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1. Introduction
1.1 Current situation

On June 1st, 2007, the REACH regulation 
came into force to replace the existing 
chemicals legislation in the European Union 
(EU).

The REACH regulation has established a 
certifi cation procedure for substances of 
very high concern. As of 30th June 2011, 
there are 53 substances included on the 
candidate list (SVHC list) for certifi cation. 
The objective of the EU Commission is to 
expand the list to 136 substances by the 
end of 2013. Publication in the „candidate 
list“ does not result in mandatory certi-
fi cation but rather far-reaching information 
requirements in the supply chain. REACH 
requires companies to inform their business 
customers if their products contain more 
than 0.1 per cent of a chemical identifi ed 
in the list.

At the end of 2010, the European Chemicals 
Agency (ECHA) added chromium (VI) oxide 
and other chromium (VI) compounds to the 
candidate list for substances of very high 
concern (SVHC list).

The list of substances subject to mandatory 
certifi cation now contains 6 substances, for 
which the companies concerned must sub-
mit certifi cation applications by 2013. The 
inclusion process is currently under way for 
a further 13 substances. This also applies to 
chromium (VI) oxide, chromic acid and other 
chromium (VI) compounds. After inclusion 
in Annex XIV of the REACH regulation, a 
certifi cation must be applied for prior to 
each use. The EU Commission makes the 
decision regarding the certifi cation.

The possible consequences are:
• Chromate-containing surface pretreat-
ment processes may continue to be used. 
The required registration of the chemicals 
with the ECHA is very expensive, which 
may lead to an increase in the process 
costs.
• Relocation of production to non-REACH 
countries. The import of chromate-contai-
ning products without registration with the 
ECHA is prohibited. Here also, the required 
registration can lead to price increases.
• The use of chromate-containing surface 
pretreatment processes is prohibited wit-
hout exception.
• According to current knowledge, a fi nal 
decision by the European Commission is 
anticipated within the next 5 years.

Health endangerment
Toxicological signifi cance is ascribed to 
chromium (VI) compounds, which have the 
potential to cause cancer. Their classifi ca-
tion as compounds with carcinogenic and 
mutagenic potential has been known for 
many years.

Metallic chromium and trivalent chromium 
compounds, such as the chromium (III)-
phosphate that makes up the green chro-
mating layer, are not irritant, mutagenic or 
carcinogenic. However, the production of 
process chemicals always starts from chro-
mium (VI) compounds. Thus, the handling 
of hazardous chemicals is assumed here, 
and particular caution is required.
Chromium (III) compounds are not included 
in the SVHC list, and therefore can still be 
used without restriction.

2. Statutory provisions
2.1 Architecture and construction

The relevant national building codes and 
rules do not currently prohibit the use of 
chromium-containing surface pretreat-
ments.

However, individual cities and districts 
have switched over in their tenders to the 
mandatory prescription of chromium-free 
pretreatments.

As early as 1990, the Building/Living Senate 
in Berlin, in the 40th Offi cial Journal, prohi-
bited the use of building materials posing a 
high health and environmental hazard, and 
thus banned the use of window and door 
profi les made of aluminium. At the meeting 
of February 19th, 1998 (document 13/2002) 
in the context of the lifting of the restriction 
on the use of aluminium in the regulatory 
area of public sector and publicly funded 
construction, the Berlin Senate declared 
that aluminium is only allowed if
• a pledge of commitment by the manuf-
acturer for product-related recycling and
• a declaration by the contractor on the 
chromium-free passivation for coloured 
aluminium components exist.
There is therefore no differentiation bet-
ween chromium (VI) and chromium (III) 
compounds, but the use of chromium is 
generally prohibited.

The decision of the Berlin Senate had a 
nationwide impact and so other cities, such 
as Munich, also introduced the same or 
similar regulations.

The certifi cation systems for sustainable 
construction (LEED, DGNB, etc.) also pro-
vide, in their evaluation rules for building, 
positive points for the use of chromium-
free surface pretreatment processes for 
aluminium. For this reason, architects are 
increasingly inviting tenders for chromium-
free surface pretreatments.
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In the early 1990s, the State of Berlin issued 
the ban on the use of aluminium as a buil-
ding material, against which the General As-
sociation of the Aluminium Industry (GDA) 
fi led a successful opposition. However, this 
was associated with the requirement that 
chromium-free processes must be used in 
future for the surface pretreatment.

GSB International has faced this challenge 
for more than 15 years, and has worked ex-
tensively on the introduction and approval of 
chromium-free pretreatment processes. In 
close co-operation with pretreatment chemi-
cal manufacturers and coating companies, 
approval procedures for alternative systems 
were developed and then implemented in 
the quality guidelines. Only in 1994 was 

approval granted for a chromium-free pre-
treatment process to ensure that member 
companies could continue to serve their 
markets with alternative processes with a 
high quality level. Therefore, since that time, 
proven chromium-free pretreatment proces-
ses have become available that behave in 
a stable way under production conditions, 
have shown high corrosion resistance in 
long-term weathering tests and are com-
mercially competitive.

Since its foundation over 30 years ago, GSB 
International has pursued a consistent strat-
egy of developing quality-assured products, 
with due consideration of environmentally 
friendly technologies and procedures. The 
selection of the processes and operating 
sequences remains exclusively within the 
corporate responsibility of each individual 

member company. As in the past, GSB 
International does not specify any require-
ments in the quality standards that exceed 
the regulatory framework.

At the end of 2010, the ECHA placed 
chromium (VI) oxide and other chromium 
(VI)-containing compounds on the list of 
substances of very high concern (SVHC 
list) because they are carcinogenic and 
mutagenic. This raises the very important 
question of the future of chromating as 
a pretreatment process for aluminium in 
construction. Nevertheless, this problem 
has been known since the 1990s in the 
industrial sectors in question.

Our organisation therefore acted in a timely 
manner to fi nd alternative chromium-free 
pretreatment processes.
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