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  Introduction 

 1. The lithium batteries regulation has always considered that the hazards attached to 

small batteries are reduced when compared to large batteries. For that reason, the special 

provision SP188 is enabling to transport small batteries under specific transport conditions. 

 2. The initial definition of the scope for SP188 and the maximum size of the batteries 

was related to the weight of lithium contained in the cells or batteries, selected as a 

representative indicator of the batteries hazard, to determine a maximum threshold. Indeed, 

it is recognized that the hazards of the lithium batteries are mainly related to the amount of 

contained reactive substances, including lithium and other active material, as well as 

electrolyte (see appendix for supporting data). The weight of lithium contained in the lithium-

ion batteries (UN 3480) was considered as a non-practical indication, and it has been replaced 

by the indication of the equivalent energy content in watt-hours (Wh). The lithium metal 

batteries (UN 3090), on the contrary, have still maintained the limit unit in weigh of lithium 

metal contained, in grams. 

 3. The global approach for the definition of the thresholds values was based on the 

market and applications at the time. Particularly, it was recognized that the “small batteries” 

used in laptops, cell phones and power tools could be considered as “small batteries” and 

benefit of specific transport conditions. A common characteristic of these batteries was that 

they all were all of a limited size, and respecting the criteria proposed: 20 Wh for the cells, 

100 Wh for the batteries. 

 4. Since that time, the technology evolution has been very important, enable to define 

batteries providing more energy with the same amount of active material contained in the 

batteries. This is demonstrated by the values published for the specific energy of the lithium 

batteries, expressed in Wh/kg. Some tables and graphs based on current scientific literature 

are presented in the appendix to this document. These graphs indicate an increase over the 

period of at least + 50 %. This result has been obtained thanks to a better usage of the active 

material, with more stable electrolytes and higher voltage of the lithium-ion cells. In addition, 

this progress is expected to continue in the coming years. 

 5. As result of the technical change, the limit defined is now not anymore suitable for 

the considered applications: Thanks to the technical progress, some cell phone contains now 

a single cell battery of slightly more than 20 Wh. In a similar way, some power tools contain 

a battery above 100 Wh. This design improvements generate a very impractical condition for 

the shipment of this equipment, as some can no longer be shipped under SP188. 
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 6. As a technical result of the threshold for SP188 being expressed in Wh, the 

corresponding limit in weight of the batteries is progressively decreasing: a cell with an 

energy of 20 Wh today is typically weighting 50 % less than a cell of the same energy when 

the regulation was decided! This is creating an issue for the continuity of the transport 

conditions for the small cells and batteries transported according to SP188. Due to the 

technical progress, cells and batteries proposing a better service, and exceeding 20 Wh/cell 

or 100 Wh/battery, cannot be transported in the same condition as less performing batteries, 

despite their content in reactive materials, as indicated by the weight, is not exceeding the 

initially defined threshold. 

7. The proposal is to update the threshold expressed in Wh to follow the technical 

progress and keep the weigh constant. Based on the data presented in the appendix to this 

document, the new thresholds proposed should be 30 Wh/cell and 150 Wh/battery. It could 

be noted that this threshold is still below the value proposed in some countries for road 

transport (e.g. 300 Wh per battery in the USA). 

  Proposal 

8. Amend in special provision SP188 paragraphs (a) and (b) as follows (new text is 

underlined, deleted text is marked as strikethrough): 

“(a) For a lithium metal or lithium alloy cell, the lithium content is not more than 

1 g and for a lithium-ion cell, the Watt-hour rating is not more than 20 

30 Wh; 

(b) For a lithium metal or lithium alloy battery the aggregate lithium content is not 

more than 2 g, and for a lithium-ion battery, the Watt-hour rating is not 

more than 100 150 Wh. Lithium-ion batteries subject to this provision 

shall be marked with the Watt-hour rating on the outside case, except 

those manufactured before 1 January 2009;” 
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Appendix 

A. European Technology and Innovation Partnership for Batteries: Batteries 

Strategic Road map (2020) 

 

B. Batteries SET-plan (2017) 
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 C. Fraunhofer Institut 

(https://www.isi.fraunhofer.de/content/dam/isi/dokumente/cct/lib/TRM-ESEM-2030_en.pdf) 
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