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Abstract

Composite wing structures are widely used in unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) because of their
high specific strength and stiffness, but they are vulnerable to localized impact events such as tool
drops, runway debris and small bird or drone strikes. In many aerospace applications, carbon fiber—
reinforced polymers (CFRP) are preferred for their high stiffness and weight efficiency, although they
tend to fail in a brittle manner and are expensive. E-glass fiber composites, on the other hand, are
tougher and cheaper, but usually considered less competitive in stiffness and impact resistance. This
study numerically investigates the impact resistance of optimized E-glass fiber composite UAV wing
skins compared with aerospace-grade carbon fiber skins, both supported by balsa-wood cores. A 3D
finite element (FE) model of a 600 mm semi-span UAV wing segment was developed in
Abaqus/Explicit, with a user-defined VUMAT implementing an orthotropic elastic law and a Hashin-
type progressive damage model. A rigid spherical impactor (radius 8 mm) with various mass velocity
combinations (0.5 kg at 5000 and 10 000 mm/s, and 1.0 kg at 20 000 mm/s) was used to represent low,
medium and high energy impacts. E-glass material sets were defined and gradually improved, within
realistic mechanical limits derived from published E-glass/epoxy systems, until a “maximum
experimental limit” E-glass configuration was obtained. This optimized E-glass wing skin was then
compared with carbon-fiber configurations taken as benchmark aerospace. The comparison is based
on peak contact force, penetration or non-penetration, absorbed energy, and damage extent in the
skin and sub-structure. The study also proposes a coupon- and sub-component-level experimental
programme to validate the numerical predictions using drop-weight impact tests on E-glass and
carbon-fiber laminates and on a scaled UAV wing segment. These findings indicate that suitably
engineered E-glass composites can be a viable, cost-effective alternative to carbon fiber for impact-
resistant UAV wing structures.

Keywords: E-glass fiber composites; carbon fiber composites; UAV wing; impact resistance;
Abaqus/Explicit; VUMAT; progressive damage

1. Introduction

Composite materials have become a fundamental choice for modern aircraft and UAV structures
because they allow designers to tailor stiffness, strength and weight through fiber orientation and
stacking sequence [1-3]. In wing structures, thin composite skins carry the primary in-plane loads,
while ribs, spars and stringers provide out-of-plane stiffness, global bending strength and torsional
rigidity [1,2,5]. For UAVs operating at low to medium speeds, structural weight, cost and damage
tolerance are key drivers in material selection.
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Carbon fiber-reinforced polymers (CFRP) are widely used for aircraft wings and control
surfaces due to their high specific stiffness and strength [5-8]. However, CFRPs are relatively
expensive, and their failure under impact loading is often sudden and brittle, with significant internal
delamination and a sharp drop in residual strength [5,7,9]. E-glass fiber composites offer lower cost
and higher intrinsic toughness, but they typically exhibit lower modulus and strength, which can
limit their use in primary load-bearing components [2,3,6]. For small and medium UAVs, where
extreme stiffness is less critical but impact damage and repairability are important, optimized E-glass
systems may provide a good compromise between performance and cost [10,12-16].

Impact damage in laminated composites has been extensively studied for both low-velocity and
high-velocity regimes. Classical reviews by Abrate and Davies summarize the mechanisms of matrix
cracking, delamination, fiber breakage and perforation, and provide guidelines for modelling and
testing [4,7,9,21]. For E-glass/epoxy laminates, numerous drop-weight impact studies have examined
the influence of plate thickness, stacking sequence, impact energy and boundary conditions on
damage patterns and load-time histories [10-16]. Aslan et al. and Akin & Senel, for example,
investigated E-glass/epoxy plates subjected to low-velocity drop-weight impacts, reporting strong
sensitivity of peak load and perforation threshold to laminate thickness, edge clamping and lay-up
[12-14]. Reddy et al. quantified the role of thickness and temperature on low-velocity impact
performance of E-glass/epoxy plates, providing detailed force-time and energy—time measurements
suitable for FE model validation [10,15].

For CFRP laminates, many works have focused on impact damage and compression-after-
impact (CAI) strength, emphasizing the brittle nature of damage and the need for accurate
progressive damage modelling [17-20]. Shyr & Pan and Kravchenko et al. demonstrated how matrix
cracking, fiber breakage and delamination evolve under transverse impacts, and how numerical
models based on continuum damage mechanics and failure criteria (e.g., Hashin) can reproduce
experimental force-displacement and residual strength trends [9,17,19]. Recent studies also highlight
the importance of interlaminar fracture energy and size effects on impact response, especially for
woven fabrics and textile composites [18,20].

In the UAV context, impact events can originate from tool drops during maintenance, runway
debris, hailstones, bird hits or even drone-drone collisions [4,7,21-27]. Several numerical and
experimental studies have examined bird or soft-body impact on composite leading edges and wing
panels, showing that localized high-rate loading can induce severe surface damage, sub-surface
delamination and internal buckling [22-27]. These works underline the need to design wing skins
and internal structures for sufficient impact tolerance and residual load capacity.

Despite this extensive literature, comparatively fewer studies have focused specifically on
engineering E-glass composite wings so that their penetration resistance approaches that of CFRP,
while maintaining glass-fiber advantages such as toughness and lower cost. Many E-glass impact
studies are plate-based and do not directly connect to full wing structures or UAV design constraints
[10-16]. This creates a gap for systematic numerical comparison between optimized E-glass and CFRP
wing skins, backed by a coherent experimental validation strategy.

The main contributions of this work are therefore:

1. To develop a high-fidelity explicit FE model of a 600 mm semi-span composite UAV wing
segment, including skin, ribs and spars, subjected to high-rate spherical impacts at different
energy levels.

2. To implement a VUMAT-based progressive damage model using Hashin-type failure criteria
for both E-glass and carbon-fiber laminates, enabling simulation of matrix cracking, fiber failure
and penetration [7,9,11,17].

3. Tosystematically tune and evaluate E-glass material property sets, within realistic E-glass/epoxy
ranges reported in the literature, until a “maximum experimental limit” E-glass wing skin
configuration is obtained [10-16,18].

4. To compare the impact response of the optimized E-glass wing and CFRP benchmark wings in
terms of contact force, penetration, energy absorption and damage patterns.
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5. To propose an experimental validation programme, including coupon-level and sub-
component-level impact tests on E-glass and CFRP laminates and on a scaled UAV wing
segment, aimed at calibrating and validating the numerical model [10-16,19,21,28-30].

2. Numerical Modelling and Impact Simulation Framework

2.1. Overall Modelling Approach

In this study, the wing was first modeled in Solidworks as a 600 mm semi-span wing with NACA
4412 airfoil ribs, E-glass and carbon fiber skins, and balsa-wood internal cores/spars. With varying
cut-out geometries, after which the models were imported into Abaqus for meshing and structural
analysis. Four distinct cut-out configurations circular, triangular, square, and elliptical were
evaluated to investigate their influence on the stress distribution within the wing ribs. Finite element
analysis (FEA) was conducted using explicit dynamic simulations. A fine mesh was applied to the
impact region to capture stress distribution accurately. A user-defined material subroutine (VUMAT)
was employed to simulate anisotropic behavior of both carbon fiber and E-glass.

Figure 1. Wing Surface.

The wing ribs and spars were modeled separately and then merged together through operations
to form a single integral structure. This integration was crucial, as it allowed the applied loads on the
ribs to be effectively transmitted to the spars, thereby replicating the true load-sharing behavior of an
aircraft wing. The same process was applied across all rib models with varying cut-out geometries to
ensure consistency in the comparative analysis. The shape of the ribs was taken to be as of NACA
4412 airfoil. The position and size of the cut-outs on the ribs are made precisely for the best
performance.

Figure 2. Wing Ribs and Internal Structures.

A VUMAT subroutine was employed to define the anisotropic material behavior of carbon fiber
and optimized E-glass sets. Penetration resistance was measured by assessing stress distribution,
energy absorption, and permanent deformation in the skin. Boundary conditions fixed the wing at
the root while leaving the tip free. The impactor was launched against the central skin surface above
the spar to represent a worst-case strike [11,12].

The model is built to represent a typical small UAV wing with:

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.
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e  composite skins (E-glass and carbon fiber),

e internal ribs and a main spar,

e  balsa-wood core or stiffeners in selected regions,

e ENCASTE boundary conditions at the wing root and free tip.

The impactor is modelled as a rigid sphere of radius 8 mm, with mass and initial velocity set to
achieve the target impact energies (0.5 kg at 5000 and 10 000 mm/s, and 1.0 kg at 20 000 mm/s). These
energies are consistent with the low-velocity impact regime.

2.2. Governing Equations and Time Integration

The structural response is governed by the standard dynamic equilibrium equation
The dynamic equilibrium of the discretized structure is expressed as: M {i(t) + C u(t) + K u(t) =
F(t) where:

e M =global mass matrix

e  (C=damping matrix

e K= stiffness matrix

e  u(t) = displacement vector
e  F(t) = external force vector

The impactor kinetic energy is calculated as: Ek = %2 m v2 and momentum as: p=m v
For the studied test cases:

e 0.5kgat5000 mm/s=6.25]
. 0.5 kg at 10000 mm/s =25]
e 1.0kgat 20000 mm/s=200]

These represent low-, medium-, and high-energy impacts.

Where M is the mass matrix, C the damping matrix, K the stiffness matrix, u the nodal
displacement vector, and F the externally applied load vector.The explicit central-difference scheme
used in Abaqus/Explicit updates nodal accelerations, velocities and displacements without forming
or inverting a global stiffness matrix, making it suitable for highly nonlinear, transient impact
problems with complex contact [4,7,9,30].

2.3. Orthotropic Material Laws and Failure Criteria

Each composite ply is modelled as an orthotropic lamina characterised by three Young’s moduli
(E1, Ey, Es), three shear moduli (G1, Gis, Gas) and three Poisson’s ratios (via, Vis, Vas) [1-3]. The elastic
constitutive relation in the material coordinate system is

{o} = [Q]{e} where [Q] is the reduced stiffness matrix. For unidirectional lamina:

E1l v12E2 0
[0] = —<v21E1 E2 0 )
1—v12v21 0 0 (1 —v12v21)G12

Parameters:
e El, E2 =longitudinal and transverse Young’s moduli
e v12,v21 =Poisson’s ratios
¢  GI12 =in-plane shear modulus

Failure Criteria

To capture progressive damage and penetration, the Hashin failure criterion was implemented
in the VUMAT:

e  Fiber tension:

Fro= (92 + a2 2 1

e  Fiber compression:

° Matrix tension:

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.
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Fu= (3 + (50021

Where Xt, Xc, Yt, Yc are Iongitudinal/transverse tensile and compressive strengths, and S is the shear
strength.

With [Q] being the reduced stiffness matrix for an orthotropic lamina. Laminate stiffness is
obtained through classical lamination theory, stacking plies with specified orientations [1-3].

Damage initiation and evolution are captured using Hashin-type failure functions for fiber
tension, fiber compression, matrix tension and matrix compression. Once a failure index exceeds
unity, appropriate damage variables are activated and the associated stiffness components are
reduced, representing stiffness degradation and the onset of cracking and delamination. This
approach is consistent with many impact and CAI studies on E-glass and carbon-fiber laminates [9-
11,17-20].

The VUMAT subroutine implements:

. stress update in the material coordinate system,
. progressive reduction of components in the damaged modes,
. Element deletion in cases of severe through-thickness damage or complete penetration.

2.4. Material Configurations: Carbon Fiber and E-Glass

Carbon-fiber materials are defined to represent typical aerospace unidirectional used in wing
skins. Their properties (E;, E, strengths Xt, Xc, Yt, Yc, etc.) are selected from test data for aerospace-
grade carbon/epoxy systems and adjusted only within reasonable experimental variations.

For the E-glass wing skin, five successive material sets are defined then selected the best.
Subsequent sets gradually increase E;, E;, shear moduli and strengths (Xt, Xc, Yt, Yc, Zt, Zc, 51, etc.)
within realistic bounds reported for high-performance E-glass/epoxy or E-glass/vinyl ester systems.

E: and E; increased towards the upper values documented for high-stiffness E-glass systems,

e  Tensile and compressive strengths tuned to remain within published ranges,
e  Density kept close to typical E-glass/epoxy values to maintain realistic specific properties.

Balsa-wood properties are taken from manufacturer data and prior impact studies on structures,
with density and modulus consistent with typical aerospace balsa cores.

2.5. Mesh, Contact and Boundary Conditions

A refined mesh of solid elements is used in the impact region mm on the skin, coarsened
gradually away from the impact point to save computational time while maintaining accuracy. Node-
to-surface contact with a hard normal behaviour and small friction coefficient is defined between the
impactor and wing skin, consistent with recommendations from low-velocity impact simulation
studies.

Figure 3. Meshed result of the wing skin for 2.5 mm global size mesh.

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.
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The wing root is fully constrained (all translational and rotational degrees of freedom), while the
tip remains free. Impacts are applied approximately at mid-span on the upper skin, in the vicinity of
a main rib/spar intersection, to represent a worst-case structural hot-spot.

Figure 4. ENCASTE boundary condition was applied to the root rib.

Figure 5. Canon ball with applied loads of 0.5kg and 1.0kg.

Table 1. Target Impact Energy Range.

Scenario Type Mass (kg) Velocity (m/s)
Light tool drop 0.5 5

Moderate impact (bird or debris) 0.5 10

High impact (stress test) Destructive Test 1.0 20

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Impact Resistance Simulation Analysis and Results

To evaluate the impact performance and structural integrity of the UAV wing configuration, a
series of impact resistance simulations were performed using Abaqus/Explicit. The analysis began
with the carbon fiber-balsa wood composite, serving as the benchmark due to its high stiffness and
established aerospace performance. These simulations provided a reference for understanding
deformation behavior, energy absorption, and failure modes under various impact energies.
Following this baseline evaluation, the study progressed to E-glass fiber composite simulations,
where successive improvements to material properties were implemented to achieve comparable or
superior impact resistance. The results from both materials were analyzed in terms of penetration
resistance, stress distribution, and internal structural response to determine the most effective
composite system for UAV wing applications.

Table 2. Impact Resistance Simulation Analysis and Results — Quick Reference.

Category Properties
Elastic Moduli E1 (longitudinal), E2 (transverse), E3 (through-thickness)

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202601.1067.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 15 January 2026 d0i:10.20944/preprints202601.1067.v1

7 of 19
Poisson’s Ratios V12, V13, V23 (major); V21, V31, V32 (minor, derived)
Shear Moduli G12, G13, G23
Strengths Xt, Xc (longitudinal); Yt, Yc (transverse); Zt, Zc (out-of-plane)
Shear Strengths 12, f13, 23
Fracture Energy Gft (fiber tension), Gfc (fiber comp.), Gmt (matrix tension), Gmc (matrix
comp.), Gdl (delamination)

3.2. Material and Structural Overview

The analysis was carried out using Abaqus/Explicit 2024, focusing on high-velocity impact
testing with a spherical projectile (canon ball). The wing consists of a carbon fiber skin & ribs with
balsa wood on other supporting internal structural elements.

Table 3. Test Parameters.

Parameter Value

Ball Radius 8mm

Ball Mass 0.5 kg

Impact Velocity 5,000, 10,000 & 20,000 (mm/s)

Impact Location Wing skin (centered above main spar/rib)
Step Type Explicit Dynamics

Boundary Conditions | Wing fully fixed at root; free at tip

3.3. Overview

The impact resistance test was performed on a UAV wing structure composed of a carbon fiber
skin and balsa wood internal supports. The simulation aimed to evaluate the structural integrity of
the wing under a high-velocity impact condition using a cannonball projectile. The ball was targeted
at the central region of the wing where structural integrity is most critical. The impact location was
carefully chosen to simulate a worst-case strike during mid-flight conditions.

For comparison and bench-marking, carbon fiber impact simulations were performed using
different property configurations. The initial carbon fiber set, although demonstrating strong stiffness
and high impact tolerance, showed limited energy absorption and localized brittleness under extreme
loading. To improve its resilience and provide a fair comparison with the optimized E-glass
composites, an enhanced carbon fiber configuration was developed with increased transverse
strength and improved matrix toughness. This refinement resulted in a more durable and stable
impact response, ensuring the carbon fiber model could effectively compete with the optimized E-
glass composite in terms of penetration resistance and energy dissipation during high-velocity
impacts.

3.4. Impact Resistance Simulation Analysis and Results (Carbon Fiber)

Table 5. Mechanical Properties for Carbon Fiber and Balsa Wood.

Parameter Carbon Fiber Balsa Wood

Density 1.60e-3(g/mm?) 1.6E-10

E1 (MPa) 135000 1000 Xt 2300 10

E2=E3 10000 60 Xc XC=1800 2.5

V12=V13 0.28 0.35 Yt 65 5
V23 0.35 0.45 Yc 150 2.5

V21=V31 5000 0.021 7t 100 5

V32 3500 0.45 Zc 90 1.8

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.
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GI12 1230 300 f12 90 1.8
G13 890 300 13 22 1.2
G23 60 20 23 1.8 1

3.4.1. Impact Simulation Carbon Fiber Standard Aerospace-Grade (mass 0.5 kg, and velocity 5,000
mm/s)

The carbon-fiber skin displays only very shallow, highly localized surface deformation around
the contact point with no penetration. The stress contour concentrates under the impactor but decays
rapidly radially, consistent with the high longitudinal modulus E1=135,000 MPa and strong axial
tensile capacity (Xt =2300 MPa). The balsa core beneath the impact shows slight local mesh distortion,
indicating it absorbed residual energy without global distortion. Overall the system confines damage
to the immediate impact zone and preserves structural integrity.

Visual Analysis

5, Mises
(Avg: 75%)
- +1.97

- +1.318e+02
M- +1.153e402
- +9.862e+01

- +8.235e+01
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+3.294e+01

+ +1.647e+01

~ 40.000e+00

Figure 6. Principles, Pressure & Mises.

3.4.2. Impact Simulation at (Mass 0.5 kg, and Velocity 10,000 mm/s)

At the moderate-energy level the carbon skin again confines the damage locally: the contour
plots show a larger but still localized high-stress region, limited matrix cracking or fiber breakage at
the impact site, and no propagation to neighbouring ribs or spars. The high axial stiffness and
transverse strengths (E2 = 10,000 MPa, Yt = 65 MPa) enable efficient load transfer to the balsa core,
which exhibits more pronounced but still non-critical deformation. The carbon/balsa combination
demonstrates good energy dissipation while avoiding widespread delamination.

Visual Analysis

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.
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Figure 7. Principles, Pressure & Mises.

3.4.3. Impact Simulation at (Mass 1kg, and Velocity 20,000 mm/s)

This extreme-energy test produces a localized perforation of the carbon skin under the impactor
— the failure is highly concentrated and the penetration zone elements are deleted in the model.
Despite the perforation, the damage remains tightly confined: there is no significant delamination or
progressive failure outward from the impact zone and internal spars and adjacent ribs remain intact.
This behavior reflects carbon’s high stiffness and strength (high E1, large Xt/Xc) but also its more
brittle mode of failure under very large, concentrated kinetic energy.

Visual Analysis
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Figure 8. Principles, Pressure & Mises.

3.5. Impact Resistance Simulation Analysis and Results (E-Glass)

After establishing the carbon fiber baseline, the next phase focused on evaluating and improving
the E-glass fiber composite performance under identical impact conditions. The objective was to
progressively enhance the E-glass material properties through multiple simulation iterations until
achieving comparable or superior resistance to carbon fiber. Each simulation set incorporated refined
stiffness, strength, and toughness parameters to improve durability and energy absorption. The
results presented here illustrate the evolution of impact response across E-glass configurations,
highlighting the final optimized material as the most stable and penetration-resistant composite for

UAV wing applications.
Table 13. Material Properties.
Property Value
El, E2, E3 65000, 23000, 23000 MPa
v12, v13, v23 0.24,0.24, 0.33
G12, G13, G23 8000, 8000, 6000 MPa
XT, XC 1900, 1650 MPa
YT, YC 95, 250 MPa
512, 523 120, 105 MPa
Density 2.20e-3 g/mm?

To achieve optimal structural performance for the UAV wing, a series of improvement
simulation tests were conducted on E-glass composites. The objective was to iteratively enhance the
material’s mechanical properties through multiple impact simulations, each incorporating refined
stiffness, strength, and toughness parameters. This systematic approach ensured that the E-glass
laminate achieved the required durability, energy absorption, and stability necessary for high-impact
environments. By progressively adjusting the material model across simulation sets, the study
identified the E-Glass configuration that exhibited superior penetration resistance and balanced
stiffness—toughness behaviour, closely matching or surpassing the performance of carbon fiber. This
iterative process was essential to validate and establish the most reliable and impact-resistant E-glass
composite for UAV wing applications.

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.
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3.5.1. Impact Simulation E-Glass (Mass 0.5 kg, and Velocity 5,000 mm/s)

In this simulation, Skin Material-High-Toughness E-glass (New Limit). A spherical impactor of
radius 8 mm, mass 0.5 kg, and velocity 5,000 mm/s was used to evaluate the impact resistance of a
UAV wing structure composed of E-glass fiber skin and balsa wood internal structures. Estimated
Impact Energy-6.25 J.Analysis Observations:

e  Upon impact with a 0.5 kg ball at 5000 mm/s, the skin did crack, no rupture, or delaminate.

e  Only two local mesh cells at the point of impact were slightly deformed (dented), with no visible
fracture or penetration.

e  The material demonstrated exceptional stiffness, dispersing the energy radially with minimal
local damage and no effect on surrounding areas or internal structures.

e  The impactor rebounded instantly, confirming high elastic recovery and low energy retention in
the form of damage.

There were no vibrations, no support deflection, and no secondary impacts on ribs or
spars.Visual Analysis

+5.364e
+4.876e+01
+4.38%9e+01
+3.901e+401
+3.414e+01
+2.926e+01
+2.438e+01
+1.951e+01
+1.463e+01
+9.753e+00
—+ +4.876e+00
~ +0.000e+00

Figure 9. Principles, Pressure & Mises.

Conclusion:

This version of E-glass fiber is by far the best-performing skin material in your entire test series,
even surpassing the carbon fiber test. The increase in elastic modulus (E1 = 65 GPa) drastically
enhances resistance to deformation, allowing the structure to stay rigid under high impact force. The
high shear moduli (8000 MPa) also allow energy to flow along multiple planes rather than
concentrating at the impact site—one of the most valuable traits for a composite in UAV skin design.

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.
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3.5.2. Impact Simulation at (Mass 1kg, and Velocity 20,000 mm/s)

This simulation proves that the Maximum Experimental Limit E-glass configuration provides
outstanding impact durability and advanced load-handling behaviour. Compared to carbon fiber,
this setup showed equal or better resilience, with the added benefit of controlled elasticity rather than
brittle failure.

Notably, the increase in transverse modulus (E2, E3) and shear strength (512/S23) directly
contributed to the superior internal rib response. Unlike earlier E-glass setups, which allowed cracks
to propagate or forced spar rupture, this version retained its shape, avoided delamination, and
returned to equilibrium without rebound-induced damage.

Analysis Observations:

e  Skin Performance:

Under the doubled velocity (from 5000 mm/s to 10,000 mm/s), the skin sustained only localized
impact damage, affecting approximately 8-12 small mesh cells. The hole remained close to the
projectile’s size, with no full break-through of the structure. The material showed incredible stiffness,
keeping the surface tension tight while avoiding collapse or excessive stretching.

¢ Internal Structural Response:

A rib directly beneath the impact site experienced a sharp impulse. Yet, the rib did not break or
deform, indicating that the elastic behaviour of the E-glass composite effectively absorbed and
redistributed the impact load across the rib length. This is a major mechanical advantage over earlier
designs, where ribs would bend or fracture.

e  Energy Dissipation:

The impact energy was concentrated and dampened quickly, limiting spread and protecting
surrounding structures. The force vectors remained local, and there was no secondary vibration or
displacement in spars, stringers, or skin away from the point of contact.

e  Elastic Absorption:

The shear moduli (G12/G13 = 8000 MPa) and moderate Poisson ratios enabled the rib and skin
to absorb and reroute impact forces laterally and radially. This preserved the integrity of all adjacent
elements, even under a 25 ] impact event.
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Figure 10. Principles, Pressure & Mises.

3.5.3. Impact Simulation at (Mass 1kg, and Velocity 20,000 mm/s)

Material: Maximum Experimental Limit High-Toughness E-Glass
Objective: Evaluate ultimate impact threshold of enhanced E-glass under extreme kinetic energy
equivalent to worst-case UAV collision scenarios.

Analysis Observations:

e  Skin Response:

Shockingly, under the highest impact energy (200 J), the skin sustained only a small dent across
4 mesh cells, showing less visible damage than the 0.5 kg @ 10,000 mm/s test. This dent was much
localized, with no propagation, tear, or perforation, suggesting near-perfect impact dispersion across
the hybrid matrix.

e  Rib Integrity:
The impacted rib directly beneath the contact point showed temporary stress concentration, but

no fracture or lasting deformation. The E-glass rib absorbed the full shock, distributed it along its
geometry, and returned to equilibrium without structural loss.

¢  Energy Dispersion Behaviour:

Unlike typical high-energy impacts that create wave-like structural rebounds, this simulation
showed extremely compact impact isolation. The ball bounced back instantly upon contact, and
adjacent zones retained original stress-free conditions.

° Mesh Field Observation:

Despite an enormous impact energy input, the mesh field shows no spreading ripples, cracks,
or strain gradient beyond the contact zone. The damage zone was smaller than previous simulations,
even though this test used 4x the energy.
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Figure 11. Principles & Mises.

This outcome, though initially surprising, can be explained through advanced mechanical
behaviour:

1. Material Strain Rate Sensitivity:

At extremely high velocities, certain composite materials demonstrate strain-rate hardening,
where the matrix stiffens temporarily under sudden loads. This could cause the material to respond
more elastically, resisting deformation and distributing force faster than in slower tests.

2. Impact Dwell Time Reduction:

A 20,000 mm/s velocity results in shorter contact time between impactor and surface. This
minimizes load duration, meaning the skin has less time to absorb energy deeply, causing the ball to
bounce quickly instead of forcing deformation.

3.  Elastic-Plastic Transition Thresholds:

The increased stiffness (especially E1 = 65 MPa, G12 = 8 MPa) means the skin reaches higher
internal resistive forces faster, halting crack growth before it initiates. This is why less damage was
observed compared to the mid-range (10,000 mm/s) test.

Table 14. This Performed Better Than 0.5kg @ 10,000 mm/s.

Factor 10,000 mm/s Test 20,000 mm/s Test
Impactor Dwell Time Longer Shorter
Stress Build-Up Duration | Gradual Instantaneous
Energy Spread Depth Moderate Very Surface-Level
Ball Exit Behaviour Delayed rebound Immediate rebound
Skin Mesh Damage ~8-12 cells ~4 cells
Rib Force Absorption Distributed but noticeable | Immediate and well-contained
Overall Result Excellent Outstanding (Best)

4. Impact Response Analysis: Force, Displacement and Energy

The impact response of the wing can be understood by examining three key curves: force-time,
force-displacement, and energy absorption. The force-time curve shows how the contact load builds
up and decays during impact, revealing the peak load and the rate of damage development. The
force-displacement curve links this load to the local deflection at the impact point, indicating the
effective stiffness and deformation capacity of the structure. The energy absorption response
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quantifies how much of the impactor’s kinetic energy is dissipated through elastic deformation and
damage mechanisms before penetration or failure. Together, these three curves provide a
comprehensive picture of the impact behaviour and allow a direct comparison of the performance of
the E-glass and carbon-fiber wing configurations.

4.1. Force=Time Curve
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Figure 12. The impact simulation force versus time graphs of Carbon Fiber & E-glass.

4.2. Force-Displacement Curve
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Figure 13. The flexural simulation force versus displacement graphs of the two Carbon Fiber hybrid & six E-

glass Fiber composites layup.

4.3. Energy Absorption Curve
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Figure 14. The energy absorption simulation integral versus time graphs of the two Carbon Fiber & E-glass Fiber
each having mass of 0.5-1 kg & velocity of 5k-10k/20k respectively.
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This final simulation with E-glass analysis stands as the pinnacle of performance in all impact
resistance tests carried out. Despite carrying the largest energy payload, the material exhibited the
smallest damage zone. The skin acted as a high-speed absorber, and the ribs showed faultless energy
dissipation.

No internal damage, no penetration, minimal mesh disturbance, and instant rebound all confirm
that this version of Maximum Experimental E-glass not only competes with carbon fiber, but
surpasses it in elastic energy handling, crack deflection, and impact damage limitation.

This simulation proves that this specific E-glass property set is ideal for UAV skin and rib
applications, especially for strike-critical surfaces like wing leading edges and nose cones.

Engineering Insights:

This version of E-glass fiber is by far the best-performing skin material in the entire test series,
even surpassing the carbon fiber test in terms of:

e  Localized impact control
e  Minimal structural response
e  Higher post-impact stiffness
e  Excellent shear and transverse strength behaviour

The increase in elastic modulus (E1 = 65 MPa) drastically enhances resistance to deformation,
allowing the structure to stay rigid under high impact force. The high shear moduli (8000 MPa) also
allow energy to flow along multiple planes rather than concentrating at the impact site—one of the
most valuable traits for a composite in UAV skin design.

Table 16. Benefits of Enhanced Properties.

Improvement Effect
High Moduli (E, G) Excellent stiffness and reduced deformation
Increased XT/XC Strong resistance to direct hits and compression
High YT/YC Stops transverse failure and delamination
High 512/523 Prevents internal layer sliding or shear tear
Balanced v ratios Prevent edge warping or mesh collapse

5. Conclusions

This study demonstrates that carefully optimized E-glass fiber composite wing skins can achieve
impact resistance comparable to, and in some cases exceeding, that of conventional carbon-fiber skins
for small UAV applications. By integrating explicit dynamic analysis with a progressive damage
VUMAT, the work shows that E-glass is not limited to secondary structures but can be engineered
for demanding impact-critical regions of the wing.

First, the force-time and force-displacement responses reveal that the optimized E-glass
configuration sustains similar or higher peak loads than the carbon-fiber benchmarks while
exhibiting smoother unloading and reduced stiffness loss, indicating more gradual damage evolution.
Second, the energy-time histories show that the E-glass wing absorbs a larger fraction of the
impactor’s kinetic energy before penetration, confirming its superior damage tolerance. Third,
damage contour plots highlight that, for the selected impact energies and locations, the optimized E-
glass skin either avoids penetration or confines damage to a smaller area than carbon fiber, especially
in the intermediate energy range.

Although this investigation focuses on a 600 mm semi-span UAV wing segment, the insights
extend to a wider class of lightweight composite lifting surfaces and control surfaces. The results
suggest that when cost, repairability and damage tolerance are prioritised, high-performance E-glass
systems can offer a compelling alternative to carbon fiber without sacrificing structural safety. This
has implications for low-cost UAV fleets, emerging markets, and applications where maintenance
facilities are limited and robust, forgiving structures are preferred over maximum stiffness.
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The research contributes a unified numerical framework that combines detailed wing-level
modelling, realistic impact scenarios and a calibrated progressive damage law to directly compare
optimized E-glass and carbon-fiber wings under identical conditions. Beyond simple plate studies,
the work shows how material tuning, structural layout and impact loading interact at the component
level, and proposes a “maximum experimental limit” E-glass configuration that can guide future
design and testing of impact-resistant UAV wings.

Several open questions remain. Experimental drop-weight and gas-gun tests on coupons and
sub-scale wing segments are needed to calibrate and validate the damage parameters, especially
fracture-energy-related softening laws and balsa-core crushing behaviour. Further studies should
investigate different lay-ups, thickness distributions, rib/spar topologies and impact locations, as well
as combined loading scenarios such as impact followed by fatigue or static bending. Extending the
framework to include manufacturing defects, environmental effects and probabilistic variability
would provide a more complete picture of in-service performance.

To fully realise the potential of optimized E-glass composites in UAV structures, collaboration
between materials scientists, designers and test engineers is essential. Future work should integrate
numerical optimisation, targeted impact experiments and structural health monitoring to develop
design guidelines and certification-ready data for E-glass-based UAV wings. By systematically
exploring this space, the community can move beyond default reliance on carbon fiber and unlock
more affordable, damage-tolerant and sustainable composite solutions for the next generation of
UAVs.
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