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Abstract: The flash smelting furnace has previously been simulated using computational fluid
dynamics (CFD). A new approach is to combine CFD and the discrete element method (DEM) for more
detailed simulations of the different phenomena that occur as copper matte droplets settle through
a slag layer. One of the most important phenomena found is the formation of a channeling flow
which carries matte droplets faster through the slag. However, such phenomena cannot be directly
observed in the flash smelting furnace settler due to the extreme temperatures of the opaque molten
slag inside the furnace, therefore alternative methods are required for validating the phenomenon. In
this work, the simulated channeling flow is validated with a sphere–oil model. The phenomenon
was similar in all of the studied cases, although in the experimental setup the spheres settled faster in
the oil model than in the simulations. The differences were most likely caused by the cohesion of the
spheres and slight differences in the properties provided by the manufacturer and real properties for
the oil and the spheres, and by the fact that simulation ignores surface tension and changing air–oil
and water–oil interfaces.

Keywords: simulation; copper; slag; coalescence; channeling flow

1. Introduction

The flash smelting process is used to produce half of the world’s primary copper [1].
Thus, it is important to understand the different phenomena inside the flash smelting
furnace (FSF) to improve the process and limit copper losses. In the flash smelting process,
concentrate is fed with flux and oxygen-enriched air through a concentrate burner. The
oxidation of the ore creates the energy to melt the feed forming liquid matte and slag which
form separate layers at the settler of the FSF. The molten matte droplets must settle through
the slag layer, during which they will react with the slag. The reactions increase the copper
concentration in the droplets as iron, sulfur and other impurities are removed [2]. As
the slag forms an obstacle for the matte, the settling velocity of the droplets has a major
role in the efficiency of the process. Several factors, such as matte density, droplet size
and slag viscosity have an effect on the settling velocity [3]. However, several factors also
prohibit the droplets from settling, leading to copper losses. The main losses in the FSF
come from copper being dissolved or trapped in the slag and then being removed during
slag tapping [4–6]. The matte can be trapped in the slag, for example, by becoming stuck
to spinel particles or the droplets being so small that they do not settle but are carried
out by the slag flow. Understanding these phenomena better will be helpful in reducing
copper losses.

Due to the challenging environment in the FSF, studying matte settling experimentally
is practically impossible and, thus, computer simulations have been used to study the
process. However, the lack of direct observations makes validation of the simulations
challenging. Commonly, CFD (computational fluid dynamics) simulations have been used
to predict the slag and matte flow in the furnace by using, for example, particle tracking
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and Eulerian models [7–13]. However, a method like coupled CFD-DEM (discrete element
method) can provide more accurate data with suitable sub-models as each individual
droplet can be simulated as a separate entity. The increased accuracy allows for more
detailed studying of different settling phenomena occurring in the slag layer. However, as
the DEM software used in the study was developed to simulate solid particles, custom sub-
models need to be developed for including liquid-specific behaviour, such as coalescence,
in the simulations.

Previous CFD and CFD-DEM simulations have shown a channeling flow phenomenon
through the slag [10]. The phenomenon seems to be present despite the size of the system,
as it has been indicated in both eight-liter scaled simulations and a full-scale FSF simulation.
However, the smaller model produced one channel through the slag while the full-scale
model produced multiple channels. The channeling flow seems to be one of the most
important single factors increasing the settling velocity and, thus, the settling efficiency.
However, as the earlier simulations [7,8] have not mentioned the flow phenomenon and
physical observations are impossible, an alternative validation method is required. In this
work, matte–slag and sphere–oil CFD-DEM simulations were created and a corresponding
physical small-scale sphere–oil model was built and filmed to observe the channeling flow
for validating the simulation results, but also to study the formation mechanism of the flow
phenomenon. The software used in the presented simulations was Ansys Fluent 2021 R1
and Altair EDEM 2021.2 for the CFD and DEM simulations, respectively.

2. Methods
2.1. Coupled CFD-DEM Simulation

In the CFD-DEM method, CFD is used to simulate a fluid medium (continuum) while
DEM is used to simulate discrete particles in the medium. CFD simulations have DPM and
DDPM models (discrete particle method and dense discrete particle method, respectively),
but in this work DDPM was used only by the CFD-DEM coupling plugin to obtain a two-
way coupled simulation where the fluid flow affects the particles (in this work, droplets)
and vice versa.

DEM is used in CFD-DEM software for simulating particle movement and interaction
with geometry and other particles. Compared to DPM or DDPM, more accuracy can be
achieved because DPM and DDPM often use parcels where a large number of particles
are solved as a single parcel. Then collision frequency is used to determine the number of
collisions between particles. In DEM, every particle is individually simulated. Both CFD
and DEM can be complemented with user-defined sub-models.

In this work, Ansys Fluent and Altair EDEM were coupled by the plugin provided by
EDEM. For the presented matte–slag simulation, an in-house-built coalescence model was
used while sphere–oil simulations were run by using the Hertz–Mindlin collision model
built in EDEM. The coalescence model included the Herzt–Mindlin collision model, which
was used if coalescence would not occur. For Fluent, a realizable k − ε turbulence model
was used. In EDEM, Rayleigh time step is calculated automatically for the smallest particle
in the simulation. The time step is based on Rayleigh wave in the given material [14]. For
the simulations, the time step was manually set at value close 20–30% of the Rayleigh time
step while keeping the DEM time step as a multiple of the CFD time step. CFD-time step
was selected based on stability of the simulation. Used time steps for CFD and DEM were
4 × 10−5 s and 1 × 10−5 s in the matte–slag model, and 2 × 10−4 s and 5 × 10−5 s in the
sphere–oil model, respectively.

Both CFD and DEM use a mesh to divide the computation domain in small cells.
For CFD, this is important as it provides the resolution and, thus, accuracy for the flow
calculations. The meshes used in CFD are presented in Figure 1. Due to the simple geometry,
the oil model could be simulated with hexahedral cells, while the more complex geometry
was built with tetrahedral cells. For DEM, the mesh size does not affect accuracy of the
time, as the mesh is used to limit the number of contact checks [14].
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Figure 1. Calculations used in CFD simulations. On left: sphere–oil model, on right: matte–slag
model. Inlet and outlet in the matte–slag model has been colored with red and blue, respectively.

2.1.1. Matte–Slag Model

The geometry for the matte–slag model was a cube with 20 cm sides. The inlet
(diameter was 75 mm) was centered on the top face of the geometry and both the slag
and matte feed were injected through it. The slag was set to exit from an outlet at the
side near the bottom, while matte droplets could exit either through the outlet or bottom,
depicting losses during tapping and passing through the matte–slag interface, respectively.
The simulation data is presented in Table 1. The properties for the matte and slag were
taken from the literature [7].

Table 1. Slag and matte properties used in simulation [7].

Slag Matte

ρ (kg/m3) 3150 5100
µ (kg/ms) 0.45 -
ν - 0.4999
E (MPa) - 1.5 · 106

dmean (µm) - 500
Standard deviation - 0.1
Feed size (mm) - 0.35–0.65
Feed rate (kg/s) 0.0053 0.0021
Mesh size (mm) 7 -

Feed rates were scaled from literature data so that the simulations would have the
same flow rate per unit area of the reaction shaft (here: inlet of the model) [15]. However, the
matte as a liquid does not have a Poisson’s ratio or Young’s modulus, which are properties
of a solid although suitable values were needed in the software. The Poisson’s ratio was set
as 0.4999, as liquids are generally not compressible and a Poisson’s ratio of 0.5 is perfectly
incompressible. For the Young’s modulus, a bulk modulus value of 2.2 GPa was found in
the literature [16]. Also, a relation between the bulk modulus and Young’s modulus exists
and is given in Equation (1) [16]

K =
E

3(1 − 2ν)
(1)
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where K is the bulk modulus, E is the Young’s modulus, and ν is the Poisson’s ratio.
For practically incompressible liquids, the Poisson’s ratio was set as 0.4999. The Young’s
modulus of water can then be calculated as 1.32 MPa. Since more precise data were lacking,
as the matte is a more viscous liquid than water, the Young’s modulus of matte was assumed
to be 1.5 MPa for the simulations.

Additionally, an in-house-developed coalescence model was used to simulate coa-
lescing matte droplets. The model used bubble coalescence probability as a coalescence
criterion [17] as, in both cases, two immiscible fluids were being simulated, one of which
was a small spherical object moving through a layer of the other fluid. During collision,
two droplets may coalesce or bounce off of each other [18]. This was simulated by using a
regular contact model if the coalescence probability was under 50%. If the criterion was
over 50%, the droplets would coalesce. The coalesced droplet would have a volume equal
to the sum of the volumes of the original droplets. Momentum was also conserved by
calculating momentum vectors for the original droplets and then summing those for the
new vector. The operation of the coalescence model is further described in our previous
article [19], although the coalescence was slowed down in the version used in this study to
improve the stability of the model.

2.1.2. Plastic Sphere Simulation

As the operational environment in the FSF makes direct observations impossible, a
room-temperature model was built for studying the channeling phenomenon. For simplifi-
cation, plastic spheres and oil were selected to represent the matte droplets and slag layer,
respectively. Further, the plastic spheres could be simulated using only built-in models of
the software. allowing for faster and more stable simulations. The sphere–oil simulation
consisted of a box with dimensions of 150 × 325 × 150 mm (w × h × d) with an inlet
diameter of 100 mm. The inlet was set at a height of 2.5 cm above the oil, allowing the
spheres to accelerate under gravity before impacting the oil surface. The properties used in
the simulation are presented in Table 2. The properties of the oil and plastic spheres were
provided by the manufacturers [20–23] except for the elastic modulus and Poisson’s ratio
of the spheres, which were taken from the polymer properties database [24] and Perry’s
Chemical Engineers’ Handbook [25]. The feed rate was selected as one that could be matched
with the experimental setup.

Table 2. Oil and plastic properties used in the simulation.

Oil PTFE Sphere Nylon Sphere

ρ (kg/m3) 960 2150 1100
µ (kg/ms) 0.0511 - -
ν - 0.42 0.42
E (MPa) - 355 2700
d (mm) - 1 1.5
Feed rate (sphere/s) - 5000 5000
Mesh size (mm) 4.93 - -

2.2. Plastic Sphere Experiment

The experimental model was made in a PET-G box with similar dimensions as the
simulated model. The box was filled with oil at the same height as in the simulation.
Due to the height of the box, the bottom was filled with water until the oil surface was
just below the upper edge of the box. The two different sphere types were placed in
funnels from where they were dropped into a pipe with three internal layers of mesh to
mix and spread the spheres into the designated feed area. The two funnels were opened
simultaneously, and both were tested to drop the spheres in 4 s. The experimental setup is
presented in Figure 2. The properties are the same (Table 2) because the aim was to keep the
simulation and experiment as identical as possible. The spheres were degreased, dried, and
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sorted before each new experiment. The plastic sphere experiment was also made using
PTFE spheres alone as the nylon spheres showed some problematic behavior (significant
cohesion).

Figure 2. Plastic sphere feeding system and box with oil and water layers.

The feeding funnels and the tube with mesh to ensure more even spreading of the
spheres were made from steel to limit problems caused by static charge in the spheres.

3. Results
3.1. Matte–Slag Simulation

In the matte–slag model a channel formed through the slag similar to those reported
in our previous studies [10,19]. The channel was formed because settling droplets drag
other droplets in their wake, pulling them closer together. In a denser droplet cluster, the
droplets kept colliding and coalescing more often, which further increased the droplet
size and the settling rate. The increasing coalescence rate can be seen in Figure 3 where
the droplet diameter quickly increases as the droplets enter the channel. Also, the settling
velocity can be seen to increase significantly in the channel compared to the velocity of the
droplets that have not yet entered the channel.

Near the matte–slag interface, the slag flow turned and spread the cluster which deceler-
ated the droplets. As the slag flowed horizontally toward the walls of the geometry, it carried
some droplets with it. Smaller droplets were even lifted upward, inhibiting them from passing
through the matte–slag interface. The deceleration is shown in Figures 4 and 5.

Both the coalescence rate and the dispersion of the droplets at the matte–slag interface
can also be seen in Figure 5. The diameter profile shows that droplets started coalescing
quickly at the top of the model but the coalescence rate practically halted as the droplets
entered the channel. Also, the diameter plot shows a decrease in average droplet size
near the matte–slag interface, as the larger droplets passed through the bottom while the
smallest droplets were dispersed. The black lines on the diameter plot show the mean
(dashed line), minimum and maximum (intact lines) droplet sizes in the feed. The velocity
curve also shows a similar effect, where the settling velocity quickly increased as droplets
entered the formed channeling flow and then decelerated as the channel started to disperse.
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Figure 3. Matte droplet velocities (left) and diameters (right) during settling.

Figure 4. Matte droplet velocities (left) and diameters (right) after the channel penetrated the
slag layer.

Figure 5. Velocities and diameters of the droplets as a function of their position in the model.

3.2. Sphere–Oil Models
3.2.1. Nylon and PTFE Spheres

The channeling phenomenon was also produced in the plastic sphere simulation,
where the channeling flow caused the spheres to go through the oil as a single cluster. The
PTFE spheres went through the oil much faster than the nylon spheres, the remainder of
which settled very slowly after the main mass had already settled. The average settling
velocity was significantly higher than that of an individual droplet would be, according to
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Stoke’s law. This was caused both by the channeling flow in the oil and the cohesion of the
spheres. The spheres also settled faster than predicted by the simulation. A comparison of
the settling in the sphere–oil model and the simulation is presented in Figure 6.

Figure 6. Comparison of settling of experimental and simulated spheres.

The situation after two seconds resembles the formation of several channels in the
CFD simulation of a full-scale FSF settler. However, in this experiment, the small scale of
the model and limited number of spheres resulted in a single channel.

The experiment with plastic spheres revealed some differences between the simulation
and the experiment. Some of the differences were caused by the surface tension of the
oil. In the simulation, the spheres are immersed in the oil once they enter the oil layer
and do not experience a barrier at the surface. However, in the experiment, the spheres
stick to the surface of the oil and more spheres are needed to break through the surface,
forming larger clumps. Also, some cohesion between the spheres occurred, which was
probably caused by both the static charge and oil film sticking to the surface of the spheres.
The cohesion caused the further clumping of the spheres which, in turn, caused them to
settle faster, resembling a single larger sphere. The clumping issue seemed to affect the
nylon spheres more than the PTFE spheres. Nonetheless, similar channeling occurred as
the spheres were pushed together near the surface. However, due to the uneven settling
of the spheres, they were more often better dispersed in the oil. Unlike in the simulation,
some spheres ended up at the sides of the box where the vortex ring lifted them. The lifting
was further enhanced by the elastic nature of the water–oil interface.

3.2.2. PTFE Spheres Only

Due to the clumping issue, an experiment and simulation were also made using PTFE
spheres alone. The PTFE spheres dispersed more in the oil and produced a more even
cluster. The PTFE cluster was similar to the simulated one. However, as can be seen in
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Figure 7, the cluster shape is different at the surface as the simulated inlet produces an
even distribution of the spheres, whereas in the experiment, a point-like inlet is spread
with mesh to create a distribution where most of the droplets fall closer to the center of the
surface.

Figure 7. Comparison of the experimental and simulated setup.

The average velocities of the settling spheres were very similar in both simulated cases,
as can be seen in the velocity curves in Figure 8. In the curves, an initial peak can be seen as
the spheres fall without oil resistance, but the velocity decreases rapidly after entering the
oil bath. Another, broader peak can be seen at the moment the vortex ring encompasses the
whole geometry and the channeling flow reaches the bottom of the oil layer. However, due
to the limited number of spheres, the velocity decreases again quickly because the majority
of the spheres have left the simulation domain, as shown in Figure 9.

The channeling phenomenon starts when droplets or particles hit the surface of the
slag, causing small flows which form a larger vortex ring around the inlet area. The vortex
ring flow then pushes the settling droplets closer to the centerline of the model. A denser
cluster settles through the medium faster, causing a feedback loop that strengthens the
vortex ring. The formation of the channel can be seen in the top 4 cm section of the plastic
sphere model presented in Figure 10.

The formation of the channel was also studied with a much wider simulation in
order to determine the effect of wall distance which is presented in Figure 11. In the wide
geometry, a very similar channeling flow formed. However, the shape generated in the
narrower geometry was slightly more deformed, indicating that the shape or details of the
channeling flow are affected but not caused by the closeness of the walls.
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Figure 8. Average settling velocity of the spheres as a function of time.

Figure 9. Number of spheres in the simulation domain as a function of time.

The formation of the channeling flow of the spheres was similar in the simulated and
experimental cases. Also, the extracted velocity–height plots in Figure 12 are similar to the
one from the matte–slag simulation. The clearest difference between the simulated cases can
be seen near the bottom where the spheres started to disperse as the smaller droplets did
in the matte–slag simulation. Also, the settling cluster had not yet fully penetrated the oil
layer, unlike in the matte–slag simulation. Unlike in the matte–slag simulation, the number
of spheres fed to the sphere–oil simulation had been limited. The matte–slag simulation
had a finite feed rate but the number of created droplets were otherwise unlimited. Also,
the number of spheres in the simulations were lower than the number of droplets in the
matte–slag simulation (40,000, 20,000 and 60,000 in simulations with both sphere types,
only PTFE and matte–slag simulation, respectively). The lower number of entities and
channel not having reached the bottom both emphasized the spheres that were starting
to disperse as the oil flow changes direction at the bottom. However, the upside-down
mushroom shape is missing in the experimental version, as shown in Figure 13. The size
was similar between the two cases but in the experiment, the spheres formed a much
narrower tip compared to the simulated version.
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Figure 10. Vortex flow at the top of the sphere–oil simulation.

Figure 11. Left half of he vortex flow at the top of the sphere–oil simulation with wide geometry.
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Figure 12. Velocities of the settling spheres plotted as a function of their height position in the oil.

Figure 13. Comparison of the start of the channeling phenomenon in experimental and simulated
setups.

4. Discussion

The channeling phenomenon, similarly to our previous studies [10,19], was observed
in both the simulated and physical modeling cases. The phenomenon appears to occur with
a variety of materials and scales. Both the simulated and experimental results show that
channeling significantly increases settling velocity. In the FS process, fast settling causes
lower-grade matte to go through the slag layer as the droplets have a limited time to react
with the slag. As the more reacted matte is denser, the matte layer may have a gradient
where less reacted matte is located at the slag–matte interface. This could allow reactions
to continue at the interface. However, in an industrial process, concentrate is fed constantly
and at high feed rates, which creates turbulent flows in the slag layer. These flows can
carry smaller droplets which increases the contact time between the droplet and the slag,
allowing them to react further before settling. However, overly small droplets may not
settle at all, as they may be entrained by the slag flows and then removed with the slag.

According to the simulations presented in this and our previous studies, the channeling
flow seems to settle into a relatively stable state where the formed channel does not break.
However, in the industrial scale, the multiple channels and changing flows in the melts
may cause the channeling flows to break. In such a case, new ones would probably form.

The splashing of the water–oil interface in the experimental model is most likely
excessive compared to the FSF settler, as the viscosities of the matte and slag are higher
than those of the water and the oil in the experiment (2–3.5 kg/ms [26] vs. 1 kg/ms [16]
and 0.45 [7,8] vs. 0.0511 [21], respectively), although the viscosity of the matte and water is
of the same order of magnitude. Also, having a constant stream of matte droplets could
decrease the amount of splashing in an industrial settler. However, if the matte droplets
do not coalesce but still have some cohesion, as in the sphere experiment, their settling
velocity could increase significantly.

Wetting of the particles was not simulated. However, wetted particles had a film of oil
covering them and particles pushed close together might share the film causing cohesion.
Similarly, matte droplets could be stuck together if the contact forces could not break
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the slag film. This kind of cohesion between droplets was observed during early model
development, and cohesion between particles were observed in this study as the cohesion
in the sphere–oil experiment caused some differences between the simulation and the
experiment. An example of the cohesion can be seen in Figure 14, which was filmed for the
thesis. The settling in clumps most likely increased the settling velocity of the cluster. In the
simulations, the sphere feed was overly idealistic as the droplets were evenly distributed.
Clumping caused relatively uneven sphere settling, which shows some resemblance to the
multiple channels in the full-scale CFD simulation of the FSF settler. This could indicate
that in the settler, the large number of droplets causes fluctuating streams through the slag,
affecting the formation of channels.

Figure 14. 5 mm water drops settling in oil stuck together without coalescing.

In the experiment with PTFE spheres alone, significantly less cohesion was observable.
However, the spheres still settled slightly faster than in the simulations. It is most likely
that settling was affected by several different factors, such as an uneven distribution of the
spheres in the feed, density and size that might differ from those given by the producer, the
oil might have experienced some degradation, or the density of the oil might differ slightly.
Also, the simulation had an idealistic starting point with perfectly still oil and a surface
level that did not change as the spheres hit it.

According to these simulations, a channeling flow forms in many different situations,
independent of the walls of the geometry. However, if the walls of the geometry are close,
the phenomenon is enhanced. On an industrial scale, the walls are relatively far from the
area where droplets hit the slag surface. However, as was visible in the CFD model of
the full-sized furnace [10], several channels may form. The vortex flows from multiple
channels could cause a similar effect to that of nearby walls.

5. Conclusions

The settling phenomenon was studied using both coupled CFD-DEM simulations and
an experimental model. In simulations carried out in our previous studies, a channeling
flow phenomenon was observed that significantly increased the settling velocity of droplets.
As practical observations of settling in an FS process cannot be made, an alternative method
for the validation of the modeling results was needed. Therefore, a matte–slag simulation
was accompanied by a sphere–oil simulation, which was replicated as a physical experiment.
Based on the different CFD-DEM simulations together with the physical experiments with
the sphere–oil model, the simulation method and results indicating the channeling settling
flow phenomenon can be considered to be valid and further investigations of the details of
the copper matte settling behavior can be made.

The CFD-DEM models are a capable tool for simulating different phenomena inside
liquid layers. However, additional models are needed to simulate phenomena such as
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the coalescence and reaction kinetics of settling matte droplets. The most important
phenomenon, the formation of a channeling flow, seems to occur similarly with and
without a coalescence model. Furthermore, the phenomenon appears to occur in different
kinds of setups when some object, whether liquid or solid, settles through a fluid. However,
in a fluid with very low viscosity, the drag flow is likely to be too weak to significantly pull
the droplets together into a cluster, unless the objects are extremely tiny or light.

In future research, the feeding area of the simulations should be set to produce a
distribution of feed density as a completely even distribution did not occur in the practical
experiments and most probably will not occur in an industrial process either. Also, the
effect of the size of the feed area should be studied as multiple channels should be formed
over a certain threshold size.

Additionally, the coalescence criterion should be studied and adjusted to further
increase the accuracy of future simulations. Similarly, the possible cohesion of the droplets
should be studied in cases where coalescence does not occur. As the experimental model
has shown, clumps increase the settling velocity significantly. Also, the splashing of
the matte–slag interface should be studied with droplet settling, as the spheres in the
experimental model were thrown upward in the oil layer as a result of the splashing of the
water–oil interface.
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