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Abstract: Aerodynamic noise emitted by small wind turbines is a concern due to their proximity
to urban environments. Broadband airfoil self-noise has been found to be the major source, and
several studies have discussed techniques to reduce airfoil leading-edge and trailing-edge noises.
Reduction mechanisms inspired by owl wings and their airfoil sections were found to be most
effective. However, their effect/s on the tip vortex noise remain underexplored. Therefore, this paper
investigates the effects of implementing an owl airfoil design on the tip vortex noise generated by the
National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL) Phase VI wind turbine to gain an understanding
of the relationship, if any, between airfoil design and the tip vortex noise mechanism. Numerical
prediction of aeroacoustics is employed using the Ansys Fluent Broadband Noise Sources function
for airfoil self-noise radiation. Detailed comparisons and evaluations of the generated acoustic power
levels (APLs) for two distinguished inlet velocities were made with no loss in torque. Although the
owl airfoil design increased the maximum generated APL by the baseline model from 105 dB to
110 dB at the lower inlet velocity, it significantly reduced the surface area generating the noise, and
reduced the maximum APL generated by the baseline model by 4 dB as the inlet velocity increased.
The ability of the owl airfoil to mitigate the velocity effects along the span of the blade was found to
be its main noise reduction mechanism.

Keywords: wind turbine aeroacoustics mitigation; biological inspiration; noise prediction; wind
turbine CFD simulation

1. Introduction

Small wind-turbines (SWTs), which produce less than 30 kW of power, have been
increasingly implemented in rural communities and urban environments [1,2]. However,
the impact of the noise emitted by SWTs on human health is severe due to their prox-
imity to dwellings and residential areas [3–6]. Here, the aerodynamic noise due to the
interaction of the wind turbine blades with the airflow was found to be the contributing
noise [7–10]. And although various aerodynamic sound source mechanisms are generated
by this interaction, inflow turbulence noise and airfoil self-noise were found to be the two
main mechanisms [11–14]. The inflow-turbulence noise occurs due to the interaction of the
turbine blades with the atmospheric turbulence, creating a broadband type of noise, and
propagating as the atmospheric turbulence becomes more intense [15–17]. Eroded blade
leading-edges, for example, were found to increase inflow-turbulence noise emission [18].
Inflow-turbulence noise does therefore depend on atmospheric turbulence, and the airfoil
self-noise becomes the dominant source with less atmospheric turbulence or none. Airfoil
self-noise is also of a broadband character, resulting from the interaction of the turbine
blade surfaces with the turbulent boundary layer of the viscous flow [19–21]. The airfoil
self-noise radiating from the trailing edge, for example, is increased by the thickness of
the trailing edge. A trailing edge thickness of less than 1% of the chord was found to
decrease the trailing edge noise [22]. However, this thickness may not be practical for small
wind-turbines from a manufacturing point of view.
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Moreover, cross flow due to the equalization of the pressure difference between
the pressure and the suction side at the tip of a blade creates tip vortex that emits high-
frequency broadband noise. As a result, tip noise is generated with the interaction between
the trailing edge and the tip of the blade. This issue propagates as SWTs operate at
higher tip speed in order to generate maximum power extraction [23]. Here, non-linear
aerodynamics associated with low Reynolds numbers affect the performance of SWTs in
general. Therefore, limiting the rotational speed of the turbine could result in much quieter
operation but at the cost of reducing power output. Results show that the more efficient a
SWT blade design, the less quiet it is, and the loss of power increases significantly at speeds
that produce less noise [24,25]. Unexpectedly, optimization of the tip shape was found
to have relatively small effects on the sound pressure level, as implementing tip shapes
such as round shapes resulted in negligible contributions [26]. The chord length and twist
distribution of SWTs were therefore optimized to reduce the tip speed ratio and thus the
generated aerodynamic noise, but loss of power remained unpreventable [27,28].

Recently, several studies inspired by the geometrical characteristics of the owl’s wings
implemented their leading edge and trailing edge serrations to achieve considerable re-
duction in airfoil self-noise while maintaining the power output [29–35]. This is owing to
studies specifying wing aspects, such as the leading-edge comb and trailing-edge fringe
of the owl wing as being the mechanism of the owl’s silent flights [36–39]. However, the
increase of noise, especially at the tip of the blade, due to the increase in velocity remained
an issue. In the meantime, the design of the airfoil was found to be fundamental in mitigat-
ing airfoil self-noise and attempts to minimize such noise while improving aerodynamic
performance by utilizing various airfoil designs were successful [40,41]. Better performance
was even achieved by implementing biologically inspired airfoil designs [42,43], most of
which the owl airfoil inspired [44–47]. Still, in-depth investigation into such a reduction
mechanism and the effects of an owl airfoil profile on the tip vortex noise in particular
are yet to be investigated. Therefore, this research aims to determine the effects of an owl
airfoil on the aeroacoustics of a baseline small wind-turbine model. This is performed by
replacing the baseline model’s airfoil profile with an owl airfoil while keeping the chord
lengths and the twist distribution of the baseline model in order to isolate the effects of
the airfoil profile’s actual geometrical characteristics on the generated noise, particularly
around tips of the blade. The objective is not to achieve a final solution, but to determine
whether the airfoil designs have effects on the tip noise generated by the turbine blade, and
the aim is to gain understanding of the mechanism leading to the reduction of noise, if any.
Nevertheless, this work achieves significant reduction in the tip vortex noise generated
by a small wind-turbine model and provides the evaluation and understanding of the
mechanism that led to this reduction.

2. Numerical Setup and Conditions

Numerical analysis, and in particular computational fluid dynamics (CFD) analysis,
can be much more reliable than undertaking experimental observations. This is because
CFD simulations provide measurable predictions of flow properties for any expected quan-
tities and conditions at any point of time, while experiments are limited in terms of their
flow and operational conditions and are restricted to a certain number of locations. CFD
simulations can also provide a larger domain of the flow and are not limited to the scale
of a test section [48]. However, the reliability of a CFD analysis can be affected by propa-
gating errors such as modelling errors. This can be due to simplified geometry, boundary
conditions, or input data. Hence, experimental data are crucial in order to validate CFD
analysis and ensure correct results. For example, Phase VI of the National Renewable En-
ergy Laboratory (NREL) Unsteady Aerodynamics Experiment (UAE) experiment has been
used to validate test cases for numerical analysis of wind turbines [49]. The experiment
measured several quantities that provided usable data for the development and validation
of modern wind turbines numerical models. The NREL Phase VI wind turbine is therefore
employed in this study for validation of the analysis and the aimed-at optimization.
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Similarly, the owl airfoil section employed in this optimization was captured through
three-dimensional laser scanning along the span of an owl wing, with an accuracy of
approximately 0.041 mm [50], in order to ensure accuracy of the optimization. A web-based
tool was then used to visually extract the data from the images [51]. The WebPlotDigitizer
tool is a semi-automated tool that implements extraction algorithms to extract data points.
Here, a plain coordinate style containing X and Y coordinates allows the selection of
points on the obtained image. Starting from the trailing edge and around the leading edge
and back to the trailing edge, the data listed in Table 1 were selected and then exported
into an Excel file before it was imported by Autodesk Inventor to sketch the owl airfoil
shown in Figure 1. The chord lengths and pitch angles of each span station were kept in
correspondence to those of the baseline model shown in Table 2.

Table 1. Owl airfoils’ coordinate points.

Upper Surface Lower Surface
x/c x/c
y/c y/c

1 0.915
0.95246 0.91575
0.91758 0.91902
0.88269 0.92286
0.82482 0.93
0.79562 0.93389
0.73761 0.94192
0.6734 0.949
0.60469 0.955
0.56907 0.9575
0.49899 0.961
0.4641 0.96179
0.42922 0.962
0.35946 0.96226
0.28969 0.961
0.25481 0.96
0.21992 0.95841
0.18504 0.957
0.15016 0.955
0.11528 0.951

0.080395 0.94606
0.047098 0.9391
0.026485 0.90258
0.061368 0.90025
0.13113 0.90771
0.16602 0.914
0.2009 0.92018
0.23578 0.926
0.27066 0.93219
0.34043 0.94221
0.37531 0.947
0.41019 0.95
0.44508 0.952
0.47996 0.953
0.55104 0.951
0.58461 0.94839
0.69221 0.938
0.77226 0.92917
0.8073 0.925
0.88269 0.918
0.95246 0.913

1 0.915
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Figure 1. Modeled owl airfoil cross-section.

Table 2. Blade chord and twist distributions [52].

Radial Distance
R (m)

Span Station
(R/5.029) Chord Length (m) Twist (Degrees) Thickness (m)

(20.95% Chord)
Twist Axis (%
Chord), (m)

0.0 0.0 Hub-center of
rotation

Hub-center of
rotation

Hub-center of
rotation

Hub-center of
rotation

0.508 0.101 218 (Root hub
adapter)

0.0 (Root hub
adapter)

0.218 (Root hub
adapter)

50 (Root hub
adapter)

0.660 0.131 0.218 0.0 0.218 50
0.883 0.176 0.183 0.0 0.183 50
1.257 0.250 0.737 20.040 0.154 30, (0.221)
1.343 0.267 0.728 18.074 0.152 30, (0.218)
1.510 0.300 0.711 14.292 0.149 30, (0.213)
1.648 0.328 0.697 11.909 0.146 30, (0.209)
1.952 0.388 0.666 7.979 0.139 30, (0.199)
2.257 0.449 0.636 5.308 0.133 30, (0.190)
2.343 0.466 0.627 4.715 0.131 30, (0.188)
2.562 0.509 0.605 3.425 0.126 30, (0.181)
2.867 0.570 0.574 2.083 0.120 30, (0.172)
3.172 0.631 0.543 1.150 0.113 30, (0.162)
3.185 0.633 0.542 1.115 0.113 30, (0.162)
3.476 0.691 0.512 0.494 0.107 30, (0.153)
3.781 0.752 0.482 −0.015 0.100 30, (0.144)
4.023 0.800 0.457 −0.381 0.095 30, (0.137)
4.086 0.812 0.451 −0.475 0.094 30, (0.135)
4.391 0.873 0.420 −0.920 0.088 30, (0.162)
4.696 0.934 0.389 −1.352 0.081 30, (0.116)
4.780 0.950 0.381 −1.469 0.079 30, (0.114)
5.000 0.994 0.358 −1.775 0.075 30, (0.107)
5.029 1 0.335 −1.944 0.075 30, (0.101)

2.1. Model Validation

The NREL Phase VI experimental wind turbine is a small horizontal-axis wind turbine
consisting of two blades with rotor diameters of 10.058 m and a hub height of 12.192 m.
Each of the blades were formed using the S809 airfoil profile with the listed coordinates [52].
Sequence S of the experiment comprises the least-complex configuration, with a rigid
upwind turbine rotor; no tip attachment; and constant 0◦ tilt, yaw, and cone angles. Test
inlet speeds of 5, 10, 15, 20, and 25 m/s were maintained while uniformly resampling
under steady flow conditions, and the rotation velocity and blade tip pitch angle were also
kept constant at 72 RPM and 3◦, respectively, under the default ambient conditions listed
in Figure 2. Therefore, this analysis assumes a steady state simulation of the experiment.
The simulation computational domain retains the 24.4 m high, 36.6 m wide and 57.912 m
long dimensions of the section within which the NREL Phase VI turbine was tested [53].
However, the computational domain in the CFD model is larger by a ratio of 2:1 in the
wake of the turbine. This is due to the importance of capturing the flow behavior after
interaction with the blades. Also, the experimental data shows no considerable influence
by the tower. And with the lack of geometrical representation of the hub, the tower and the
hub are excluded from this analysis.
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Figure 2. Reference values.

The 10 m/s inlet speed was found to initiate flow separation around the 30% span
length of the blade, creating a challenge in simulating the turbine at this speed and span
location [54,55]. Hence, selection of a suitable turbulence model and validation of this
critical case is crucial to ensure correct numerical prediction. The shear stress transport
(SST) k − ω turbulence model is selected for its reliability in modeling the NREL Phase VI
experiment, with effective trade-off between computational cost and precision [56,57]. The
model incorporates a blending function to activate the k − ω turbulence model near the
surfaces and shifts to the k − ε turbulence model away from the surfaces to compensate for
the sensitivity of the k − ω model to shear flow, and the limited ability of the k − ε model in
near-surface regions. Hence, this allows for the simulation of the transition from laminar-
to-turbulent flow as well as the flow separation and behavior away from the surface of the
blade. A no-slip boundary condition is used to simulate the thin boundary layers.

To capture the effects of the geometrical variation between the baseline airfoil profile
and the owl’s, correct representations of the actual geometrical models are ensured using
the Control of the Curvature Min Size and the Curvature Normal Angle parameters in
Ansys Mesh, as shown in Figure 3. Those values are relied upon to refine the mesh
in regions of gradients while reducing the number of cells and thus, the computational
cost. The effect is localized, resulting in most of the mesh resolution being concentrated
on and near the blade surfaces, as regions with no curvature are not influenced by this
refinement. Near-wall treatment of hexahedral layers was found necessary to produce a
smoother transition and has enhanced calculation in regions of interest such as leading and
trailing edges. To further reduce computational cost, the tetrahedral cells were converted
to polyhedral cells in Ansys Fluent. This is because polyhedral cells have the advantage
of having more neighboring cells because of the number of nodes each polyhedral cell
consists of. The resulting grid is a gradient with fewer cells, as illustrated in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Near-surface mesh of the S809 airfoil cross-section.

Using a three-dimensional moving reference frame model of realistically rotating
blades, the mesh refinement result in Figure 5 is obtained using Curvature Min Size and
Curvature Normal Angle of 3, 2, and 1 mm, and 3, 2, and 1 degree, respectively. Mesh
independence was achieved with the intermediate mesh, as the higher mesh did not
provide improvement of more than 5%. This may be because the different grid cases are
mostly changes in the spatial grid size of the computational domain. Nonetheless, the CFD
pressure distribution results for the critical location at the 30% span location are in close
agreement with the measured data as shown in Figure 6, converging at 1462 of iterations
using the Ansys Fluent 2022 R1 default 10−3 minimum residuals convergence criterion.

Energies 2024, 17, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 16 
 

 

 
Figure 5. Mesh refinement study. 

 
Figure 6. Pressure distribution results at 0.3R and 10 m/s inlet velocity. 

2.2. Prediction of Generated Noise 
In the prediction of aerodynamically generated noise, frequency and magnitude are 

the two main factors for identifying the characteristics of the noise. In practical turbulent 
flow applications however, noise does not have definite tones, and the sound energy is 
constantly delivered over a wide range of frequencies. The magnitude is therefore given 
in term of noise power level to indicate the intensity of the noise at the source, and/or 
given in term of pressure level to indicate the propagation of noise as received at a distant 
point. The latter is not of importance in this analysis since the objective is to compare the 
airfoil self-noise generated by the baseline model and the model implementing the owl 
airfoil. Thus, the noise power level at and around both models is numerically calculated 
using the Ansys Fluent code approach, which utilizes a broadband noise source model. 
This model uses typical Reynolds-averaged Navier–Stokes equations and does not require 
transient solutions to the governing equations [58]. Results such as the turbulent kinetic 
energy (k), its rate of dissipation (ε), and the mean velocity field are all the model relies 
on to predict broadband noise under the pressure-based solver. Depending on the 
turbulence model and the flow characteristics emitting the noise, this noise prediction 
method is cost effective in terms of computational resources. The relevant parameters are 
also simplified, and the default constants such as the far field density and sound speed 
are maintained, as shown in Figure 7. 

1180

1200

1220

1240

1260

1280

1300

1320

1340

1360

0 2,000,000 4,000,000 6,000,000 8,000,000 10,000,000 12,000,000 14,000,000

Sh
af

t T
or

qu
e 

(N
m

)

Mesh Resolution (cells)

CFD Experiment

−7

−6

−5

−4

−3

−2

−1

0

1

2
0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9 1

Pr
es

su
re

 C
oe

ff
ic

ie
nt

X/Chord (0.3R)

Experiment CFD

Figure 5. Mesh refinement study.



Energies 2024, 17, 2254 7 of 16

Energies 2024, 17, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 16 
 

 

 
Figure 5. Mesh refinement study. 

 
Figure 6. Pressure distribution results at 0.3R and 10 m/s inlet velocity. 

2.2. Prediction of Generated Noise 
In the prediction of aerodynamically generated noise, frequency and magnitude are 

the two main factors for identifying the characteristics of the noise. In practical turbulent 
flow applications however, noise does not have definite tones, and the sound energy is 
constantly delivered over a wide range of frequencies. The magnitude is therefore given 
in term of noise power level to indicate the intensity of the noise at the source, and/or 
given in term of pressure level to indicate the propagation of noise as received at a distant 
point. The latter is not of importance in this analysis since the objective is to compare the 
airfoil self-noise generated by the baseline model and the model implementing the owl 
airfoil. Thus, the noise power level at and around both models is numerically calculated 
using the Ansys Fluent code approach, which utilizes a broadband noise source model. 
This model uses typical Reynolds-averaged Navier–Stokes equations and does not require 
transient solutions to the governing equations [58]. Results such as the turbulent kinetic 
energy (k), its rate of dissipation (ε), and the mean velocity field are all the model relies 
on to predict broadband noise under the pressure-based solver. Depending on the 
turbulence model and the flow characteristics emitting the noise, this noise prediction 
method is cost effective in terms of computational resources. The relevant parameters are 
also simplified, and the default constants such as the far field density and sound speed 
are maintained, as shown in Figure 7. 

1180

1200

1220

1240

1260

1280

1300

1320

1340

1360

0 2,000,000 4,000,000 6,000,000 8,000,000 10,000,000 12,000,000 14,000,000

Sh
af

t T
or

qu
e 

(N
m

)

Mesh Resolution (cells)

CFD Experiment

−7

−6

−5

−4

−3

−2

−1

0

1

2
0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9 1

Pr
es

su
re

 C
oe

ff
ic

ie
nt

X/Chord (0.3R)

Experiment CFD

Figure 6. Pressure distribution results at 0.3R and 10 m/s inlet velocity.

2.2. Prediction of Generated Noise

In the prediction of aerodynamically generated noise, frequency and magnitude are
the two main factors for identifying the characteristics of the noise. In practical turbulent
flow applications however, noise does not have definite tones, and the sound energy is
constantly delivered over a wide range of frequencies. The magnitude is therefore given in
term of noise power level to indicate the intensity of the noise at the source, and/or given
in term of pressure level to indicate the propagation of noise as received at a distant point.
The latter is not of importance in this analysis since the objective is to compare the airfoil
self-noise generated by the baseline model and the model implementing the owl airfoil.
Thus, the noise power level at and around both models is numerically calculated using the
Ansys Fluent code approach, which utilizes a broadband noise source model. This model
uses typical Reynolds-averaged Navier–Stokes equations and does not require transient
solutions to the governing equations [58]. Results such as the turbulent kinetic energy (k),
its rate of dissipation (ε), and the mean velocity field are all the model relies on to predict
broadband noise under the pressure-based solver. Depending on the turbulence model and
the flow characteristics emitting the noise, this noise prediction method is cost effective
in terms of computational resources. The relevant parameters are also simplified, and the
default constants such as the far field density and sound speed are maintained, as shown
in Figure 7.
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Here, the Reference Acoustic Power Pre f is used to compute the acoustic power outputs
in decibels (dB) in the form of

Pout = 10log

(
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Pre f

)
(1)
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By default, the reference acoustic power is equal to 10−12 W/m3 in three-dimensional
environments, and PA is the acoustic power due to the isotropic turbulence. This was
formulated by accounting for time difference [59], which is disregarded in the original
derivation of the acoustic power formula [17]. The Number of Realizations with the default
value of 200 is the number of trials used to determine the average of the source terms
when applying Lighthill’s theory and linearized Euler equations to the Reynolds-averaged
Navier–Stokes equations [58]. The Number of the Fourier Modes of 50 by default is used to
calculate the turbulent velocity field. The result is then used to calculate linearized Euler
equations. These equations are divided into mean, turbulent, and acoustic components
as vector quantities in three-dimensional cases. One of the source terms constituting
the formulation of the derived equations is described as self-noise, which involves only
turbulent velocity components. This turbulent velocity is obtained using the stochastic noise
generation and radiation method for the noise generated and radiated from a turbulent
flow field. The model includes an extension for the propagation of the linearized Euler
equation to handle noise generation [60]. This enables a qualitative assessment of the sound
intensity and its spectral content. However, the method assumes this contribution from a
single part of the turbulence field when calculating the acoustic power level. This limits
the representation of turbulent fluctuations when simulating a moving noise source. To
overcome this, the features are induced by relocating the volume of the noise source with
velocity. The process is therefore more computationally demanding for three-dimensional
cases, but remains manageable.

3. Results and Discussion

With the owl airfoil implemented in the NREL Phase VI wind turbine blades, the
simulations of both the baseline model and the modified model are carried out under
the same parameters used in the NREL Phase VI Sequence S test configurations. The
torque results for each of the five inlet velocities for both models are presented in Figure 8
together with the experimental results for further validation. The comparison of the torque
exerted on the rotational axis of the turbine T versus the inlet speed instead of the power
coefficient CP versus the tip speed ratio is due to the fixed rotational velocity, and the direct
correspondence of the two values in such case. In general, the power coefficient of a wind
turbine is defined as

CP =
rotor power

dynamic power
=

P
1
2 ρAV3

=
Tω

1
2 ρAV3

(2)

where ρ is the air density, A is the area of the rotor disc, V is the relative wind velocity, and
ω is the rotational velocity of the turbine. Since the flow velocity at the tip of a rotating
turbine blade is much higher than that near its root, the turbine velocity is defined as
the ratio between the velocity at the tip of the blade and the relative free stream wind
speed (ωr/V), where r is the radius of the rotor disc or the length of the blade. Thus, the
velocity is the only variable in the equation, as the rotational velocity is kept constant. In
the meantime, the turbine blades impart on the wind an equal and opposite reaction torque.
Most, if not all, of the energy is extracted through this torque, and therefore, it would be
accurate to reference the performance characteristics in this analysis to the fluctuation in
torque output. This accuracy is reflected by the considerably reduced generated torque
associated with the model employing the owl airfoil at the 10, 20 and 25 m/s inlet velocities.
Its performance from the 5 to 15 m/s inlet velocities has more of a moderate nature in
comparison to the baseline model. It then decreases during the 20 m/s inlet velocity before
it stabilizes again at the 25 m/s inlet velocity.

Similar to the baseline model at the 15 m/s inlet velocity, the modified model expe-
rienced a momentary stall before recovering. This indicates that different parameters are
responsible for this stall. But the S809 airfoil is advantaged by its torque output at the
10 m/s inlet velocity. The lack of performance by the modified model at this inlet velocity
in particular may not necessarily be due to the newly implemented airfoil design, but to
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the lack of optimization of other parameters such as chord lengths and twist distribution.
However, optimization of the aerodynamic performance is outside the scope of this anal-
ysis. Nevertheless, the aim is to evaluate the ability of the owl airfoil to reduce the noise
emitted by the NREL Phase VI wind turbine blades, particularly around the tip of the blade,
without loss in performance in order to gain understanding of the mechanisms responsible
for any reduction of noise. Therefore, the closely matched torque outputs by both models
at the 5 and 15 m/s inlet velocities provide cases for direct comparison of the noise level
emitted without a loss in aerodynamic performance.

Energies 2024, 17, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 16 
 

 

where 𝜌 is the air density, 𝐴 is the area of the rotor disc, 𝑉 is the relative wind velocity, 
and 𝜔  is the rotational velocity of the turbine. Since the flow velocity at the tip of a 
rotating turbine blade is much higher than that near its root, the turbine velocity is defined 
as the ratio between the velocity at the tip of the blade and the relative free stream wind 
speed (𝜔𝑟/𝑉), where 𝑟 is the radius of the rotor disc or the length of the blade. Thus, the 
velocity is the only variable in the equation, as the rotational velocity is kept constant. In 
the meantime, the turbine blades impart on the wind an equal and opposite reaction 
torque. Most, if not all, of the energy is extracted through this torque, and therefore, it 
would be accurate to reference the performance characteristics in this analysis to the 
fluctuation in torque output. This accuracy is reflected by the considerably reduced 
generated torque associated with the model employing the owl airfoil at the 10, 20 and 25 
m/s inlet velocities. Its performance from the 5 to 15 m/s inlet velocities has more of a 
moderate nature in comparison to the baseline model. It then decreases during the 20 m/s 
inlet velocity before it stabilizes again at the 25 m/s inlet velocity.  

Similar to the baseline model at the 15 m/s inlet velocity, the modified model 
experienced a momentary stall before recovering. This indicates that different parameters 
are responsible for this stall. But the S809 airfoil is advantaged by its torque output at the 
10 m/s inlet velocity. The lack of performance by the modified model at this inlet velocity 
in particular may not necessarily be due to the newly implemented airfoil design, but to 
the lack of optimization of other parameters such as chord lengths and twist distribution. 
However, optimization of the aerodynamic performance is outside the scope of this 
analysis. Nevertheless, the aim is to evaluate the ability of the owl airfoil to reduce the 
noise emitted by the NREL Phase VI wind turbine blades, particularly around the tip of 
the blade, without loss in performance in order to gain understanding of the mechanisms 
responsible for any reduction of noise. Therefore, the closely matched torque outputs by 
both models at the 5 and 15 m/s inlet velocities provide cases for direct comparison of the 
noise level emitted without a loss in aerodynamic performance. 

 
Figure 8. Torque results comparison. 

3.1. Surface Acoustic 
To achieve accurate conclusions, the acoustic power levels (APLs) generated by the 

surfaces of both models are compared in this analysis by means of quantitative display of 
surface contours over the blades, as illustrated in Figures 9 and 10. Here, the source 
location is applied to the blades only, as contributions of the test section walls are not 
considered. Surface areas where the maximum intensity of the noise is generated are 
clearly visible by the red shading, and zero generated APL is represented by the blue 
shading.  

  

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

T 
(N

m
)

V (m/s)

Experiment S809 Owl

Figure 8. Torque results comparison.

3.1. Surface Acoustic

To achieve accurate conclusions, the acoustic power levels (APLs) generated by the
surfaces of both models are compared in this analysis by means of quantitative display of
surface contours over the blades, as illustrated in Figures 9 and 10. Here, the source location
is applied to the blades only, as contributions of the test section walls are not considered.
Surface areas where the maximum intensity of the noise is generated are clearly visible by
the red shading, and zero generated APL is represented by the blue shading.
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For the 5 m/s inlet velocity case, most of the blade surface area of the baseline model
is generating around 105 dB of APL, covering almost two thirds of the chord length at
the tip of the blade, as shown in the zoomed-in view of Figure 9A. On the other hand,
this area is significantly reduced by the owl airfoil design at the same inlet velocity and
an almost-matched power output. This is clearly illustrated by the mostly green-shaded
surface area of the modified blades in Figure 9B. The reduction is also applied around the
tip of the modified blade, as illustrated by the zoomed-in view of Figure 9B. Here, the
110 dB maximum generated APL by the modified blades is concentrated at a very small
area of the tip. The total noise power generated by the implementation of the owl airfoil
design at the 5 m/s inlet velocity is therefore significantly less than the total noise generated
by the baseline model.

Propagation of the generated noise due to the velocity increase along the spans of
both models is not very noticeable at this inlet velocity, as the color shading remains
almost constant in both cases, except near the roots of the blades. This could be due to
the relatively low relative velocity. Similarly, the effect of the sharp trailing edges of both
models is not noticeable in the color shadings. This also suggests that the relative velocity
plays a significant part in the relationship between the trailing edge thickness and the
generated noise.

At the 15 m/s inlet velocity case, the maximum generated APL by the baseline model
increases significantly to reach almost 120 dB at the tip of the blade, and mostly around
areas of high curvature, as can be seen in the zoomed-in view of Figure 10A. This is not the
case for the optimized model at this inlet velocity, as it generated a maximum of around
116 dB by an unnoticeable surface area at the tip of its blade. With a torque output result
closely matched to that of the baseline model, the maximum APL and the surface area
generating it have therefore been considerably reduced by the owl airfoil design as the
velocity increased. Furthermore, a large portion of the surface area with near 0 dB blue
shading extends between the root and the mid-section of the modified blade and covers
more than two-thirds of its chord, as can be seen in Figure 10B. The baseline model too
has generated a similar APL around the same region of its surface area, but not at the
portions of high curvature where the maximum thickness of the S809 airfoil is located, as
shown in Figure 10A. Here, the generated APL significantly and gradually increases as
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the relative velocity increases over the high curvature and further along the span of the
blade. The slightly positive camber near the thin owl airfoil trailing edge has also resulted
in an increase in the generated noise along the span of the modified blade, as can be seen in
Figure 10A. This implies that changes in velocity have a direct and immediate impact on
the locally generated noise, and the effect of the owl airfoil on mitigating the aeroacoustics
of the NREL Phase VI wind turbine in the two inlet velocity cases seems to be owed to
the ability of the owl airfoil geometrical characteristics to mitigate local velocity while
maintaining aerodynamic performance. The inability of an airfoil design to reduce local
velocities while maintaining lift is therefore crucial in the tradeoff between aerodynamic
performance and the level of noise emitted. To verify this further, the aeroacoustics of the
streamlines of both models are analyzed.

3.2. Streamlines Acoustic

By the same approach of quantitative evaluation of color shading, the aeroacoustics
imparted by the blade surfaces on the local airstream and the APL generated by these
streamlines are analyzed in order to verify the analyses of the surface acoustics and evaluate
the streamline acoustics behavior. At a first glance at Figure 11A, the relation between the
increasing velocity effects along the span and the generation of noise appears evident; this
is due to the APL imparted on the airstream after interaction with the blades. Although
this is contrary to the impression given by the surface acoustics in Figure 9A, it verifies the
relationship between the local velocity components and the generated noise. The effect of
the thin trailing edge of the modelled S809 airfoil is also verified by the blue shading in
the figure, as well as the high APL contribution of the S809 leading edge due to its blunt
geometrical characteristics. The level of noise carried by the airstream in the wake of the
baseline turbine seems to be constant. This confirms the lack of any turbulence generated
by APL at the 5 m/s inlet velocity. However, the APL imparted to the airstream by the
modified blade in Figure 11B seems consistent with the generated surface APL at the 5 m/s
inlet velocity in Figure 9B. Here, the velocity effect on the generated noise is minimized
along the span of the blade, stabilizing at around the 30% span station, and showing no sign
of propagation over the streamlines. This confirms the ability of the owl airfoil geometrical
characteristics to reduce the generated noise at the tip of the blade by mitigating the local
velocities along the span.

The effect of increasing the inlet velocity on the streamline acoustics is shown in
Figure 12. A sudden decrease in the noise imparted at the streamlines in the wakes of both
models is a distinguishing impact in this case, as the 15 m/s inlet velocity was dramatically
decreased by the fixed rotation of the turbines. This further verifies the relationship between
the generated noise and the increase in velocity. The zoomed-out views in the figures show
that the sound energy was not, however, retained by the surfaces of the blades, as the
streamline APL dramatically increased as flow velocity accelerated in the distant areas of
the wake of the turbines. This phenomenon is outside the scope of this study since we are
more interested in determining the different effects of the airfoil geometry and not common
results. For instance, the APL of the streamline flow leaving the relatively much thinner
trailing edge of the blade employing the owl airfoil is somewhat higher than that of the flow
interacting with the surfaces of this blade, particularly near the root of the blade, as shown
by the slight change in color shading in Figure 12B. This is possibly due to the separation of
flow and its noise-generating vortices. We can therefore assume that the vortices near the
root of the blades are the source of most acoustic noise generated by the modified blades.
Similar but reduced vortex-generated noise can be noted at the tip of the modified blade in
the figure, but still in less intensity than that imparted by the surface acoustics at the tip
of the baseline blade. Further to this, the APL is distributed much more equally along the
span of the baseline blades, as the structure of vortices near and around the baseline blade
model is much more favorable than that around the modified blades. The advantage of
the symmetrical characteristic of the S809 airfoil in reducing trailing edge vortices maybe
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be provided to the owl airfoil by optimizing the geometrical parameters of the owl airfoil
profile. But again, this is outside the scope of this paper.

Overall, the contribution to the total generated APL by the streamlines is considerable,
but the maximum value of the APL generated by the modified model at the 15 m/s inlet
velocity is 4 dB less than that generated by the baseline model. Here, the acoustic of the
streamline seems to be more localized and subject to the effects of the streamline velocities
as mitigation of noise by the modified blades increases as the relative velocity increases.
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4. Conclusions

This work covered a theoretical and numerical study of the aeroacoustics generated
by a small horizontal-axis wind turbine operating in a three-dimensional environment.
Extensive review of the relevant literature led to an investigation the effects of an owl airfoil
design on the noise emitted by the tip of the NREL Phase VI wind turbine blade. Cases of
close torque output results were selected for the comparison of the generated noise in order
to achieve the objective, which was to analyze the possibility of tip vortex noise reductions
attained without loss of performance. The aim, however, was not to achieve a final solution,
but to determine whether there is a significant and direct effect made by the geometrical
characteristics of the owl airfoil design on the noise generated by the tip of a turbine blade.
This is to fill a gap in previous works, and gain understanding of the noise mitigating
mechanisms of the form as a step towards obtaining a feasible solution in future work.
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Substantial improvement by the owl airfoil profile was achieved, as the profile re-
duced the noise power generated by the tip of the NREL Phase VI wind turbine blade at
two distinguished inlet velocities. Although the resulting maximum noise power gener-
ated by the modified model at the 5 m/s inlet velocity is 5 dB more than that generated by
the baseline model, the owl airfoil design significantly reduced the surface area from which
the maximum noise power was generated, resulting in a fraction of the total noise power
generated by the baseline model. Furthermore, the mitigation of noise by the optimized
blade increased as the relative velocity increased, reducing the maximum generated noise
power generated by the baseline model at the 15 m/s inlet velocity by 4 dB, and generating
nearly 0 dB of noise power from most of the modified blade surfaces. However, the noise
generated by the near-field streamline flow was aggravated at the trailing edge of the
modified blade as the velocity increased. This indicates the need for optimization of the
modified blade for better aerodynamic performance. Whether or not the effect of the owl
profile on the aeroacoustics of the baseline model will remain favorable or even increase
after such optimization, the obtained results in this work are encouraging.
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