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DISPOSABLE WITNESS CORROSION
SENSOR

RELATED APPLICATIONS

This Application claims priority under 35 U.S.C. § 119(e)
to U.S. Provisional Application Ser. No. 62/357,159, entitled
“DISPOSABLE WITNESS CORROSION SENSOR” filed
on Jun. 30, 2016, which is herein incorporated by reference
in its entirety.

This Application claims priority under 35 U.S.C. § 119(e)
to U.S. Provisional Application Ser. No. 62/427,503, entitled
“DISPOSABLE WITNESS CORROSION SENSOR” filed
on Nov. 29, 2016, which is herein incorporated by reference
in its entirety.

FIELD OF THE DISCLOSURE

The present application relates to corrosion sensors.

BACKGROUND

One or more states of a target material may change when
the target material is exposed to certain environmental
conditions. For example, a target material may be subject to
corrosion when exposed to certain temperature, mechanical
vibration, humidity or moisture conditions over a period of
time, such that physical and chemical characteristics of the
target material may change over the same period of time. A
sensor apparatus may be used to monitor a state of the target
material.

SUMMARY OF THE DISCLOSURE

Corrosion sensors are described. The corrosion sensors
may include components formed from carbon nanotube
structures and a corroding element formed of a material
which corrodes more quickly than a target material being
monitored by the corrosion sensor. The corroding material
may be exposed to the environment to which the target
material being monitored is exposed. The corrosion sensor
may be passive, thus consuming little or no power.

According to some embodiments, a low power wireless
sensor system for monitoring a state of corrosion of a target
material is provided. The low power wireless sensor system
comprises a housing, a witness corrosion sensor disposed
within the housing. The witness corrosion sensor comprises
first resistive arm having a first resistance and a second
resistive arm having a second resistance. The first resistive
arm comprises a sensor element connected in parallel with
at least one resistor comprising carbon nanotubes, and the
second resistive arm comprises at least one resistor com-
prising carbon nanotubes. The low power wireless sensor
system also comprises processing circuitry disposed within
the housing that is configured to measure a difference
between the first resistance and the second resistance and to
determine a state of corrosion of the target material based on
a difference between the first resistance and the second
resistance. The low power wireless sensor system further
comprises an energy storage module disposed within the
housing that is configured to store electrical energy and to
provide power to at least a portion of the processing cir-
cuitry, as well as a wireless communication module coupled
to the processing circuitry. The wireless communication
module is configured to wirelessly communicate informa-
tion external to the housing.
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According to some embodiments, a wireless sensor sys-
tem for monitoring a state of corrosion of a target material
is provided. The wireless sensor system comprises a passive
sensor apparatus. The passive sensor apparatus comprises a
first resistive arm with a first resistance and a second
resistive arm with a second resistance. The first resistive arm
comprises a sensor element connected in parallel with at
least one resistor comprising carbon nanotubes. The second
resistive arm comprises at least one resistor comprising
carbon nanotubes. The wireless sensor system further com-
prises a circuit configured to measure a difference between
the first resistance and the second resistance and a processor
configured to determine a state of corrosion of the target
material based on the difference between the first resistance
and the second resistance measured by the circuit. The
wireless sensor system also comprises an energy storage
module disposed within the housing and configured to store
electrical energy and to provide power to at least a portion
of the circuit. The wireless sensor system further comprises
transmit circuitry coupled to the circuit and configured to
transmit corrosion information.

According to some embodiments, a method is provided
for operating a low power wireless sensor system. The
method comprises measuring, with processing circuitry dis-
posed in a housing of the low power wireless sensor system,
a difference between a resistance of a first resistive arm and
a resistance of a second resistive arm of a witness corrosion
sensor comprising the first resistive arm and the second
resistive arm. The first resistive arm comprises a sensor
element connected in parallel with at least one resistor
comprising carbon nanotubes, and the second resistive arm
comprises at least one resistor comprising carbon nanotubes.
The method further comprises determining, with the pro-
cessing circuitry, a state of a target material based at least in
part on the measured difference. The method further com-
prises providing, with an energy storage module disposed in
the housing and configured to store electrical energy, power
to at least a portion of the processing circuitry. The method
further comprises wirelessly communicating, with a wireless
communication module, information external to the hous-
ing.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Various aspects and embodiments of the application will
be described with reference to the following figures. It
should be appreciated that the figures are not necessarily
drawn to scale. Items appearing in multiple figures are
indicated by the same reference number in all the figures in
which they appear.

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an exemplary sensor system
10, according to aspects of the present application;

FIG. 2 is a schematic circuit diagram of an exemplary
corrosion sensor 200, according to aspects of the present
application;

FIG. 3 is a schematic circuit diagram showing a subset
210 of the components of witness corrosion sensor 200,
according to an aspect of the present application;

FIG. 4 is a schematic diagram showing a top view of an
exemplary passive witness corrosion sensor 400, according
to an aspect of the present application;

FIG. 5A is a block diagram showing an exemplary sensor
system 500, according to an aspect of the present applica-
tion;

FIG. 5B is a block diagram showing an exemplary wire-
less sensor system 550, according to an aspect of the present
application;
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FIG. 6 is a schematic illustration showing a circuit dia-
gram and a plan view diagram of an exemplary corrosion
sensor 600, according to an aspect of the present application;

FIG. 7 is a graph showing resistance of a witness corro-
sion sensor as a function of the resistance of the corroding
element of the witness corrosion sensor, as may apply to the
exemplary corrosion sensor 200, according to an aspect of
the present application;

FIG. 8 is a graph showing percentage change in the
resistance of a corrosion sensor of the types described herein
as a function of elapsed time, according to an aspect of the
present application;

FIG. 9 is a flow diagram showing a method 900 for
operating a sensor apparatus of the type shown in FIG. 2,
according to an aspect of the present application;

FIG. 10 is a flow diagram showing a method 1000 for
operating a sensor apparatus of the type shown in FIG. 2,
according to an aspect of the present application.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Aspects of the present application provide a sensor appa-
ratus for monitoring a state of a target material disposed in
an environment. The sensor apparatus comprises a sensing
element with a characteristics whose value varies in a
manner indicative of the state of the target material. The
sensor element, as well as additional components of the
sensor apparatus, may be formed of carbon nanotubes
(CNTs). In some embodiments, the sensing element of the
sensor apparatus is disposed within the same environment as
the target material such that the sensing element experiences
substantially the same environmental conditions as the target
material, including but not limited to temperature, acoustic
or mechanical vibration, humidity or moisture variations. In
some embodiments, the sensing element comprises a mate-
rial with a variable electrical resistance that varies predict-
ably when the state of the material changes due to exposure
to the environment, which can be used to indicate a change
of the state of the target material in the same environment
without directly measuring the target material. In at least
some embodiments, the sensor apparatus may be a self-
contained, passive sensor apparatus containing a sensing
element formed of CNTs and other components suitable for
operation of the sensor apparatus including communication
of the sensor apparatus with external devices.

According to some aspects of the present application, the
sensor apparatus may comprise a plurality of resistors con-
figured to have resistance values based at least in part on a
change in state of the sensing element in the sensor appa-
ratus, which is indicative of the state of a target material
disposed within the same environment of the sensing ele-
ment. The inventors have recognized and appreciated that
resistor elements in a sensor apparatus may be subject to
background drift over a period of time and overall signals
measured may comprise a sensor signal superimposed on the
background drift. The background drift may be caused by,
for example, internal temperature and humidity changes that
are unrelated to the environment of the target material is
disposed in. Periodic calibration may correct sensor back-
ground drift prior to using the sensor apparatus to monitor a
state of the target material, although performing an off-line
calibration may increase operational cost, interrupt continu-
ous monitoring and in some cases, not be possible when the
sensor apparatus is deployed in a difficult to access location.
The inventors have recognized and appreciated that com-
paring two resistive arms within the same sensor apparatus
that are subject to substantially the same background drift
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can effectively suppress or reject the common background
drift while accentuating desired sensor signal, thus increas-
ing the signal to background ratio without the need to take
the sensor apparatus offline to perform a calibration. In some
embodiments, the sensor apparatus comprises a first resis-
tive arm and a second resistive arm. The first resistive arm
comprises the sensor element and has a first electrical
resistance that varies when the state of a target material
changes due to exposure to the environment. The second
resistive arm comprises one or more resistors with a second
electrical resistance that is not responsive to changes in the
state of the target material, but is configured to be a reference
resistor having substantially the same background drift as
the first resistive arm. Therefore the first electrical resistance
and the second electrical resistance, when combined by for
example subtracted the second electrical resistance of the
reference resistor from the first electrical resistance, yield an
electrical resistance value that is indicative of the state of the
target material.

According to an aspect of the present application, the
sensor apparatus is a corrosion sensor for monitoring a state
of corrosion of a target material. The sensor apparatus
comprises a sensing element with a variable electrical resis-
tance that varies based in part on the state of corrosion of the
target material. In some embodiments, the sensing element
is disposed within the same corroding environment as the
target material, and comprises a corroding element that has
a known relationship between resistance and state of corro-
sion as it corrodes when exposed to the same corroding
environment. In one non-limiting example, the corroding
element may comprise a metal film whose thickness
decreases when the metal film is progressively corroded,
leading to an increase of the electrical resistance of the metal
film. Therefore a state of corrosion of the corroding element
in the sensing element may be monitored by measuring its
resistance, to represent a state of corrosion of the target
material. According to some embodiments, the state of
corrosion of a material may be the percentage of material
corroded compared to a reference state in time, a percentage
change of a material characteristic such as electrical resis-
tance compared to a reference state in time, an estimated
lifetime of a corroded material, or any other suitable char-
acteristic measures of a state of corrosion for a material.

The inventors have appreciated and recognized that car-
bon nanotubes (CNTs) are a material having strong covalent
carbon-carbon bonds that are chemically stable, resistive to
corrosion and electrically conductive. In some embodi-
ments, elements of the corrosion sensor may comprise
carbon nanotubes (CNTs). For example, a corrosion sensor
may implement components formed from carbon nanotubes
(CNT). In some embodiments, the corrosion sensor com-
prises a first resistive arm comprising a sensor element
connected in parallel with at least one resistor comprising
carbon nanotubes, and a second resistive arm comprising at
least one resistor comprising carbon nanotubes. The first
resistive arm comprises the sensor element and has a first
electrical resistance that varies when the state of a target
material changes due to exposure to the environment. The
second resistive arm comprises one or more resistors with a
second electrical resistance that is not responsive to the state
of corrosion of the target material, but is configured to have
substantially the same background drift as the first resistive
arm. Therefore the first electrical resistance and the second
electrical resistance, when combined by for example sub-
tracted from one another, yield an electrical resistance value
that is indicative of the state of corrosion of the target
material.



US 10,502,676 B2

5

According to an aspect of the present application, a
corrosion sensor may be provided that includes a corroding
element configured to be exposed to the same environmental
conditions (e.g., same pressure and/or temperature and/or
humidity) as a target material to monitor the state of corro-
sion of the target material, and thus the sensor may also be
referred to as a witness corrosion sensor. The corrosion
sensor may have an electrical resistance which changes as
the corroding element corrodes. By monitoring the resis-
tance of the corrosion sensor, the corrosion of the corroding
element may be determined and therefore the corrosion of
the target material may be determined. In some embodi-
ments, the corroding element may be configured to corrode
faster than the target material, such that the corrosion sensor
may be used to alert the state of corrosion of the target
material prior to the target material being completely cor-
roded.

According to an aspect of the present application, the
witness corrosion sensor may be a passive sensor. As used
herein, a passive sensor is used to refer to a sensor that lacks
a power supply. Power may instead be harvested or supplied
from external components, for example to read out the
sensor’s condition and/or to reconfigure the sensor function-
ality. In some embodiments, the witness corrosion sensor
may include a plurality of resistors, including a corroding
element of the sensor. A passive witness corrosion sensor
may be placed in the vicinity of a target material to be
monitored, and only be queried to measure one or more
resistance values indicative of the state of corrosion of the
target material occasionally. For example, a passive witness
corrosion sensor may only need to be measured once every
day, once every week, once every month, or at any suitable
regular or random interval. Because the sensor lacks active
components in such embodiments, it may consume little
power and can operate for a long period of time such as
several months or several years, and thus be suitable for
ultra-low power (ULP) applications. For instance, the pas-
sive witness corrosion sensor may be used in a ULP sensor
system.

According to an aspect of the present application, a sensor
system may be provided for monitoring a state of corrosion
of a target material. The sensor system comprises a sensor
apparatus such as any of the sensor apparatus discussed
above. In some embodiments, the sensor system comprises
a passive sensor including a plurality of resistors. The
passive corrosion sensor comprises a first resistive arm
comprising a sensor element connected in parallel with at
least one resistor comprising carbon nanotubes, and a sec-
ond resistive arm comprising at least one resistor comprising
carbon nanotubes. The first resistive arm comprises the
sensor element and has a first electrical resistance that varies
when the state of a target material changes due to exposure
to the environment. The second resistive arm comprises one
or more resistors with a second electrical resistance that is
not responsive to the state of corrosion of the target material,
but is configured to have substantially the same background
drift as the first resistive arm. In some embodiments, the
passive corrosion sensor does not comprise a power source.
The sensor system further comprises a circuit configured to
measure a difference between the first resistance and the
second resistance. The circuit also comprises a power source
to provide voltage and/or current to the passive corrosion
sensor during measurements. The sensor system further
comprises a processor configured to determine the state of
corrosion of the target material based at least in part on the
difference between the first resistance and the second resis-
tance measured by the circuit. In some embodiments, the
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sensor system is configured to determine and monitor the
state of corrosion substantially in real-time. In some other
embodiments, the sensor system is configured to measure
the state of corrosion occasionally and only at a predeter-
mined interval to reduce power consumption. The measured
values may be saved in a memory in the sensor system to be
extracted later.

According to an aspect of the present application, a sensor
apparatus may further comprise circuitry within the sensor.
In one example, the sensor apparatus may be a wireless
sensor apparatus comprising control circuit configured to
control wireless communication of a state of a target mate-
rial being monitored based on a difference between a first
resistance of a first resistive arm and a second resistance of
a second resistive arm within the wireless sensor apparatus.

According to an aspect of the present application, the
passive witness corrosion sensor may be manufactured at a
low cost and may be disposable.

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an exemplary sensor system
10, according to aspects of the present application. The
sensor system 10 comprises a processor 18, a circuit 16, a
sensor 100 having a sensing element 20, a target material 12
and an environment 14.

In the sensor system 10, the sensor 100 may be a sensor
apparatus comprising a plurality of resistors configured to
have resistance values based at least in part on a change in
state of the sensing element 20, which is indicative of a state
of the target material 12 disposed within the same environ-
ment 14 of the sensing element 20. At least a portion of
components of sensor 100 are not exposed to the environ-
ment 14.

In some embodiments, the sensor 100 is a corrosion
sensor configured for monitoring a state of corrosion of the
target material 12. The target material may be, for example,
a steel beam of a building structure, a metal component of
an industrial equipment or a medical instrument, a part of a
vehicle such as automobile, airplane or spacecraft, a com-
ponent of a consumer electronic device, a wearable device,
a farming or a food processing equipment, although it should
be appreciated that other target materials and structures may
be monitored with a corrosion sensor of the types described
herein. In some embodiments, the sensor 100 is a witness
corrosion sensor with the sensing element 20 placed in close
vicinity to the target material. For example, a sensing
element 20 may be attached to the exterior of a steel beam
and exposed to the same weather environment of the steel
beam been monitored, while at least some components other
than the sensing element 20 inside the sensor 100 are
protected from exposure to the weather environment. Any
suitable method may be used to selectively expose the
sensing element 20 to the environment 14, such as but not
limited to placing components of sensor 100 inside a sealed
enclosure while exposing sensing element 20 outside of the
enclosure. In some embodiments, the sensing element 20
may comprise a corroding element formed from a metal film
that can corrode in the environment 14 and have a known
electrical resistance versus the state of corrosion. Therefore
a measurement of the resistance of the corroding element
inside the sensing element 20 may provide an indication of
the corrosion of the corroding element, which can be used to
infer the state of corrosion of the target material 12.

In some embodiments, sensor 100 may be a passive
sensor that does not comprise a power source. The sensor
system 10 comprises a circuit 16 configured to communicate
with the sensor 100 to perform measurements to monitor a
state of the target material 12. The circuit 16 may also
communicate with the sensor 100 to adjust reconfigurable
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parameters of the sensor 100, such as I/O operation with
non-volatile memory element, or programming a reprogram-
mable logic element (both not shown) within the sensor 100.
The circuit 16 also comprises a power source to provide
voltage and/or current to the passive sensor 100 during
measurements and communications. The sensor system 10
further comprises a processor 18 configured to determine the
state of the target material based at least in part on data
transmitted from the sensor 100 to the circuit 16. Any
suitable communication protocol may be used for processor
18 to communicate with the circuit 16. Processor 18 may be
a local processor attached to the circuit 16, or in some
embodiments processor 18 may be based on the cloud and
communicate with the circuit 16 using a wired or wireless
interface.

It should be appreciated that although FIG. 1 shows the
processor 18 and circuit 16 to be separate components from
the sensor 100, embodiments of the present application are
not limited to such an arrangement. In some embodiments,
the sensor 100 may be a sensor apparatus that comprises one
or more processors and/or circuits. In some embodiments,
sensor 100 is a wireless sensor apparatus comprising control
circuit configured to control wireless communication of a
state of the target material.

FIG. 2 is a schematic circuit diagram of an exemplary
corrosion sensor 200, according to aspects of the present
application. The corrosion sensor 200 includes two resistive
arms, 101a and 1015. The resistive arm 101a includes
terminals 112, 114, resistors 102a, 1025, 102¢, and corrod-
ing element 103. The resistive arm 1015 includes terminals
116, 118, resistors 104a, 1045, and 104¢, and optionally
resistor 105.

In the embodiment in FIG. 2, resistive arm 101a com-
prises resistors 102a-102¢ and 103 connected between ter-
minals 112 and 114. A first node of resistor 102a is con-
nected to terminal 112. A second node of resistor 102a is
connected to a first node of resistor 1025. A second node of
resistor 1024 is connected to a first node of resistor 102¢. A
second node of resistor 102¢ is connected to terminal 114.
Resistor 103 is connected to resistor 1025 in parallel.

In the embodiment in FIG. 2, resistive arm 1015 com-
prises resistors 104a-104¢ and optionally resistor 105 con-
nected between terminals 116 and 118. A first node of
resistor 104a is connected to terminal 116. A second node of
resistor 104q is connected to a first node of resistor 1045. A
second node of resistor 1045 is connected to a first node of
resistor 104¢. A second node of resistor 104¢ is connected to
terminal 118. Optionally, resistor 105 is provided and is
connected to resistor 1045 in parallel.

One or more of the resistors 102¢-102¢ and 104a-104¢
may be formed from CNT structures. As used herein, CNT
structures refer to material components that comprise carbon
nanotubes with a CNT weight percentage of between 1%
and 100%. CNT structures may be a CNT composite with a
network of interconnecting CNTs embedded in a matrix of
polymer resin material such that the high mechanical
strength, low weight and high electrical conductivity are
obtained. In some embodiments, CNT structures may be
formed as a thin film and applied using a polymer precursor
solution mixed with a CNT dispersant, which when dried
forms a thin film. The thin film method may be applied to a
surface of various shape or dimensions by spray or spin
coating, thus reducing the cost of manufacturing. In some
embodiments, the resistors 102a-102¢ and 104a-104c¢ are
formed substantially from CNT structures. The resistors
102a-102¢ and 1044-104c may have any suitable resis-
tances, and in one embodiment all have equal resistances.
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According to some embodiments, the corroding element
103 may be formed of a material which corrodes as fast as,
or faster than, the target material being monitored by the
sensor 200. For example, the corroding element 103 may be
formed of copper in an embodiment, although other mate-
rials are possible, such as coating materials used to coat
automotive or airplane components. By using a material
which corrodes more quickly than the target material being
monitored, it may be possible to assess and predict corrosion
of the target material prior to such material failing or
otherwise reaching an undesirable level of corrosion. In
some embodiments, the corroding element 103 may be the
only element of corrosion sensor 100 exposed to the same
environment as the target material. The other components
may be housed separately or otherwise protected from the
environment.

In operation, the witness corrosion sensor 200 may be
disposed on or in proximity to the target material being
monitored so that the corroding element 103 experiences
substantially the same conditions as the target material. For
example, in industrial applications the target material may
be a steel beam of a building, although it should be appre-
ciated that other target materials and structures may be
monitored with a witness corrosion sensor of the types
described herein. A voltage may be applied to the resistive
arm 101a between the terminals 112 and 114, and the current
through the resistive arm 101a is monitored through the
terminal 112 or 114. As the corroding element 103 corrodes
its resistance will increase, thus changing the resistance of
the resistive arm 101a. In some embodiments, the resistive
arm 101a may be a first resistive arm with a first resistance
as measurable between terminals 112 and 114. In some
embodiments, the resistive arm 1015 may be a second
resistive arm with a second resistance as measurable
between terminals 116 and 118. Information about the
changing resistance of the resistive arm 101a may be stored,
transmitted to a circuit such as circuit 16 as shown in FIG.
1, which may be an external device or the Cloud, processed
by a processor such as processor 18 as shown in FIG. 1 to
assess a rate of corrosion and predict future corrosion, or
otherwise handled in a desired manner.

As a non-limiting example, each of resistors 102a-102¢
may be a resistor formed from CNT structures and having a
resistance R. The corroding element 103 may be formed of
a material having a significantly lower resistance, such as
copper in a non-limiting example. Thus, when intact and in
an un-corroded state, the corroding element 103 may serve
as a short circuit around resistor 1025, meaning that the first
resistance of resistive arm 101a may be equal to 2R. As the
corroding element 103 corrodes during operation of the
sensor 100, its resistance may increase. When the corrosion
of corrosion element 103 reaches a certain point, the cor-
roding element 103 may effectively be an open circuit. Thus,
the first resistance of the resistive arm 101a may become 3R.
Monitoring the change in the first resistance of the resistive
arm 101a may provide an indication of the corrosion of the
corroding element 103 and therefore the target material, the
corrosion of which the sensor 200 is monitoring.

The resistive arm 1015 may be used as a reference resistor
to equalize or normalize the resistance of the resistive arm
101a. In an example, resistive arm 1015 may be used to form
a resistive bridge in combination with resistive arm 101a.
That is, the illustrated witness corrosion sensor 200 may
optionally include or be part of a larger electrical circuit
configured to allow monitoring of the resistance of resistive
arm 101a and provide an improved signal to background
ratio. In one embodiment, resistive arms 101a¢ and 1015 may
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be arms of a Wheatstone bridge. The bridge may be used to
monitor and provide an indication of the resistance of the
resistive arm 101a and therefore of the corrosion of corrod-
ing element 103. In some embodiments, resistor 105, which
may be a non-corroding resistor, (e.g., a CNT resistor), may
be used as a reference for assessing the corrosion of cor-
roding element 103. In such embodiments, the change in
resistance associated with corroding element 103 may be
compared with that of resistor 105.

In some embodiments, the first resistance of the resistive
arm 101a and the second resistance of resistive arm 1015
may depend on the environmental conditions, such as tem-
perature and humidity. To compensate for variations in
resistance caused by temperature and/or humidity variations,
the resistance of the resistive arms may be combined in any
suitable way. For example, the resistance of one resistive
arm may be subtracted from the resistance of the other
resistive arm in some embodiments. In this way, the tem-
perature and/or humidity dependence may be limited. In
some embodiments, resistors 104a, 1045 and 104¢ may be
covered (e.g., plated) with a non-corroding material. Addi-
tionally, or alternatively, resistors 102a, 1025 and 102¢ may
be covered (e.g., plated) with a non-corroding material.
Covering the resistors with non-corroding material may
ensure that variations in resistance of such resistors are
caused by variations in environmental conditions, rather
than by corrosion.

FIG. 3 is a schematic circuit diagram showing a witness
corrosion sensor 210, according to an aspect of the present
application. The subset 210 includes terminals 212, 214 and
resistors 1024, 103.

In the circuit in FIG. 3, the witness corrosion sensor 210
includes a single resistor 1025 in parallel with the corroding
element 103. As with the witness corrosion sensor 200 of
FIG. 2, corrosion of the corroding element 103 will alter the
resistance of the illustrated structure, and this changing
resistance may be monitored to assess the corrosion of the
corroding element, thereby giving an indication of the
corrosion of the target material.

Referring back to the embodiment illustrated in FIG. 2,
the witness corrosion sensor 200 may provide greater detect-
ability of the changing resistance of the corroding element
103 than the configuration of the witness corrosion sensor
210 in FIG. 3. The resistors 102a-102¢ may have relatively
small resistances, for example if they are implemented using
CNT structures. Thus, including three such resistors 102a-
102¢, rather than a single resistor 10256 as in FIG. 3, may
increase the total resistance of the resistive arm 101a and
therefore facilitate operation of the circuit. Also, as
described previously, the witness corrosion sensor 100, with
the second resistive arm 1015, may facilitate the use of a
bridge circuit or other circuit for detecting the change in
resistance.

FIG. 4 is a schematic diagram showing a top view of an
exemplary passive witness corrosion sensor 400, according
to an aspect of the present application. In the diagram in
FIG. 4, witness corrosion sensor 400 includes a first resistive
arm 410q with electrical contacts 302a, 3025, resistors 402a,
4025, 402¢ and corroding element 403, a second resistive
arm 4015 with electrical contacts 302¢, 3024, resistors 404a,
404c¢ and 4045 and a strip of CNT material 303.

The first resistive arm 401a may be formed by a strip of
CNT material 301 making up resistors 402a, 4025, and
402¢. The corroding element 403 may be disposed on the
strip of CNT material. Electrical contacts 302¢ and 3025
may be provided to electrically contact the strip of CNT
material 301.
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Similarly, the second resistive arm 4015 may be formed
by a second strip of CNT material 303 making up resistors
404a-404c¢. Electrical contacts 302¢-3024 may be provided
to electrically contact the strip of CNT material 303. In some
embodiments, some or all the resistors 402a, 4025, 402c¢,
404a, 4045, and 404¢ may be plated with a non-corroding
material.

FIG. 5A is a block diagram showing an exemplary sensor
system 500, according to an aspect of the present applica-
tion. The sensor system 500 shown in the embodiment in
FIG. 5 includes an energy storage device 502, a regulator
504, a rectifier 506, antenna 508, an impedance modulator
510, a formatting and encoding circuit 512, analog-to-digital
converter (ADC) 514, passive sensor 530, controller 518,
oscillator 520, and resonator 522.

Passive sensor 530 may be the sensor apparatus 100 as
shown in FIG. 1. In some embodiments, passive sensor 530
may be the witness corrosion sensors of FIG. 2 and includes
a CNT-based passive sensor, according to an aspect of the
present application.

In some embodiments, sensor system 500 is a low-power
wireless sensor system. Energy storage device 502 is a
power source that provides power to at least some compo-
nents of the sensor system 500. In one example, energy
storage device provides a voltage Vdd that is connected to
the passive sensor 530. Energy storage device 502 may be
connected to an external power supply (not shown) that
provides a suitable voltage and current for operation of the
sensor system 500, although such an external power con-
nection is not required. In one embodiment, energy storage
device 502 may comprise a battery or capacitor for storing
energy. In yet another embodiment, energy storage device
may additionally comprise one or more energy harvesters to
recharge a battery or capacitor, such that the sensor system
500 can operate for a prolonged period of time without the
need to be connected to an external power source such as a
power outlet to recharge the battery or capacitor inside the
energy storage device 502. The energy harvester may be a
mechanical harvester that converts mechanical-acoustic
energy such as vibration or human motion into electricity, a
thermoelectric harvester that converts temperature gradient
such as temperature difference between different parts of the
sensor system 500 into electricity, a solar energy or photo-
voltaic harvester that converts ambient light into electricity,
or an electrochemical energy harvester that converts elec-
trochemical potential differences in the system environment
into electricity.

The regulator 504 and rectifier 506 are configured to
regulate an output of the energy storage device 502 and
rectify the regulated output to provide one or more voltage/
current sources suitable for operation of the sensor system
500.

At least some of the components of the passive sensor
system 500 are fabricated from carbon nanotubes. In some
embodiments, the energy storage device 502, rectifier 506,
antenna 508, and passive sensor 100 comprise or are formed
from CNTs. In some embodiments, these components may
be formed from a common piece of CNT nanostructured
material, for example occupying different areas or vertical
positions within the material. In some embodiments, vertical
aligned CNT nanostructures are used, such that the compo-
nents are formed at different levels or layers of a piece of
CNT nanostructure and are vertically interconnected by
CNTs. Forming one or more components of the passive
sensor system 500 from CNTs facilitates achieving a small
device size, on the nanoscale. While in the illustrated
embodiment some of the components are formed from
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carbon nanotubes, the various aspects of the present appli-
cation are not limited in this respect. For example, the
various components in FIG. 5 may be formed in other ways.

The energy storage device 502 is in some embodiments a
CNT-based energy storage device. For example, energy
storage device 502 may be a supercapacitor formed from
CNTs.

The regulator 504 may be any suitable type of regulator
as the various aspects described herein are not limited to use
with a particular type of regulator. In some embodiments,
the regulator may be formed from CNTs.

The rectifier 506 may be formed from CNT nanostructure
in some embodiments.

The antenna 508 may be a carbon nanotube antenna in
some embodiments. The combination of the antenna 508 and
impedance modulator 510 may provide a variable imped-
ance antenna, allowing for the passive sensor system 500 to
communicate wirelessly using backscattering. Thus, as
shown, the passive sensor system 500 may lack a transmit-
ter, and instead may use a received radio frequency (RF)
signal, such as a 2.4 GHz continuous wave (CW) signal.
Thus, the antenna 508 may be a 2.4 GHz antenna in some
embodiments, although other frequencies may be used. In
some embodiments, the antenna 508 may be flexible, allow-
ing it to conform to a structure on which the passive sensor
system 500 is placed. For example, the passive sensor
system may be placed on a motor shaft, and the antenna 508
may conform to the shaft.

Because transceivers may consume a relatively large
amount of power, constructing the passive sensor system
500 without a transceiver provides a meaningful reduction in
power consumption of the system.

The formatting and encoding circuit 512 may perform
formatting and encoding functions. In some embodiments,
the formatting and encoding circuit 512 may serialize data,
encode using Hamming encoding, and sequence frames to
be transmitted. However, alternative or additional functions
are possible.

The controller 518 may be a digital sequencer with
control logic, and may receive a clock signal “CLK” from an
oscillator 520 (e.g., a crystal oscillator) having a resonator
522 (e.g., a crystal resonator). The controller 518 may
provide outputs to both the formatting and encoding circuit
512 and the ADC 514. It should be appreciated that the
controller 518 is, in at least some embodiments, not a
processing core. Rather, the controller 518 may be relatively
simple, for example being a shift register with control logic.
Such a construction may consume less power than a micro-
processor core, facilitating operation of the passive sensor
system 500.

While the sensor system 500 shown in FIG. 5A represents
an exemplary embodiment, a more generalized embodiment
for a wireless sensor system is shown in FIG. 5B. FIG. 5B
is a block diagram showing an exemplary wireless sensor
system 550, according to an aspect of the present applica-
tion. In the diagram shown in FIG. 5B, a wireless sensor
system 550 includes a sensor 552, a circuit or processing
circuit 554, an energy storage module 556, one or more
processors 558 and a wireless communication module 560.
One or more of the components of the wireless sensor
system 550 may be disposed in a housing (not shown). For
example, the sensor 552, circuit 554, energy storage module
556, wireless communication module 560 and processor 558
may be housed in a housing. Optionally or additionally, a
processor 558 may be provided outside the housing, for
example as a remote processor in the cloud that are coupled
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to the circuit 554 and/or the wireless communication module
560 using any suitable communication means.

FIG. 6 is a schematic illustration showing a circuit dia-
gram and a plan view diagram of an exemplary corrosion
sensor 600, according to an aspect of the present application.

As shown in the circuit diagram in FIG. 6, corrosion
sensor 600 includes resistors 602a, 6025, 602¢, 603 and
terminals 612, 614. Corrosion sensor 600 is similar in some
ways to the first resistive arm 101a of corrosion sensor 200
shown in FIG. 2, and comprises resistors 602a-602¢ and
corroding element 603 connected between terminals 612 and
614. A first node of resistor 6024 is connected to terminal
612. A second node of resistor 602a is connected to a first
node of resistor 6025. A second node of resistor 6045 is
connected to a first node of resistor 604c. A second node of
resistor 604¢ is connected to terminal 614. Corroding ele-
ment 603 is provided and is connected to resistor 6025 in
parallel. A resistance between terminals 612 and 614 may be
used to measure the resistance of corroding element 603
which is indicative of a state of corrosion of a target material
(not shown) in the vicinity of the corroding element 603
when the corroding element and the target material is
exposed to the same environment. It should be appreciated
that although sensor 600 is shown to have only one resistive
arm, an optional second resistive arm may be provided as
reference resistor with a second resistance to be combined
with the first resistance of the resistive arm between 612 and
614 to monitor corrosion state of a target material.

The plan view diagram in FIG. 6 shows an exemplary
implementation of corrosion sensor 600 as shown in the
circuit diagram in FIG. 6 that includes CNT structure 620
with segments 622a, 6225, 622¢, copper layer 623, gold
contact electrodes 632, 634, substrate 640 and passivation
642. In some embodiments, the corrosion sensor 600 may be
fabricated from a CNT structure 620 on a substrate 640.
Electrodes 634 are deposited on both ends of the CNT
structure 620 to form terminals 612 and 614. Passivation
layers such as photoresist 642 are patterned and deposited in
the regions near the two ends of the CNT structure to define
CNT segments 622a and 622¢ that form resistors 602a and
602¢. A corroding element may be formed by depositing
copper in the CNT segment 6224 that is exposed from
passivation, thus forming a corroding element 603 in par-
allel with resistor segment 6024.

FIG. 7 is a graph showing a relation between measured
resistance of a witness corrosion sensor as a function of the
resistance of the corroding element of the witness corrosion
sensor similar to the exemplary corrosion sensor 200,
according to an aspect of the present application. As shown
in FIG. 7, the horizontal x-axis represents the sheet resis-
tance of the corroding material (e.g., corroding element 103)
in units of Ohms/square, and the vertical y-axis represents
the sensor resistance in Ohms. The curve 702 illustrates that
as the sheet resistance of the corroding material increases, so
does the resistance of the sensor. By using a material for the
corroding element 103 that has a known resistance curve
702, the rate of corrosion of the material may be assessed
and the state of future corrosion determined. Thus, a pre-
diction may be made regarding the corrosion of a target
material based on the state of corrosion of the corroding
element of the witness corrosion sensor. As a result, the
estimated useful life of a target component may be estimated
and maintenance or replacement of a target material may be
scheduled.

FIG. 8 is a graph with curves showing percentage change
in the resistance of a corrosion sensor of the types described
in FIG. 2 as a function of elapsed time, according to an
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aspect of the present application. The graph in FIG. 8
illustrates percentage change in resistance as a function of
time lapsed from the beginning of a measurement, according
to an embodiment. The lapsed time is expressed in days.
Curves 802 represent a set of measurements for relative
changes of the first resistance of the first resistive arm 101a,
while curves 804 represent a set of measurements for
relative changes of the second resistance of the second
resistive arm 1015 in the sensor FIG. 2. Even though the
second resistive arm does not have a corroding element
exposed to the corrosive environment, the resistances in
curves 804 still rises over a time period of 14 days by
approximately 8% from their original value. Such a change
may be attributed to a background drift of the resistive arm
that is not related to corrosion. Therefore the increase of
resistance in curves 802 represent a sum of effects from both
corrosion of the corroding element 103 and the background
drift in the rest of the first resistive arm 101a not subject to
corrosion. The difference in percentage change between
curves 802 and 804 is caused by corrosion of corroding
element 103 and can be processed to indicate the state of
corrosion of the target material.

FIG. 9 is a flow diagram showing a method 900 for
operating a sensor apparatus similar to the sensor apparatus
100 as shown in FIG. 2, according to an aspect of the present
application. Method 900 includes at block 902, the act of
measuring, with a circuit, a difference between a resistance
of the first resistive arm and a resistance of the second
resistive arm and at block 904, the act of determining, with
a processor, a state of a target material based at least in part
on the measured difference.

FIG. 10 is a flow diagram showing a method 1000 for
operating a sensor apparatus similar to the sensor apparatus
100 as shown in FIG. 2, according to an aspect of the present
application. Method 1000 includes at block 1002, the act of
exposing the sensor element and the target material to a
same environment; at block 1004, the act of measuring, with
a circuit, a difference between a resistance of the first
resistive arm and a resistance of the second resistive arm; at
block 1006, the act of determining, with a processor, a state
of a target material based at least in part on the measured
difference; at block 1008, the act of determining, by the
processor, a corrosion rate of the target material based at
least in part on the measured difference and at block 1010,
the act of estimating a remaining useful life of the target
material based at least in part on the determined corrosion
rate of the target material.

The corrosion sensors described herein may be used to
sense the corrosion of various types of target materials and
structures. For example, the corrosion sensors may be used
in industrial applications to monitor the corrosion of steel,
lead, iron, or other materials used in buildings and machin-
ery, as non-limiting examples. The corrosion sensors may be
used to monitor the corrosion of automobile and airplane
parts, including coatings on such parts. Other uses are
possible.

The corrosion sensors described herein may have small
dimensions. The use of components formed from CNT
structures may facilitate achieving small dimensions. In
some embodiments, the corrosion sensors described herein
may fit on a single semiconductor chip. In some embodi-
ments, the sensors may be smaller than 5 mm on an edge,
less than 3 mm on an edge, or have any value within such
ranges.

The terms “approximately” and “about” may be used to
mean within +20% of a target value in some embodiments,
within £10% of a target value in some embodiments, within
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+5% of a target value in some embodiments, and yet within
+2% of a target value in some embodiments. The terms
“approximately” and “about” may include the target value.

What is claimed is:

1. A low power wireless sensor system for monitoring a
state of corrosion of a target material, the low power wireless
sensor system comprising:

a witness corrosion sensor comprising a first resistive arm

with a first resistance and a second resistive arm with
a second resistance, the first resistive arm comprising a
sensor element and at least one resistor comprising
carbon nanotubes, wherein the sensor element is con-
nected in parallel with the at least one resistor com-
prising carbon nanotubes, and the second resistive arm
comprising at least one resistor comprising carbon
nanotubes;

processing circuitry configured to measure a difference
between the first resistance and the second resistance
and to determine a state of corrosion of the target
material based on a difference between the first resis-
tance and the second resistance;

an energy storage module configured to store electrical
energy and to provide power to at least a portion of the
processing circuitry; and

a wireless communication module coupled to the process-
ing circuitry and configured to wirelessly communicate
information external to the low power wireless sensor
system.

2. The low power wireless sensor system of claim 1,

wherein the state of corrosion is an amount of corrosion.

3. The low power wireless sensor system of claim 1,
wherein the sensor element has a variable resistance con-
figured to vary based at least in part on a state of corrosion
of the sensor element.

4. The low power wireless sensor system of claim 3,
wherein the sensor element is configured to be disposed
within a same environment as the target material, wherein at
least a portion of the second resistive arm is configured to
not to be disposed within the same environment.

5. The low power wireless sensor system of claim 4,
wherein the sensor element is configured to corrode faster
than the target material.

6. The low power wireless sensor system of claim 1,
wherein the at least one resistor in the second resistive arm
is covered by a non-corroding material.

7. The low power wireless sensor system of claim 1,
wherein the information comprises the state of corrosion of
the target material.

8. A wireless sensor system for monitoring a state of
corrosion of a target material, the wireless sensor system
comprising:

a passive sensor apparatus comprising a first resistive arm

with a first resistance and a second resistive arm with
a second resistance, the first resistive arm comprising a
sensor element and at least one resistor comprising
carbon nanotubes, wherein the sensor element is con-
nected in parallel with the at least one resistor com-
prising carbon nanotubes, and the second resistive arm
comprising at least one resistor comprising carbon
nanotubes;

a circuit configured to measure a difference between the
first resistance and the second resistance;

a processor configured to determine a state of corrosion of
the target material based on a difference between the
first resistance and the second resistance measured by
the circuit;
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an energy storage module configured to store electrical
energy and to provide power to at least a portion of the
circuit; and

transmit circuitry coupled to the circuit and configured to

transmit corrosion information.

9. The wireless sensor system of claim 8, wherein the
sensor element is configured to corrode faster than the target
material.

10. The wireless sensor system of claim 8, wherein the
processor is further configured to estimate a remaining
useful life of the target material based at least in part on a
corrosion rate of the target material.

11. The wireless sensor system of claim 8, wherein the
circuit comprises carbon nanotubes.

12. The wireless sensor system of claim 8, wherein the
transmit circuitry is a wireless communication module
coupled to the circuit and configured to wirelessly commu-
nicate the state of corrosion of the target material.

13. The wireless sensor system of claim 8, wherein the
energy storage module comprises an energy harvester.

14. A method for operating a low power wireless sensor
system comprising:

measuring, with processing circuitry disposed in the low

power wireless sensor system, a difference between a
resistance of a first resistive arm and a resistance of a
second resistive arm of a witness corrosion sensor
comprising the first resistive arm and the second resis-
tive arm, the first resistive arm comprising a sensor
element and at least one resistor comprising carbon
nanotubes, wherein the sensor element is connected in
parallel with the at least one resistor comprising carbon
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nanotubes, and the second resistive arm comprising at
least one resistor comprising carbon nanotubes;

determining, with the processing circuitry, a state of a

target material based at least in part on the measured
difference;

providing, with an energy storage module configured to

store electrical energy, power to at least a portion of the
processing circuitry; and

wirelessly communicating, with a wireless communica-

tion module, information external to the low power
wireless sensor system.

15. The method of claim 14, further comprising exposing
the sensor element and the target material to a same envi-
ronment.

16. The method of claim 14, wherein the sensor element
has a variable resistance configured to vary in dependence
on a state of corrosion of the sensor element.

17. The method of claim 14, wherein the determining
comprises estimating a remaining useful life of the target
material based at least in part on a corrosion rate of the target
material.

18. The method of claim 14, wherein the sensor element
is configured to corrode faster than the target material.

19. The method of claim 14, further comprising:

storing energy in the energy storage module with an

energy harvester.

20. The method of claim 14, wherein the wirelessly
communicating comprises wirelessly transmitting signals
representing the measured difference from the processing
circuitry to a processor external to the low power wireless
sensor system.



