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achieve a satisfactory coating. This application discloses
methods for pre-deposition treatment of materials prior to
ESC deposition. Italso discloses methods for post-processing
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teristics of the coating. Finally, this application discloses
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METHODS AND APPARATUS FOR MAKING
COATINGS USING ELECTROSTATIC SPRAY

This application is the National Stage of International
Application No.

PCT/US2007/022220, filed 18 Oct. 2007, which claims the
benefit of U.S. Provisional Application No. 60/852,931,
entitled “Methods and Apparatus for Making Coatings Using
Electrostatic Spray,” and filed on Oct. 19, 2006, both of which
are incorporated herein by reference.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to methods and apparatus for
making coatings and articles from various material composi-
tions involving use of electrostatic spray as the core method of
coating deposition. These coatings may be used for a variety
of applications, including as examples: abrasion-resistant
coatings for cutting tools and wear parts, solid lubricant coat-
ings for tools and wear parts, bio-friendly or biocidal coatings
for biomedical implants, and thin film coatings for microelec-
tronics, among others. Using the processes and equipment
designs described in the detailed description section hereof,
coatings may be applied to many different substrate materials
and parts having simple or complex 3-dimensional geom-
etries.

U.S. Pat. No. 6,607,782 issued Aug. 19, 2003 to Ajay P.
Malshe, et al., disclosed a method that uses electrostatic spray
coating (ESC) to deposit a base layer or preform on a sub-
strate, followed by chemical vapor infiltration (CV]) to intro-
duce a binder phase that creates a composite coating with
good adherence of the binder to the initial phase particles and
adherence of the composite coating to the substrate.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention comprises additional methods for
creating coatings composed of a single material or a compos-
ite of multiple materials, beginning with ESC to deposit the
base layer and then using other methods for the binding step
beyond CVI. ESC followed by CVI has been used success-
fully for creating composite coatings comprised of cubic
boron nitride (¢cBN) and titanium nitride (TiN), on carbide
substrates. However, because CVI exposes the substrate to
high temperatures it is not suitable for certain materials that
may be damaged or their properties degraded by the high
temperature. Also, CVI as a binding step is not practical for
applications involving very large surface areas due to the
limited size of CVI reactors. Due to these and other limita-
tions, we have devised additional means of applying a second
phase to initial green coatings deposited using ESC. The new
two-step coatings processes that result are disclosed in this
application.

Also, for certain materials and applications, some pre-
processing or pre-treatment of the coating materials is neces-
sary prior to deposition in order to achieve a satisfactory
coating. The invention in various embodiments comprises
methods for pre-deposition treatment of materials prior to
ESC deposition. It also comprises in various embodiments
methods for post-processing that provide additional function-
ality or performance characteristics of the coating.

Finally, the invention in various embodiments comprises
certain apparatus and equipment for accomplishing the meth-
ods described herein.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates the two-step coating process, including
an initial deposition of a base or green coating layer, followed
by a post-deposition treatment step.

10

25

40

50

55

65

2

FIG. 2 shows the case in which a pre-deposition treatment
is applied to the coating materials prior to deposition.

FIG. 3 illustrates a fluidizer, used to separate dry powder
particles, avoid agglomeration, and preferentially feed
ultrafine particles to the deposition system.

FIG. 4 illustrates a jet mill, which helps de-agglomerate
powders using aerodynamic forces.

FIG. 5 shows an aerosol spray used to de-agglomerate
powders as they are fed to the deposition system.

FIG. 6 shows the deposition chamber used to contain the
materials being deposited, preventing unacceptable release to
the environment, allow for adjustment of spray gun to sub-
strate distance, and capture and recycle of unused coating
materials.

FIG. 7 illustrates a rotating stage used to ensure uniform
deposition of the coating on the substrate.

FIG. 8 shows fluidization integrated with the deposition
system including the chamber.

FIG. 9 shows the jet mill integrated with the deposition
system including the chamber.

FIG. 10 illustrates a modified ESC gun design that mini-
mizes accumulation of material inside the gun and improves
uniformity of flow through the gun.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

Disclosed herein are methods and apparatus for producing
a coating on a substrate, beginning with electrostatic spray to
deposit a base- or green-coating layer.

Two-Step Coating Processes—Overview

FIG. 1 illustrates a two-step process for producing a coat-
ing on a substrate.

The substrate 170 is placed in a deposition system 200. One
or more coating materials 150 are introduced into the depo-
sition system 200. These coating materials may be in dry
powder or liquid suspension form, and may contain nano- or
micro-sized particles or a combination of the two. Multiple
materials may be combined together or introduced separately
into the deposition system 200. A variety of materials can be
used, including nitrides, carbides, carbonitrides, borides,
oxides, sulphides and silicides.

The deposition system 200 may use any of several methods
to produce an initial coating or base layer on the substrate.
One such deposition method is electrostatic spray coating
(ESC), as described in U.S. Pat. No. 6,544,599 issued Apr. 8,
2003 to William D. Brown, et al., and U.S. Pat. No. 6,607,782
issued Aug. 19, 2003 to Ajay P. Malshe, et al. ESC deposition
may be done as dry powder spray, or as liquid spray using a
dispersion of the coating material in a suitable carrier liquid.

After the initial deposition step, dry solid particles of the
coating material(s) are in contact with the substrate. The
substrate with deposition 270 is the output of the deposition
step 200 as illustrated in FIG. 1.

The substrate 270 with deposition of a base layer then
undergoes a post-deposition treatment step 300. Post-depo-
sition treatment is used to bind the deposited dry particles to
one another and to the substrate. Suitable treatment methods
include:

Chemical vapor infiltration (CVI), which is similar to
chemical vapor deposition (CVD) but using a slower
reaction rate such that the binder infiltrates the porous
dry powder deposition, coming into contact with both
the substrate and the dry particles; and
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Sintering, using any of several alternative sintering meth-
ods, singly or in combination, including:
Microwave sintering
Laser sintering
Infrared sintering

Each of these methods applies one or more short bursts of
high energy (microwave, laser, infrared, or high temperature
and high pressure) to sinter the particles of the initial coating
deposition, binding them to each other and to the substrate.

Another binding method is use of high temperature—high
pressure (HT-HP), a process that is currently used for a vari-
ety of purposes including fabrication of polycrystalline cubic
boron nitride (PCBN) solid compacts. In one embodiment of
this invention, HT-HP is used as a post-deposition binding
step to bind the deposited particles to each other and to the
substrate.

In some embodiments, an additional treatment step (not
shown in the figures) is applied after the post-deposition
treatment step 300, to add an additional phase to the coating.
One example of this is the use of electrostatic spray coating or
ultrasonic spray deposition as a final step, after deposition and
sintering of a base coating, for the purpose of applying active
biological agents to the base coating. As a more specific
example, a dental implant or other biomedical device, possi-
bly with a porous surface layer, can be coated using ESC
followed by microwave sintering of the base coating. Then in
an additional post-sintering deposition step, an active agent
can be applied, such as abiocidal or anti-bacterial agent, other
active agents such as bone-morphogenic proteins, or particles
carrying drugs for drug delivery at the surface of the device
after implantation. These are just examples of how a post-
processing step can be used to apply additional components
to a base coating for specific purposes.

Other additional treatment steps (not shown in the figures)
that can be applied after post-deposition treatment 300 can be
used to enhance the binding of the coating and to reduce or
eliminate defects and non-uniformities in the coating. For
example, suitable treatments for hard coatings such as those
used for cutting tools include high temperature—high pres-
sure (HT-HP) and infrared sintering (pulsed infrared radia-
tion). Other methods using transient energy sources also may
be used to enhance the characteristics of the final coating on
the substrate.

As shown in FIG. 2, some embodiments of the invention
include an optional pre-deposition treatment step 100.
Untreated coating materials 50 are treated prior to being
passed as treated coating materials 150 to the deposition
system 200. Pretreatment may be used to de-agglomerate the
coating material particles. The pretreatment methods dis-
closed here can be used to treat materials prior to coating
deposition, or for other purposes independent of any coating
deposition system.

As a pre-processing step prior to deposition, the pre-treat-
ment methods disclosed herein may be used for any one or
more of the following purposes:

Fluidization, size discrimination and separation—fluidiza-
tion helps maintain separation of dry powder particles,
reduces agglomeration or clumping of particles, and
allows preferentially feeding ultrafine particles or par-
ticles of smaller sizes; other methods for discriminating
and preferentially feeding smaller particles also can be
used.

De-agglomeration—it is well known that ultrafine par-
ticles and nanoparticles in particular have a tendency to
clump together or agglomerate, forming clusters or
‘agglomerates’ that can be much larger than the base
particle size. De-agglomerating the material helps
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reduce the number and size of clusters, which helps to
maintain beneficial characteristics of nanosized par-
ticles, and improves the uniformity and surface rough-
ness of the final coating when desired based on the
application.

Functionalization—particles can be functionalized for
specific purposes.

Methods and Apparatus for Pre-Deposition
Treatment

Various methods and apparatuses for pre-deposition treat-
ment of materials are described here. These may be used
alone, or with the various deposition methods/systems
described herein.

Method and Apparatus for Fluidization

In one embodiment, dry powders consisting of nanopar-
ticles, microparticles, or combinations thereof are fluidized
using acrodynamic forces. FI1G. 3 illustrates this. A fluidized
bed (11) receives incoming powder via one or more powder
inlet ports (7). The incoming powder may contain particles of
different sizes, all of which are introduced to the fluidized
bed. A supply of compressed air is provided through a suit-
able filter (1), flowmeter (2) and control valve (3) to the
fluidizer air inlet (4). The control valve and flowmeter allow
for control of the air flow rate. The air passes through a bed of
silica beads (5), which help ensure uniform gas flow across
the flow area and also act as a desiccant (the beads are
replaced periodically). The air then passes through a porous
fluidizer plate (6) and enters the chamber above where the
powder is introduced at the inlet port (7).

The air flow rate is adjusted such that aerodynamic forces
place the powder particles in motion, with smaller particles
rising to the top of the fluidized bed (11). The result is a
vertical gradient of average particle size over the height of the
air flow column (8), with larger particles residing toward the
bottom of the column and smaller particles residing toward
the top. Multiple powder exit ports (9) are provided, allowing
for adjustment of the size of particles to be drawn from the
fluidizer. A powder pickup tube (10) is placed in one of the
exit ports (9) to remove particles from the fluidizer. The
unused ports are capped. The provision of multiple exit ports
provides the capability for preferentially feeding ultrafine
powder particles by adjusting the position of the powder
pick-up tube (moving it from one exit port to another). In this
method, the fraction of particles that are ultrafine must be
balanced against deposition time due to the smaller mass flow
rate of ultrafine particles.

In some embodiments, vibration also can be applied in
combination with aerodynamic forces by incorporating
vibrators (not shown) into the fluidizer. Vibration from the
vibrators helps incite the additional movement of powder
particles. The vibrators use mechanical vibrating energy cre-
ated by a motor with an off-center mass rotating at high speed,
or acoustical energy from sound waves.

Larger clusters of the powder accumulate at the bottom of
the fluidized bed (11) and may be removed manually as part
of'a batch operation. For larger-scale operations, this may be
automated by providing a powder removal and recycling
capability.

Other Size Discrimination and Feeding Methods

Another method of discriminating the size of particles and
preferentially feeding nano-sized or ultrafine particles is by
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screening the powder using a micron sieve. A sieve (perfo-
rated plate or screen) can be used to screen out larger par-
ticles, collecting and feeding only the smaller particles based
on the size of the openings in the sieve. This can be used as an
option for any of the pre-deposition treatment methods
described herein.

Still other methods for separating and feeding particles of
a certain size range include use of gravity, buoyancy, and/or
centrifugal forces to separate particles of different sizes. One
example is to entrain the particles in a fluid stream (using air,
nitrogen or other gas), and turn the direction of this stream
such that larger particles are thrown to the outside where they
are removed and recycled, while smaller particles are carried
downstream to the deposition system 200. A second example
is to create a low-velocity upward flow of particles entrained
in a gas such that buoyancy tends to cause smaller particles to
rise while larger particles tend to fall due to gravity forces
exceeding buoyancy forces. Smaller particles are removed
from the top or side and fed to the deposition system 200.

De-Agglomeration

Methods for de-agglomerating particles are described
below. These may be applied independent of any deposition
system. Some of these methods of de-agglomeration will be
described later in conjunction with integrated pre-treatment
and deposition methods, and apparatus for performing pre-
treatment and deposition.

One method for de-agglomeration is use of a jet mill to
break up clusters through impingement from a high-pressure
gas jet. The gas may be air, nitrogen, or any of a variety of
other suitable gases. FIG. 4 illustrates the jet mill. Dry powder
enters the mill through a feed funnel (3). Two sources of air
(or other gas) are provided, one as pushing air and the other as
grinding air. Pushing air enters at the feed gas inlet (2), and it
carries the incoming powder to the grinding chamber (6).
Grinding air enters at the grinding air inlet (1) and is distrib-
uted around the chamber by the grind air manifold (7). Aero-
dynamic forces produced by the grinding air cause impact of
the mixture of pushing air and powder particles against a solid
wall or impingement pivots. This causes agglomerations to be
broken apart, resulting in finer particles that collect at the
center of the grinding chamber. These are picked up by the
vortex finder (5), and the fine (or micronized) powder par-
ticles (4) then exit the mill via the powder outlet.

A second method for de-agglomeration is to disperse the
particles in a liquid where the liquid has certain properties that
promote dispersion and de-agglomeration. For example, we
have used a solvent such as ethanol, combined with a surfac-
tant that is “neutral” or bipolar. The liquid dispersion can be
coupled with sonication to help achieve and maintain the
desired dispersion of particles in the liquid. The liquid dis-
persion can be fed directly to the deposition system (e.g., for
liquid ESC) or dried prior to feeding the material to the
deposition system (e.g., for dry ESC).

A third method of de-agglomeration is to disperse the
particles in a liquid as noted above, and then further de-
agglomerating and drying the particles using an ultrasonic
spray drying technique prior to feeding the dry powder to the
deposition system. Ultrasonic spray drying involves use of an
ultrasonic spray nozzle, which atomizes the liquid dispersion
and in the process breaks up agglomerations through the
action of the ultrasonic vibration. The droplets exit the ultra-
sonic nozzle and are then dried (e.g., via a cyclone dryer),
evaporating the carrier liquid and leaving the fine particles
behind in dry form. These are then carried in a gas stream to
the deposition system. In addition to de-agglomerating the
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particles, ultrasonic spray also helps produce particles of
uniform size by creating droplets of uniform size.

A fourth method of de-agglomeration is to create an aero-
sol that is fed to the deposition system 200. FIG. 5 illustrates
this, showing one suitable apparatus for creating an aerosol.
Powder is dispersed in a liquid (see discussion above regard-
ing choice of suitable liquids for dispersion) and stored in a
pressurized fluid storage chamber (6). The chamber may be
pressurized using an over-pressure of air, nitrogen, or other
suitable gas. The pressurized liquid with entrained particles
becomes an aerosol as it exits the chamber via the aerosol
spray nozzle (5). The aerosol is then heated using heating
coils (4) such that the liquid is evaporated, leaving dry par-
ticles in a powder spray (3). The powder spray from the
aerosol unit is directly connected to the inlet of the ESC gun
(1) for electrostatic deposition. The flowrate of the mixture
may be adjusted by modifying the pressure and/or the nozzle
flow characteristics. The speed of evaporation may be accel-
erated or retarded by adjusting the power to the heating coil.

Combinations of the above-described methods also may be
used. For example, one combined method of de-agglomera-
tion is to first disperse the particles in a liquid to break up
tightly-bound agglomerates (see discussion above for desir-
able liquid properties), then remove the liquid to dry the
particles (at which point they may tend to re-agglomerate but
in loosely-bound clusters), and then use a jet mill as a final
step to break up any loosely-bound agglomerates that formed
during or after drying. We have used this method successfully
for pre-deposition treatment of cubic boron nitride powder
prior to electrostatic spray deposition (see discussion of inte-
grated pre-treatment and deposition below). The method we
have used involves specifically the following steps:

1. Disperse cBN powder received from the manufacturer in

a mixture of ethanol and a neutral or bipolar surfactant,
for example Zonyl (made by DuPont)—we have used a
mass ratio of surfactant to powder of about 0.51~1.5%.

2. Manually stir the liquid suspension, and then use vibra-
tion or ultrasonication to further ensure a uniform dis-
persion.

3. Dry the mixture in a container on a hot plate. To speed up
the drying and also prevent humidity incursion, apply a
flushing gas (we have used nitrogen at 50-70 deg. C. with
controlled humidity/dewpoint) through several nozzles
located around the periphery of the open container.
Manually stir the mixture during drying to reduce caking
Note that for scale-up to production levels, this opera-
tion could be automated.

4. Manually break up the resulting caked material using a
mortar and pestle so that the result is a dry, loose powder
that can be poured.

5. Pour the powder into the funnel of the jet mill, weighing
the portions that are added so that the amount of material
deposited can be controlled. For scale-up, this can be
automated with a powder measurement unit (PMU).

For those methods that use liquid dispersion, the liquid
dispersion can be coupled with sonication to help achieve and
maintain the desired dispersion of particles in the liquid.

Functionalization

Functionalization of particles prior to deposition can allow
coatings to be created for specific functions, or otherwise
improve the characteristics of the resulting coating. Function-
alization is typically realized by introducing a second phase
or mixed phases of materials. For example, cubic boron
nitride (cBN) particles can be over-coated with titanium
nitride (TiN), titanium aluminum nitride (TiAIN), or alumi-
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num oxide (Al,03) to improve the flowability of ¢cBN par-
ticles and to increase the resistance of the coating to oxidiza-
tion (for the case of TiAIN overcoating). Functionalization
also can introduce a guest material (such as silica in ultrafine
particle size) that is stable and provides effective spacing
between host material particles, reducing the chances of
agglomeration. This will further help to improve powder
coating surface quality such as surface roughness.

One method of functionalizing particles, including nano-
particles, microparticles, and combinations thereof, is to
over-coat the particles with other materials chosen for spe-
cific functionality. A second method of functionalizing par-
ticles is to disperse them in a liquid containing a surfactant,
where the carrier liquid and surfactant are chosen to provide
a stable dispersion. The liquid dispersion can be fed to the
deposition system 200 as a liquid dispersion (e.g., for liquid
ESC) or dried prior to feeding the material to the deposition
system (e.g., dry ESC). Liquid dispersion can be coupled with
sonication to help achieve and maintain the desired dispersion
of particles in the liquid.

Additional Pre-Deposition Treatment Methods

Other pre-deposition treatment methods also can be used
for pre-processing the coating materials prior to deposition,
either alone or in combination with the methods described
above. For example, the powder can be pre-heated to help
drive moisture from the powder material. Ball milling also
may be used to break up agglomerates and adjust the size of
the powder particles provided to the deposition system.

Methods and Apparatus for Coating Deposition

FIG. 6 illustrates a deposition chamber that can be used for
electrostatic spray coating (ESC) as well as other coating or
deposition methods. A spray nozzle assembly (1) is mounted
such that it sprays coating material (dry powder or liquid
suspension containing particles) into the coating chamber (2).
The spray nozzle assembly may employ electrostatic, ultra-
sonic, or ultrasonic plus electrostatic deposition means. The
substrate(s) or part(s) to be coated are placed on a stage (4)
that is suspended in the chamber using a stage suspension
assembly (3). The orientation of the stage may be fixed or, as
an option, a rotating stage may be used as described further
herein. The distance between the stage and the spray nozzle
can be adjusted.

The chamber is sealed so as to prevent egress of the coating
material or ingress of contaminants. Material that is not
deposited on the substrate(s) is collected in a powder recy-
cling collector (5) so that material may be recycled. In the
preferred embodiment, the unused material exits the sealed
chamber via a liquid bath or other filtering means so that the
material is captured for re-use and is prevented from being
released to the environment.

In a preferred embodiment, the adjustments provided on
the stage suspension assembly (3) are located external to the
chamber by extending the assembly through the top of the
chamber through openings that are sealed using O-ring type
seals or other sealing means. With this design, adjustments in
stage-to-nozzle distance can be made without opening the
chamber.

FIG. 7 illustrates the rotating stage that is used as an option
to improve uniformity of deposition across the surface of the
substrate. The rotating stage can be used with electrostatic
spray and other deposition methods. An electric motor (1)
drives the apparatus through a reduction gear (2), causing the
center shaft (6) to rotate. A sun plate (7) is attached to the
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center shaft (6) and rotates with the shaft. A number of plan-
etary gears (5) are mounted to the sun plate (7) using plan-
etary shafts (8). The planetary gears mesh with an internal
ring gear (4) that is mounted to the fixed mounting base (3). In
one embodiment shown in the figure, six planetary gears are
used.

As the sun plate rotates, the planetary gears move around
the central axis of the assembly and, due to their interaction
with the internal ring gear, the planetary gears also rotate on
their own axes. Substrates are mounted on the individual
planetary gear stages. The dual rotation action enhances the
uniformity of the deposition on the substrate by ensuring that
all points on the surface of the substrate are exposed equally
to the material spray.

The planetary and ring gears can mesh using conventional
gear teeth, or the planetary gears can be made as rollers that
are pressed outward (e.g., by springs) such that the outer edge
of'each roller contacts the surface of the internal ring gear and
friction causes the planetary gears to rotate.

For any type of electrostatic deposition, the planetary gears
must be grounded in order to ground the substrate that is
mounted on them. This requires that a means be provided to
electrically connect the planetary gears to a grounded mem-
ber. In one embodiment in which the planetary gears are
rollers, the springs that press against the planetary gear shafts
and hold the planetary gears against the internal ring gear also
act as brushes to make an electrical connection between the
planetary gears and the rest of the grounded rotating stage
assembly.

The speed of the electric motor can be adjusted to ensure
that the substrate to be coated is exposed to all parts of the
deposition spray pattern equally in order to achieve the
desired uniformity of coating. The speed can be adjusted by
changing the power input (voltage) to the DC motor. In the
specific embodiment shown in the figure, the ratio of the
rotational speed of the planetary gears to that of the overall
sun plate is fixed by the gear ratio. However, in alternative
embodiments one or more additional motors or other means
can be provided such that the two speeds can be adjusted
independently.

The rotating stage also can be translated by mounting it on
an appropriate platform that is moved laterally in either the x
or the y direction, and the stage also can be translated in the
z-axis direction (vertical direction in the figure), moving the
rotating stage closer to or further away from the spray source.

Integrated Pre-Treatment and Deposition Methods
and Apparatus

FIG. 8 illustrates an electrostatic spray coating (ESC) sys-
tem integrated with a fluidizer for pre-deposition treatment of
the powder. Compressed air, nitrogen or other suitable gas is
fed to a set of pressure control valves. These valves control the
air to the fluidizer and the feed air to the ESC gun. By com-
bining fluidization with ESC deposition, agglomeration of
the dry powder particles is reduced and ultrafine particles are
preferentially fed to the ESC gun. This system has been used
to provide uniform deposition of powders such as hydroxya-
patite on substrates including titanium implants for biomedi-
cal applications. The system is suitable for use with many
other materials and applications.

FIG. 9 illustrates an electrostatic spray coating (ESC) sys-
tem with integrated jet mill for de-agglomeration of the
incoming powder material. Compressed air, nitrogen or other
suitable gas is provided to a set of pressure control valves.
These valves control the feed air to the ESC gun, and both
feed air and grinding air to the jet mill. Dry powder is fed to



US 8,758,863 B2

9

the powder inlet of the jet mill. The grinding action of the jet
mill breaks up agglomerates, and fine powder particles are
carried by the feed air out of the jet mill directly to the ESC
gun. Commercially-available jet mills typically incorporate a
cyclone powder collector with a collection bag for capturing
the milled powder. In this invention, the cyclone and bag are
removed and a custom-designed coupling is used to connect
the jet mill output directly to the input hose connection of the
ESC gun. The pressure control valves are used to adjust the
overall air pressure applied, and the relative pressures applied
in grinding and ‘pushing’ (feed air) through the jet mill. This
allows adjustment of the balance between pushing and grind-
ing forces in the jet mill, and adjustment of the balance
between aerodynamic forces and electrostatic forces during
particle deposition in the ESC chamber. ESC guns typically
use a much lower air pressure than is used in a jet mill.
Electrostatic forces dominate the particle deposition. By cou-
pling the jet mill directly to the ESC gun the acrodynamic
forces play a much larger role. We have found that the
increased aerodynamic forces provide a much more uniform
coating deposition. This is likely due in part to the fact that the
electrostatic field lines are not uniform at the substrate, due to
non-uniformities in the surface characteristics of the sub-
strate. The aerodynamic forces tend to overcome these non-
uniformities by reducing the influence of electrostatic forces
in the deposition. This result, significantly improving unifor-
mity of deposition owing to increased aerodynamic forces
relative to electrostatic forces, was unexpected. Integration of
the jet mill with the ESC system provides de-agglomeration
of the incoming powder particles, which by itself improves
coating uniformity, and further improves uniformity of par-
ticle deposition through the increased influence of aerody-
namic forces.

Other optional features that can be included in the system
described here are:

Pre-heating of the carrier gas, when desired for specific

applications;

Automatic feed of the powder material to the system, and
automatic measurement of powder quantity (e.g., using
a powder measurement unit) and other key variables
such as temperature, pressure, etc.; also, automation of
the substrate rotation/translation;

Use of a sieve as a further means of screening and separat-
ing particle sizes so that desired sizes of particles can be
preferentially fed to the system;

Vibration and sloped surface design to help prevent accu-
mulation of powder on feed surfaces;

Additional translation (in the X, y and/or z directions) of the
substrate or ESC gun or both, to allow deposition on
large surfaces; and

Use of multiple guns to allow coating large surfaces or
complex geometries.

Commercially-available ESC guns can be used for the
electrostatic spray coating systems described herein. How-
ever, the off-the-shelf guns commonly used for painting and
powder coating have some disadvantages when applied for
deposition of micro- and nano-sized particles. Specifically,
the guns do not provide uniform flow within the passages
internal to the gun, resulting in some spatial non-uniformity
of'the flow exiting the gun. Also, there are areas within the gun
where powder tends to accumulate, which affects the ability
to control the thickness of the deposition by controlling the
mass of powder sent to the gun.

FIG. 10 illustrates a modified gun design that resolves
these problems. Like the commercially available guns, air or
other gas under pressure is provided to the gun along with a
powder feed. An electrode (2) located at the nozzle exit
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charges the particles as they exit the gun, producing a charged
powder spray (1). However, in this case multiple powder feed
inlets (4) are provided and they are angled in the direction of
the flow, so that powder more easily joins the air flow path. In
addition, by providing multiple inlets (three are provided in
the example shown in the figure); powder is more uniformly
distributed around the circumference of the flow path.

Also, two separate air inlets are provided. One is the
booster air inlet (5), which provides the main feeding air for
creating the electrostatic spray. In addition, air is provided to
one or more vortex air inlets (3). In the example shown in the
figure, two vortex air inlets are provided. These inlets are
oriented such that air enters tangentially, creating a vortex
within the ESC gun that helps to prevent powder accumula-
tion on the surfaces of the nozzle body (6) and also helps
maintain uniformity of the gas and powder mixture flow. The
nozzle body is designed to have smooth surfaces with no
crevices or cavities in which powder can accumulate.

We claim:

1. A method for coating a substrate with a deposition mate-
rial comprising a powder, comprising the steps of:

(a) applying a pre-deposition treatment to the deposition
material, wherein said applying a pre-deposition treat-
ment step comprises a step of de-agglomerating the
deposition material;

(b) directing the deposition material onto the substrate by
means of electrostatic charging, wherein the deposition
material is directed into a flow path of a nozzle of an
electrostatic charging unit through a plurality of powder
inlets positioned around the flow path of the nozzle, at
least one powder inlet forming an acute angle with the
flow path of the nozzle, wherein main feed air is directed
into the flow path of a nozzle of the electrostatic charg-
ing unit through a booster air inlet positioned in the flow
path at a position that is upstream of the position in the
flow path of the plurality of powder inlets, and wherein
additional air is directed tangentially into the nozzle
through a plurality of vortex inlets downstream of the
position in the flow path of the plurality of powder inlets,
each vortex inlet connecting at a tangential angle to the
nozzle, whereby a vortex is created within the nozzle by
air entering the nozzle through the plurality of vortex
inlets; and

(c) applying a sintering treatment to the substrate whereby
the deposition material is adhered to the substrate.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein said directing the depo-
sition material onto the substrate step further comprises the
step of manipulating the substrate and wherein said manipu-
lating substrate step comprises the step of rotating the sub-
strate on a stage.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the deposition material
comprises at least one of the set comprising carbides, nitrides,
carbonitrides, borides, oxides, sulfides, and silicides.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the deposition material
comprises boron nitride.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein said step of applying a
sintering treatment comprises at least one of the set of micro-
wave sintering, laser sintering, and infrared sintering.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein said pre-deposition
treatment step comprises the step of fluidizing the deposition
material.

7. The method of claim 6, wherein said pre-deposition
treatment step comprises the step of fluidizing the deposition
material aerodynamically wherein the deposition material is
disposed as a fluidized bed on a fluidizer plate that receives a
supply of compressed air passed through a desiccant and
through the fluidizer plate.
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8. The method of claim 7, wherein said fluidizing step
further comprises the step of vibrating the deposition mate-
rial.

9. The method of claim 7, wherein said fluidizing step
comprises the step of sieving the deposition material.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein said de-agglomerating
step is performed by means of a jet mill.

11. The method of claim 1, wherein said de-agglomerating
step is performed by means of dispersing the deposition mate-
rial in a non-aerosol dispersion liquid.

12. The method of claim 11, wherein said de-agglomerat-
ing step further comprises the step of applying sonication to
the dispersion liquid.

13. The method of claim 11, wherein said de-agglomerat-
ing step further comprises the step of aerosolizing the disper-
sion liquid.

14. The method of claim 11, further comprising the step of
applying an ultrasonic vibration to the dispersion liquid.

15. The method of claim 1, wherein said pre-deposition
step further comprises the step of functionalizing the deposi-
tion material.

16. The method of claim 15, wherein said functionalization
step comprises the step of overcoating the substrate.

17. The method of claim 15, wherein said functionalization
step comprises the step of dispersing the deposition material
in a mixture comprising a liquid and a surfactant.
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18. The method of claim 17, further comprising the step of
applying sonication to the mixture.

19. The method of claim 1, wherein the deposition material
comprises micro-sized particles.

20. The method of claim 1, wherein the deposition material
comprises nano-sized particles.

21. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step of
directing an agent material to the substrate subsequent to said
step of applying a sintering treatment to the substrate.

22. The method of claim 21, wherein the agent material
comprises an active biological agent.

23. The method of claim 22, wherein the active biological
agent comprises one of a biocidal and anti-bacterial agent.

24. The method of claim 21, wherein the agent material
comprises a bone-morphogenic protein.

25. The method of claim 21, wherein the agent material
comprises a drug-carrying agent.

26. The method of claim 1, wherein the booster air inlet is
coaxial with the nozzle.

27. The method of claim 1, wherein the booster air inlet is
configured to direct air in a direction toward an outlet of the
nozzle.
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