Get the Lead Out!

By Jim Usery

You have most likely recently heard the term lead free or RoHS (Restriction of Hazardous Substances) being applied to electronic components, to the soldering processes used to connect the components to the bare printed circuit boards, and to electronic products.  There are two directives, RoHS (2002/95/EC) and WEEE (2002/96/EC) that apply to electronic products in the European Union markets.  The EU countries, as of July 1, 2006, will no longer allow electronic products containing lead and several other heavy metals (mercury, cadmium, chromium VI which is also known as hexavalent chromium or Cr6+, PBB, and PBDE) to be imported or sold within their markets.  There are some current exemptions for military, data center (lead allowed in solder only), and medical applications.

If you plan to sell your new or existing products to the European markets and you have not addressed RoHS as yet, then you should do some research to determine if your products must be completely RoHS compliant or if your products might fall within one of the many exemptions.  The gray area of exempted products is much too complex to address in this format.  However, a number of websites can provide you with some guidelines, such as www.pb-free.info in Great Britain (click on the directives page to gain access to all RoHS and WEEE legislative documents and on the RoHS exemptions page for product exemption information).

In the United States, California has passed similar legislation, SB20 (Electronic Waste Recycling Act of 2003) that will be effective on January 1, 2007.  This legislation has a more limited scope where it mainly applies to electronic devices with video screens larger than 4 inches measured diagonally.  Regulations and dates for other countries adopting some version of RoHS are listed below:

- RPCEP (Regulation for Pollution Control of Electronic Products): China
  Goes into effect July 1, 2006

- JGPSSI (Japan Green Procurement Survey Standardization Initiative): Japan 
  Goes into effect July 1, 2006

- Adopting the EU RoHS Directive: Australia, Canada, Korea, Taiwan

Almost without exception, all electronic components are provided as lead free or RoHS Compliant today.  Most vendors have established new part numbers for the lead free parts and can provide documentation to support their RoHS compliance.  You must verify that your bill of materials for each lead free product application has only RoHS compliant parts specified.  

As a contract electronics manufacturer, ICI has updated their manufacturing processes to be able to support lead free applications when a customer’s product requires RoHS compliance.  For surface mount applications, the screen printer is loaded with a lead free solder paste and the reflow oven temperatures are increased to the higher reflow temperatures required.  For thru hole applications, the entire solder pot is exchanged for one with a lead free solder mix and the temperature again is adjusted to the higher reflow temp.  We verify that the correct RoHS components have been ordered and received prior to any placement activities.
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Visit our website at www.icimfg.com for more information about Innovative Circuits, Inc. and the services and expertise that we provide to our customers or for additional technical articles.  You can also sign up for our free Ezine, "PCB Information", at the bottom of the Home Page at www.icimfg.com.

