 3f. The crystal size of PtxCo/Vu increased from 4.11 nm to

Figure 2. Electrochemical characterization after 0, 50, and 100hours of
MEA AST. (a) Polarization curves with HFR collected at 80°C in 100% RH
under 150 kPa of absolute backpressure in H2-air environment. (b) ECSA
calculated from CO stripping. (c) Normalized ECSA calculated from CO
stripping and performance loss calculated from polarization curves.
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5.08 nm, a ~24% increase, while that of PtxCo/HSC increased
from 2.87 nm to 3.80 nm, a 32% increase. The correlation
between increase in crystal size, loss in ECSA, and increase in
performance loss can be observed in Figure S3b. Greater
increase in crystal size will lead to a greater ECSA and
performance loss because repeated oxidation and reduction
of Pt during AST can lead to Pt dissolution .[33] Via electro-
chemical Ostwald ripening, the dominant degradation mech-
anism, Pt dissolution can lead to decrease in ECSA and
increase in crystal size, both of which can result in perform-
ance loss.[34,35] PtxCo/HSC had greater increase in ECSA loss
and crystal size growth than PtxCo/Vu because PtxCo/HSC
had smaller crystal size and particle size than PtxCo/Vu at
BoL. This suggests that ECSA loss is not as significant in larger

particles, as large particles do not grow in size via electro-
chemical Ostwald ripening as smaller particles because they
have smaller surface area to volume ratio.[36]

To corroborate the trends observed with μ-XRD, detailed
TEM local imaging with subsequent particle size analysis was
conducted across the cathode catalyst layer in the through-
plane direction. Unlike μ-XRD which averages all through-
plane features (including the membrane and anode) across
the in-plane direction, TEM imaging captures local variations
within the cathode catalyst layer. Figure 4 demonstrates
example BF STEM images of end of life (EoL) MEAs acquired
at the GDL-CL, MID, and PEM-CL interfacial regions; further-
more, histograms of particle sizes of BoL and EoL are shown
at these three respective regions. The mean particle sizes of

Figure 3. Synchrotron μ-XRD maps of PtxCo/Vu (a) at BoL, (b) after 100 hours of MEA AST, and (c) Corresponding crystal size distribution histograms of the μ-
XRD maps. Synchrotron μ-XRD maps of PtxCo/HSC (d) at BoL, (e) after 100 hours of MEA AST, and (f) Corresponding crystal size distribution histograms of the
μ-XRD maps.
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PtxCo/Vu increased from ~5.6 nm to ~6.0 nm, with the great-
est change at the interface withthe membrane. The relative
size in particle size between BoL and EoL increased ~5–10%
locally. The PtxCo/HSC behaved locally very different com-
pared to PtxCo/Vu. At the GDL-CL, the particle size decreased
from ~4.8 nm to ~4.6 nm, a ~5% decrease. At the middle of
the catalyst layer and at the interface with the membrane,
the catalyst slightly increased in size from ~4.6 nm and
4.5 nm to ~4.8 and 4.7 nm, respectively, resulting in an
approximately 4% increase. In general, there is a decrease in
density of nanoparticles with aging. However, there was no
Pt band within the membrane or depletion region in the
catalyst layer observed in both EoL MEAs (data not shown).
For PtxCo/Vu, the measured particle sizes are systematically
larger at EoL relative to BoL, especially at the region at the
interface with the membrane. On the other hand, the particle
density of the EoL PtxCo/Vu MEA decreased. For PtxCo/HSC,
the change in particle size varied spatially in size between
BoL and EoL. The density of nanoparticles increased closer
towards the interface of the membrane in the catalyst layer
and decreased in regions elsewhere in the catalyst layer.
Therefore, the mechanism for Pt loss in both MEAs aged
under the MEA AST is likely local dissolution and redeposition
onto other nanoparticles within the catalyst layer (electro-
chemical Ostwald ripening) rather than losses to the mem-
brane. The extent of degradation of the nanoparticles can be

seen clearly from the bright field images. The PtxCo/Vu
catalyst having a larger variance in size made aging more
susceptible to electrochemical Ostwald ripening while the
smaller PtxCo/HSC system catalyst being smaller in size made
aging more uniform.

Effects of Co Leaching under MEA AST

Decrease in mass activity was observed during the MEA AST,
which can be resulting from both ECSA loss and/or Co
leaching. At 100 hours of MEA AST, PtCxo/Vu had ~80%
decrease from 0.084 A mg� 1 to 0.016 A mg� 1, while PtxCo/HSC
at an average of ~66% decrease in mass activity from 0.295 A
mg� 1 to 0.099 A mg� 1 (Figure 5a-b). PtxCo/Vu had a 48% loss
in mass activity in the first 50 hours of MEA AST, and PtxCo/
HSC had a 60% lost in the first 50 hours. Significant decrease
of mass activity was observed during the first 50 hours of
MEA AST. The ECSA loss during this 50 hours was 10% for
PtxCo/Vu and 6% for PtxCo/HSC which cannot be responsible
fully for the dramatic loss in mass activity. Therefore, Co
leaching mainly took place during the first 50 hours of AST,
especially for PtxCo/HSC, which had smaller nanoparticle size
and more likely to expose Co to the acidic environment after
Pt dissolution. Neither catalyst achieved DoE’s target of less
than 60% loss in mass activity.

Figure 4. STEM BF images of the (a) PtxCo/Vu and (b) PtxCo/HSC MEAs after aging under the MEA AST acquired at the (1) GDL-CL, (2) MID, and (3) PEM-CL.
Corresponding histograms of particle sizes measured from localized images in the through-plane direction comparing BoL and after 100 hours of MEA AST are
shown in (c) and (d).
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In the EIS Nyquist plot, protonic resistance, reflected by
the 45-degree line, increased for both PtxCo/Vu and PtxCo/
HSC (Figure 5c). However, there was a more significant
increase in protonic resistance for PtxCo/HSC, confirming Co
contamination in the ionomer of cathode catalyst layer[15]. At
100 hours of MEA AST, PtxCo/HSC also had a significant
increase in HFR (Figure 2a), which can be attributed to Co
leaching, diffusion of Co near the membrane, and Co
contamination in the membrane[15,37]. Lattice parameter
increased slightly for both PtxCo/Vu and PtxCo/HSC after
100 hours of MEA AST, suggesting loss of Co from the
catalysts (Figure 5d). The catalyst with a smaller particle size
at the BoL, specifically the PtxCo/HSC used in this study,
demonstrated higher initial ECSA and mass activity. However,
it also underwent greater degradation, ECSA loss, particle
size growth, and more Co leaching over time.[38] Catalyst with

larger particle size can have better Co retention because
larger volume to surface ratio, as Co will mainly reside within
the particle, under the Pt skin on the surface of the particle.

The average F/Pt, F/Co, and Pt/Co ratios (Figure 6a, b and
c, respectively) are shown for both BoL and MEAs after
100 hrs of MEA AST. It should be emphasized that these are
relative and not absolute concentrations. For PtxCo/Vu, the F/
Pt, F/Co, and Pt/Co decreased in values from BoL to EoL; for
PtxCo/HSC, the values increased, respectively (Figure 6a-b). In
the absence of ionomer heterogeneities, the average F/Pt
and F/Co ratios are helpful for determining the relative loss
of each metal from the catalyst layer. The average F/Pt ratio
should be constant since no Pt is observed as a band in the
membrane. The observation of change in F/Pt and F/Co
suggests that there are local variations in ionomer content in
the catalyst layer and that ionomer concentration is likely

Figure 5. a–c. Electrochemical characterization after 0, 50, and 100hours of MEA AST. (a) Mass activity at 0.9 V calculated from Tafel plots. (b) Normalized
mass activity at 0.9 V calculated from Tafel plots. (c) HFR-corrected Nyquist impedance spectra collected at 80°C in 100% RH under 100 kPa of absolute
backpressure in H2-N2 environment. (d) Lattice parameter calculated from synchrotron μ-XRD.
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heterogenous (Figure 6a-b). This can likely affect the extent
of Co leaching within the catalyst layer. The average Pt/Co
ratio at the EoL decreases slightly for PtxCo/Vu, but the values
are similar to the BoL suggesting that the metals content of
the catalyst layer was consistent (Figure 6c). For PtxCo/HSC,
the increase in the average Pt/Co ratio reveals that the
cathode catalyst layer on average becomes Pt richer or Co
depleted (Figure 6c). This suggests that the Co had been
transported out of the cathode catalyst layer and into areas
outside of the cathode catalyst layer. Additional insight into
Co leaching can be gained from visual effects of the STEM/
EDS maps. Figure S4 STEM HADF overlays of Pt (red) and Co
(green) for BoL and EoL within the middle of the cathode
catalyst layer. Yellow indicates regions of NPs with a
combination of Pt and Co signals. For both BoL MEAs
(Figure S4a,c) the difference in initial size appears to dictate
the relative signal of Pt and Co, making the PtxCo/Vu appear
sharper than the PtxCo/HSC BoL MEA. The faint green signal
surrounding the nanoparticles is being interpreted as Co
leached into the ionomer and is more prevalent in the PtxCo/
HSC BoL MEA compared to the PtxCo/Vu BoL MEA (Fig-
ure S4a,c). However, the smaller nanoparticle size of PtxCo/

HSC makes EDS maps of Co and Pt more difficult to interpret
compared to the larger nanoparticle size of PtxCo/Vu (Fig-
ure 4 & Figure S4).

Based on the EIS results, we observed a more significant
increase in protonic resistance for PtxCo/HSC, confirming that
Co leaching from PtxCo/HSC was more pronounced, leading
to Co contamination in the ionomer of the cathode catalyst
layer. However, the changes in the Pt/Co ratio (Figure 6c)
before and after the MEA ASTs were not as dramatic as we
initially suggested. We believe this discrepancy arises from
the differences between electrochemical characterization and
TEM-EDS results (Figure 6). Catalyst degradation often occurs
non-uniformly across the electrode, and TEM-EDS analyzes
localized areas at the nanoscale, which may not fully capture
the spatial heterogeneity of the catalyst. In contrast, electro-
chemical data reflect overall performance changes, primarily
influenced by surface activity, while TEM-EDS probes both
surface and bulk composition. Additionally, electrochemical
characterization is primarily influenced by the small particle
size of the catalyst, while TEM imaging captured larger
particles that may not contribute significantly to the electro-
chemical signals.

In addition, although PtxCo/HSC exhibited a higher
percentage loss in ECSA, it still maintained a higher ECSA
compared to the MEA with PtxCo/Vu. The increase in HFR and
performance loss for PtxCo/HSC is likely due to a combination
of factors, including not only particle size growth and Co
leaching but also other degradation mechanisms such as
carbon corrosion, which is more prominent in HSC than in
Vu[39]. At electrode potentials of 0.40 - 1.00 V vs. RHE, within
which the AST operation range was, the amorphous carbon
domains and defective graphite crystallites in the HSC
support are preferentially corroded[40]. Carbon oxidation,
which initiates near the membrane due to ohmic limitations,
can lead to significant structural and performance degrada-
tion in the catalyst layer. Carbon oxidation of structural weak
points can trigger local electrode collapse, resulting in the
formation of an ionomer-dense layer and causing mass
transport limitations[41]. This degradation can lead to perform-
ance loss. In addition to Co leaching, the observed increase
in HFR for PtxCo/HSC after 100 hours of MEA AST can also be
attributed to carbon corrosion. The HFR increase is likely due
to contact loss between the catalyst layer and the GDL[42,43].

Effects of Pt Degradation under Catalyst AST

Catalyst AST was also performed to focus specifically on
electrocatalyst degradation. As shown in Figure 7a, polar-
ization curves with HFR measured at 80°C in 100% RH under
150 kPa of absolute backpressure in H2-air (anode-cathode)
environment for PtxCo/Vu and PtxCo/HSC during BoL and
after 150 hours of Catalyst AST were plotted. PtxCo/HSC had
better performance at BoL than PtxCo/Vu, with the exception
at 2000 mAcm� 2, which can be attributed to transport
limitations for high surface area carbon support. After
150 hours of Catalyst AST, increase in kinetic and mass

Figure 6. TEM-EDS data showing the average (a) F/Pt, (b) F/Co, and (c) Pt/Co
after 0 and 100 hours of MEA AST.
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transport cell overpotentials can be observed in both cases;
however, less degradation was observed in Catalyst AST
when compared to MEA AST, especially for PtxCo/HSC. Over-
potential increases of ~57 mV and ~68 mV were observed at
current densities of 0.8 A cm� 2 and 1.5 Acm� 2, respectively,
for PtxCo/Vu. While overpotential increases of ~79 mV and
~97 mV were observed at current densities of 0.8 Acm� 2 and
1.5 Acm� 2 for PtxCo/HSC. Neither of the MEAs achieved the
DoE target of a less than 30 mV[31] increase in overpotential at
0.8 Acm� 2 and 1.5 Acm� 2.

There is slight reduction in HFR for PtxCo/Vu, which was
only observed in the first 50 hours, after which the HFR
remained unchanged throughout the rest of the AST (Fig-
ure S5a). It has been previously reported and is often
attributed to additional cell conditioning[32] and improved
contact between the GDL and the catalyst layer, as well as
potential changes in the hydration state of the catalyst
layer[43]. Over the course of the AST, the catalyst layer may
undergo slight structural or morphological adjustments that
enhance the contact between the GDL and catalyst, leading
to improved electrical conductivity. Additionally, the hydra-
tion of the catalyst layer could be optimized during the first
few hours of AST, further contributing to a reduction in HFR.

Figure 7b-c show the ECSA and the normalized ECSA
plotted at different stages of the Catalyst AST. PtxCo/Vu had a
~40% loss in ECSA from 48 m2g� 1 to 29 m2g� 1 at 150 hours of
Catalyst AST, which was greater than the ~26% loss for
PtxCo/HSC. The ECSA of PtxCo/HSC decreased from 55 m2g� 1

to 41 m2g� 1. The iR-corrected polarization curves were
plotted in Figure S3c. After the iR-correction, PtxCo/Vu and
PtxCo/HSC had performance loss of 62 mV and 76 mV at
0.8 A/cm2, respectively, after 150 hours of Catalyst AST (Fig-
ure S3d).

Figure 8a-b and 8d-e show synchrotron μ-XRD maps with
10 mm x18 mm in area of the PtxCo/Vu and PtxCo/HSC MEAs
at BoL and after 150 hours of Catalyst AST. All four of the
maps demonstrated unimodal distribution of the catalyst
crystal size as shown in Figure 8c and 8 f. The crystal size of
PtxCo/Vu increased from 4.11 nm to 4.29 nm, a ~4.4%
increase, while that of PtxCo/HSC increased from 2.87 nm to
3.82 nm, a 33% increase. The relationship between increase
in crystal size, increase in ECSA loss, and increase in perform-
ance loss can be observed in Figure S3d. Similar to the results
observed between crystal size and performance loss for MEA
AST, a clear correlation is observed in Catalyst AST: an
increase in crystal size is associated with greater performance
loss. However, the correlation between the increase in ECSA
loss was not observed in the Catalyst AST, which may be
attributed to the fact that, in addition to crystal size growth,
other factors could be contributing to the ECSA loss in PtxCo/
Vu, such as loss of dissolved Pt with water stream.

Effects of Co Leaching under Catalyst AST

Similar to that of MEA AST, significant decrease of mass
activity was observed during Catalyst AST and can be

Figure 7. Electrochemical characterization after 0, 50, 100, and 150hours
of Catalyst AST. (a) Polarization curves with HFR collected at 80°C in 100%
RH under 150 kPa of absolute backpressure in H2-air environment. (b) ECSA
calculated from CO stripping. (c) Normalized ECSA calculated from CO
stripping and performance loss calculated from polarization curves.
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attributed to Co leaching. At 50 hours of Catalyst AST, PtxCo/
Vu had a 34% loss in mass activity and 27% loss in ECSA,
while PtxCo/HSC had a 47% loss in mass activity and 17%
loss in ECSA. After 150 hours of Catalyst AST, PtxCo/Vu had
~31% decrease from 0.098 A mg� 1 to 0.068 A mg� 1, while
PtxCo/HSC at an average of ~70% decrease in mass activity
from 0.39 A mg� 1 to 0.11 A mg� 1(Figure 9a-b). Neither cata-
lyst achieved DoE’s target of less than 60% loss in mass
activity.

Minimal mass activity was lost between 50 and 150 hours
of Catalyst AST for PtxCo/Vu. PtxCo/HSC had a 47% of the
total 70% mass activity lost in the first 50 hours. Similar to
the phenomenon observed in MEA AST, Co leaching mainly
took place during the first 50 hours of AST, especially for
PtxCo/HSC, which had smaller nanoparticle size and more

likely to expose Co to the acidic environment after Pt
dissolution.

In the EIS Nyquist plot, increase in protonic resistance
(reflected by the 45-degree line) can be observed for PtxCo/
HSC. Only a small increase in protonic resistance was
observed for PtxCo/Vu (Figure 9c), suggesting that Co con-
tamination in the ionomer of cathode catalyst layer was only
prominent in the PtxCo/HSC

[15]. In addition, no significant
increase in HFR can be observed in Figure 7a, suggesting that
there was no diffusion of Co near the membrane, and Co
contamination in the membrane for both catalysts after
150 hours of Catalyst AST.

While the ECSA changes were similar for both PtxCo/Vu
and PtxCo/HSC, more significant loss in mass activity and
increase in protonic resistance were observed in the MEA

Figure 8. Synchrotron μ-XRD maps of PtxCo/Vu (a) at BoL, (b) after 150 hours of Catalyst AST, and (c) Corresponding crystal size distribution histograms of the
μ-XRD maps. Synchrotron μ-XRD maps of PtxCo/HSC (d) at BoL, (e) after 150 hours of Catalyst AST, and (f) Corresponding crystal size distribution histograms of
the μ-XRD maps.
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with PtxCo/HSC when compared to PtxCo/Vu. Lattice parame-
ter increased for both PtxCo/Vu and PtxCo/HSC at the EoL of
Catalyst AST, suggesting loss of Co from the catalysts (Fig-
ure 9d). However, the lattice parameter of PtxCo/Vu increased
more compared that of PtxCo/HSC. One possible explanation
for this observation is that Co leaching may occur non-
uniformly across the catalyst layer. This means that certain
areas of the catalyst layer may experience more severe
degradation, especially in the case of the smaller particles in
PtxCo/HSC, which are more prone to Co leaching. However,
as the XRD data provides an average structural analysis, it
might mask localized changes in the catalyst. The lattice
parameter changes observed in Figure 9, where the MEA with
PtxCo/Vu showed a more pronounced increase in the lattice

parameter compared to PtxCo/HSC, suggest that Co leaching
and structural changes might be more localized or subtle for
PtxCo/HSC. Furthermore, smaller catalyst particles are more
susceptible to Co leaching, but their contribution to the XRD
signal could be overshadowed by the larger, more stable
particles, which would lead to a less noticeable shift in the
lattice parameter at the macro level. This could explain why
the changes in mass activity appear more dramatic for PtxCo/
HSC.

Figure 9. a–c. Electrochemical characterization after 0, 50, 100, and 150 hours of Catalyst AST. (a) Mass activity at 0.9 V calculated from Tafel plots. (b)
Normalized mass activity at 0.9 V calculated from Tafel plots. (c) HFR-corrected Nyquist impedance spectra collected at 80°C in 100% RH under 100 kPa of
absolute backpressure in H2-N2 environment. (d) Lattice parameter calculated from synchrotron μ-XRD.
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Comparison of AST Protocols

Overall, PtxCo/HSC experienced more degradation than
PtxCo/Vu, and more in MEA AST than Catalyst AST. The higher
cell operation temperature, higher upper potential limit and
longer hold time of 30s for the MEA AST dictate dissolution
of Pt and leaching of Co in PtxCo/HSC, which are the main
degradation mechanism in heavy-duty vehicles [44–47]. The
smaller particle size of PtxCo/HSC exacerbated the effects of
Pt dissolution and Co leaching the cell performance.[38]

Figure S6 shows measured cell voltages for various geo-
metric current densities (0.4, 0.8, 1.5, and 2.0 Acm � 2) as a
function of cathode roughness factor (rf), the electrochemi-
cally active Pt surface area per geometric electrode area[48],
over the course of the two different ASTs. For Pt-alloys,
transition metal leaching, as observed in this study has
impact on polarization. The measured cell voltages match
well between the four samples at low current densities,
especially for PtxCo/Vu and PtxCo/HSC with Catalyst AST,
suggesting that the degradation mechanism for both cata-
lysts under Catalyst AST were similar in the kinetic region. At
high current densities, there were discrepancies between
measured cell voltages – same amount of decrease in rf did
not lead to the same amount of decrease in cell voltage.
PtxCo/HSC with MEA AST at 2.0 Acm� 2 had the largest loss in
cell voltage, suggesting that ECSA loss, which is a reflected
by rf values, was not the single cause for loss in polarization.
Co leaching also played a significant role.

The degradation mechanism differed significantly for
PtxCo/Vu and PtxCo/HSC. Discrepancy was large in the high
current density region between PtxCo/Vu and PtxCo/HSC as
the oxygen transport resistance can be affected by Co
leaching. When Co contamination was present in the
ionomer of the cathode catalyst layer, crosslinking in the
ionomer structure can block the oxygen transport channels
in the ionomer, increasing oxygen transport resistance.[22]

When Co contamination was present in the membrane, HFR
increased and lead to greater ohmic resistance.

50 hours of Catalyst AST reported in our study correspond
to 30,000 cycles, which is consistent with the catalyst
durability targets for light-duty vehicles. This provides a basis
for comparison with previous studies on light-duty vehicles.
Increase in kinetic and mass transport cell overpotentials can
be observed between BoL and 50 hours of Catalyst AST and
50 hours and 150 hours of Catalyst AST (Figure S5). For PtxCo/
Vu, overpotential increases of ~30 mV and ~57 mV were
observed after 50 hours and 150 hours of AST, respectively,
at current densities of 0.8 Acm� 2. And overpotential increases
of ~34 mV and ~68 mV were observed after 50 hours and
150 hours of AST, respectively, at current densities of
1.5 Acm� 2 (Figure S5a). For PtxCo/HSC, overpotential in-
creases of ~42 mV and ~79 mV were observed after 50 hours
and 150 hours of AST, respectively, at current densities of
0.8 Acm� 2. And overpotential increases of ~41 mV and
~97 mV were observed after 50 hours and 150 hours of AST,
respectively, at current densities of 1.5 A cm� 2 (Figure S5b).

The data revealed that the overpotential increase in the
first 50 hours of AST is relatively similar to the increase
observed between 50 and 150 hours of AST for both
catalysts. This consistent rate of increase in overpotential
during both the first 50 hours and the subsequent 50–
150 hours suggests that the degradation process proceeds
steadily throughout the entire AST period. And the results for
both catalysts with the Catalyst AST in Figure S6 shows
relatively linear relationship over the course of AST between
cathode rf and cell voltages, except at 2 A cm� 2, suggesting
Pt degradation mechanism during the first 50 hours (repre-
senting light-duty vehicle lifetime) and 50–150 hours (repre-
senting the difference between light- and heavy-duty vehicle
lifetime) were similar. Rate of degradation was faster during
the first 50 hours than during the 50–150 hours of AST. At
2 Acm� 2 which is dominated by transport overpotentials, the
relationship between cathode rf and cell voltages deviates
from linearity, suggesting Co leaching were different for
light- and heavy-duty lifetime.

Conclusions

In this study, catalyst durability of PEFCs for heavy-duty
applications was investigated by performing two different
AST protocols: MEA AST, based on the protocol introduced
by the Million Mile Fuel Cell Truck consortium in 2023, and
Catalyst AST, adopted from the DoE catalyst AST protocol.
Pt� Co catalysts, which have the highest activity among all
the Pt-alloy catalysts, on two different types of carbon
support (Vu and HSC) were studied. For both catalysts, there
was an increase in lattice parameter from powder to MEA,
suggesting that Co leaching took place during MEA fabrica-
tion as the Nafion dispersion used in inks has acidic pH
values.

For MEA AST, PtxCo/HSC degraded more than PtxCo/Vu
with a greater increase in crystal size and in performance
loss, and greater loss in ECSA and mass activity. PtxCo/HAS
had smaller catalyst particles at the BoL, which have larger
surface to volume ratio. Through Ostwald ripening mecha-
nism smaller particles become larger, resulting in higher
ECSA loss. The larger surface to volume ratio in smaller
particles also is more likely to expose Co to the acidic
environment, causing more Co leaching. More degradation
was observed in MEA AST due to its higher cell operation
temperature, higher upper potential limit and longer hold
time, exacerbated the effects of Pt dissolution and Co
leaching the cell performance.

Overall, PtxCo/HSC experienced more degradation than
PtxCo/Vu, and more in MEA AST than Catalyst AST. The main
degradation mechanism in heavy-duty fuel cells are Pt
dissolution and Co leaching. The smaller particle size of
PtxCo/HSC exacerbated the effects of Pt dissolution and Co
leaching the cell performance.

Comparing the two AST protocols, the MEA AST resulted
in more severe degradation than the Catalyst AST. The higher
operating temperature, upper potential limit, and longer
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dwell time in the MEA AST accelerated Pt dissolution and Co
leaching, exacerbating both ohmic and mass transport
limitations. These findings highlight the necessity of optimiz-
ing catalyst support structures and mitigating Co dissolution
to enhance long-term fuel cell performance.

In the Catalyst AST, the first 50 hours represent light-duty
vehicle lifetime, and 50–150 hours represent the difference
between light- and heavy-duty vehicle lifetime. Pt degrada-
tion mechanism was similar for light- and heavy-duty fuel
cells, but the rate of degradation was faster during the first
50 hours than during the 50th to 150th hour of AST. However,
the degradation mechanism related to Co leaching was
different between light- and heavy-duty lifetime.

Overall, this study provides critical insights into the
degradation pathways of Pt� Co catalysts in PEFCs, emphasiz-
ing the need for durable catalyst designs and improved
operational strategies for heavy-duty applications. Future
research should focus on developing more stable Pt-alloy
catalysts and refining AST protocols to better replicate real-
world fuel cell conditions.
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