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A 3-D two-fluid CFD model was developed to predict temperature and concentration

distributions on sieve trays of distillation columns. The gas phase is dispersed and the

liquid phase is continuous are modeled in the Eulerian framework as two interpene-

trating phases with interphase momentum, heat and mass transfer. The computational

domain is considered to be equal to tray spacing. The tray geometries are based on the

large rectangular tray of Dribika and Biddulph (AIChE. J., 32, 1864, 1986). In this

work a CFD simulation is developed to predict the hydraulic behavior and concen-

tration and temperature distributions of distillation sieve trays. In this study the

main objective has been to find the extent to which CFD can be used as a prediction

tool for real behavior, concentration and temperature distributions and also design of

sieve trays. The simulation results are shown that CFD is a powerful tool in tray

design, analysis and trouble shooting, and can be considered as a new approach for

efficiency calculations.
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INTRODUCTION
Distillation is a separation process of major importance in the chemical industries, and
known as the energy intensive process. Distillation involves simultaneous mass and heat
transfer between the liquid and vapor phases. A good understanding of heat and mass
transfer and pressure drop fundamentals across a tray will enable the column designer
effectively determine the optimal equipment design.

In this work a CFD simulation is developed to give the predictions of the fluid flow
patterns, and heat and mass transfer of distillation sieve trays. The main objective has been
to find the extent to which CFD can be used as a design and prediction tool for real
behavior, concentration and temperature distributions, and efficiencies of industrial
trays,whilst appreciating works of pioneers [1,2,3,4,5].

Therefore, CFD predictions of temperature and concentration profiles were
compared with the experimental data of Dribika and Biddulph [8]. The simulation
results are shown that CFD can be used as a powerful tool in tray design and analysis,
and can be considered as a new approach for efficiency calculations [12].

MODEL EQUATIONS
The dispersed gas and the continuous liquid are modeled in the Eulerian frame work as two
interpenetrating phases having separate transport equations.
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The two-fluid conservation equations for adiabatic two-phase flow are as follows:

Continuity equations
Gas phase:

@

@t
(rGrG)þ r � (rGrGVG)þ SLG ¼ 0 (1)

Liquid phase:

@

@t
(rLrL)þ r � (rLrLVL)� SLG ¼ 0 (2)

SLG is the rate of mass transfer from liquid phase to the Gas phase and vice versa. Mass
transfer between phases must satisfy the local balance condition:

SLG ¼ �SGL (3)

Momentum conservation
Gas phase:

@

@t
(rGrGVG)þ r � (rG(rGVGVG))

¼ �rGrPG þ r � (rGmeff,G(rVG þ (rVG)T))þ rGrGg�MGL

(4)

Liquid phase:

@

@t
(rLrLVL)þ r � (rL(rLVLVL))

¼ �rLrPL þ r � (rLmeff,L(rVL þ (rVL)T))þ rLrLgþMGL

(5)

MGL describes the interfacial forces acting on each phase due to the presence of other
phase.

Volume conservation equation
This is simply the constraint that the volume fractions sum to unity:

rL þ rG ¼ 1 (6)

Pressure constraint
The complete set of hydrodynamic equations represent 9 (4NPþ 1) equations in the 10
(5NP) unknowns UL, VL, WL, rL, PL, UG, VG, WG, rG, PG. We need one (NP 2 1) more
equation to close the system. This is given by constraint on the pressure, namely that
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two phases share the same pressure field:

PL ¼ PG ¼ P

Energy conservation
Gas phase:

@

@t
(rGrGhG)þr � (rGrGVGhG) ¼ �r � qþ (QLG þ SLGhLG) (7)

Liquid phase:

@

@t
(rLrLhL)þr � (rLrLVLhL) ¼ �r � q� (QLG þ SLGhLG) (8)

hL and hG are specific enthalpies of phase L and G, respectively. The first term in the
parentheses on the right hand side of above equations is the energy transfer between
phases, and the second term is the energy transfer associated with the mass transfer
between phases. Heat transfer between phases must satisfy the local balance condition:

QLG ¼ �QGL (9)

Mass-Transfer equations
Transport equations for mass fraction of light component A can be written
Gas phase:

@

@t
(rGrGYA)þ r � ½rG(rGVGYA � rGDAG(rYA))� � SLG ¼ 0 (10)

Liquid phase:

@

@t
(rLrLXA)þr � ½rL(rLVLXA � rLDAL(rXA))� þ SLG ¼ 0 (11)

Closure models
The closure models are required for interphase transfer quantities, momentum, heat and
mass transfer, and turbulent viscosities.

The turbulence viscosities were related to the mean flow variables by using the
standard k 2 1 model.

The rate of energy transfer between phases can be written:

QLG ¼ bLGae(TL � TG) (12)
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bLG represents heat transfer coefficient between phases. An appropriate value of heat
transfer coefficient can be obtained by using suitable correlations of Nusselt number.

In the absence of sufficient reliable data, the effect of other transport phenomena on
the momentum transfer (coupling) was neglected.

The interphase momentum transfer term MGL is basically interphase drag force
per unit volume. With the gas as the disperse phase, the equation for MGL is

MGL ¼
3

4

CD

dG

rGrLjVG � VLj(VG � VL) (13)

CD is drag coefficient. Its value for the case of distillation is not well known. A constant
value of 0.44 is appropriate for large bubbles of spherical cap shape. However, for the froth
flow regime, which is dominant region in distillation, it is not applicable. Further,
the bubbles are from 10–20 mm in diameter with bubble rise velocity of 1.5 m/s, to
2–5 mm in diameter, with rise velocity of about 0.25 m/s [8]. Therefore any equation
for CD that is independent of bubble diameter seems most appropriate.

Krishna et al., [9] have used an equation for drag term that was developed from their
studies on the bubble column. It was combined with Bennett et all relationship for gas
holdup to eliminate the bubble diameter. This led to equation (14) which is independent
of bubble diameter and is useful for prediction of tray hydraulics by use of CFD.

MGL ¼
(�rG)2

(1:0� �rG)V2
s

g(rL � rG)rGrLjVG � VLj(VG � VL) (14)

The mass-transfer rate can be calculated by equation.

SLG ¼ KOGae MA(yA � y�A) ¼ KOLae MA(x�A � xA) (15)

Where KOG ¼ 1/(1/kGþm/kL), KOL ¼ 1/(1/mkGþ 1/kL) and yA
� ¼ mxA is the vapor

composition in equilibrium with xA. The local mass-transfer rate SLG is calculated by
above equations. The value of m was determined by the equilibrium data of Dribika
and Biddulph [8].

The local liquid and gas mass transfer coefficients, using penetration theory, are
given by equations 16 and 17, respectively.

kL ¼ 2

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
DAL

puL

r
(16)

kG ¼ 2

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
DAG

puG

r
(17)

DAL and DAG are diffusion coefficients in liquid and gas phases, respectively. The contact
time for vapor in the froth region uG is defined as uG ¼ dG=VP, where VP is velocity of
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vapor through the tray perforations. The contact time for liquid, uL, is dG/VR, where
average rise velocity, VR, of bubbles through the froth is given by:

VR ¼
VB

(1� �rL)
¼

VP
AP

AB

� �
(1� �rL)

(18)

AP/AB is perforated area to total bubbling area ratio.
Taylor and Krishna [8] mentioned that only 10% of mass transfer occurs by bubbles

of small size, whilst 90% of mass transfer is due to bubbles of large size. Hence, in one
approach the characteristic length, dG, may be assumed to be equal to mean diameter of
bubbles. This is assumed to be 5 mm for Fs ¼ 0.4. The effective vapor-liquid interfacial
area can be determined directly from the liquid holdup and the mean bubble diameter
by the following equation:

ae ¼
6(1� �rL)

dG

(19)

It is known that closure models have important effects on the accuracy of final results of a
CFD simulation. Therefore, their determination is the most important part in each CFD
simulation. But, unfortunately in the case of sieve tray, these models are not presented
or not tested for CFD application. Therefore further improvement and refinement of the
required closure models, if more refined experimental data on flow and concentration
distributions become available can be subject of future investigations.

FLOW GEOMETRIES
In this work at first the proposed simulation was used to the Dribika and Biddulph [7] large
rectangular sieve tray, for determination of hydraulic parameters, temperature, and
concentration profiles. The simulation results were then compared against the experimen-
tal data of Dribika and Biddulph [7].

The experimental rig of Dribika and Biddulph [7] consisted of three rectangular
distillation trays having dimensions of 1067 � 89 mm, which the middle one being the
test-tray. The test-tray was designed with six equally spaced points for sampling and temp-
erature measurement along the centerline where mentioned by points “S” in Figure 1,
details of the tray are given in Table 1. The column was operated at total reflux and

Figure 1. Details of rectangular tray showing sample/temperature points [11]
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atmospheric pressure, and carried out at a vapor phase Fs factor of 0.4 m/s (kg/m3)1/2 and
covered a wide range of composition. The system used was methanol–n-propanol and
ethanol–n-propanol. All the hot surfaces of the equipment were insulated with 50 mm
thick glass fiber material and aluminum cladding, therefore, the column was adiabatic.
Hence adiabatic form of CFD equations are applicable.

WALL AND BOUNDARY CONDITIONS
In this steady state simulation, the following boundary conditions are specified. A uniform
liquid inlet velocity, temperature, and concentration profiles are used and liquid is
considered as a pure phase, means that only liquid enters through the down comer clear-
ance. This is a good approximation for rectangular tray, because at this Fs factor (0.4) the
entrainment was found to be less than 0.02 and this value would have negligible effect on
the flow rates [7]. In addition negligible weeping was observed by the investigators.

The gas volume fraction at the inlet holes was specified to be unity. The liquid- and
vapor-outlet boundaries were specified as mass flow boundaries with fractional mass flux
specifications. At the liquid outlet, only liquid was assumed to leave the flow geometry and
only gas was assumed to exit through the vapor outlet. These specifications are in agree-
ment with the specifications at the gas inlet and liquid inlet, where only one fluid was
assumed to enter.

A no-slip wall boundary condition was specified for the liquid phase and a free slip
wall boundary condition was used for the gas phase. The flow conditions at the outlet weir
are considered as fully developed in velocity, temperature and concentration. The normal
direction gradients of temperature and concentration at the walls are zero.

SIMULATION RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Most of simulations were conducted using dual processor machines (2 � 2.4 GHz) run in
parallel. CFD analysis was carried out using 5.7 of Ansys, Inc [11]. Simulations were
conducted with CPU times per CFD simulations, for convergence, varying from as low
as 16 h to about 3 weeks.

HYDRODYNAMICS
Van Batten and Krishna [4,5,9] and Gesit et al. [1] found that CFD give clear liquid height
values larger than the experimental ones. This is mainly due to over prediction of gas
holdup by Benett et al. [10] equation that incorporates in equation 17. The over prediction

Table 1. Rectangular tray specifications

Weir length 83 mm Hole diameter 1.8 mm

Outlet weir height 25 mm Tray spacing 154 mm

Inlet weir height 4.8 mm Liquid flow path 991 mm

Percentage free area 8%
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we have encounterd are about 4%. This is clear from Figures 2(a) and (b). Fiqure 2(c) is
a contour of liquid holdup of for Fs ¼ 0.4. Variation of froth height is also shown by
Figures 3(a) and (b). More results are presented by R. Rahimi et al. in CET [12].

Dribika and Biddulph [7] have presented the liquid concentration and temperature
profiles at various compositions at Fs ¼ 0.4 and total reflux condition. The simulation
results were compared against their experimental data.

The tray length was divided into 6 equal sections. The mean liquid concentration for
each section was determined by integration.

In Figure 4 the predicted composition profiles using the CFD model, for MeOH/
nPrOH and EtOH/nPrOH pairs, were compared against experimental data of Dribika
and Biddulph [7]. The obtained results are in close agreement with experimental data,
and the trend of CFD results is exactly correct. Since the column was operated at total
reflux conditions, the vapor compositions is related to the liquid compositions according
to equation ynþ1 ¼ xn, the CFD results are generally in good agreement with this equation.
The mean average error is about 0.5% that may be due to truncation errors and uncertain-
ties in closure models used in these simulations.

LIQUID TEMPERATURE PROFILES
The predicted liquid temperature profiles, for MeOH/nPrOH and EtOH/nPrOH systems,
respectively, are shown in Figure 5 compared with experimental data of Dribika and
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Figure 2. Variation of liquid holdup with mean liquid composition Fs ¼ 0.4
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Biddulph [7]. The predictions are generally in very close agreement with experimental
data. Mean temperature in each cell is calculated by integration. The results confirm
that at the condition of Dribika and Biddulph [7] experiments the mixed liquid flow in
the transverse direction is acceptable, but in large diameter trays the variation of liquid
concentration in transverse direction may be important.

CONCLUSION
A 3-D two-fluid CFD model was developed in the Eulerian framework to predict the
hydrodynamics, heat and mass transfer performance of sieve trays. The tray geometries
and operating conditions are based on the experimental work of Dribika and Biddulph
[8]. The hydraulics parameters, velocity, temperature and concentration distributions
were determined. The results are in close agreement with experimental data.

Results of CFD model are dependent on the closure models. The future works can be
focused on development and refinement of closure laws for interphase momentum heat
and mass transfer and coupling between them, and development of required correlations
based on bubble diameter.

NOMENCLATURE
AB ¼ tray bubbling area, m2

AH ¼ total area of holes, m2

AP ¼ perforated area, m2

ae ¼ effective interfacial area per unit volume, m21

CD ¼ drag coefficient
dG ¼ mean bubble diameter, m

DAG, DAL ¼ diffusion coefficient of A in gas and liquid phases, m/s2

FS ¼ Flooding factor ¼ VS
ffiffiffiffiffiffi
rG

p

g ¼ gravity acceleration, m/s2

hG, hL ¼ specific enthalpy of gas and liquid kj/kg
hLG ¼ (hL – hG)

kG, kL ¼ gas and liquid phase mass transfer coefficients, m/s
KoG, KoL ¼ gas and liquid phase overall mass transfer coefficient, m/s

MGL ¼ interphase momentum transfer, kg . m22 . s22

MA ¼ molecular weight of component A
P ¼ total pressure, Nm22

PG, PL ¼ gas and liquid phase pressure, N . m22

q ¼ flux of enthalpy, w/m2

QL ¼ liquid volumetric flow rate, m3/s
QLG ¼ energy transfer between liquid and gas phases, w/m3

rG, rL ¼ gas and liquid phase volume fraction, dimensionless
�rG ¼ average gas holdup fraction in froth, dimensionless

SLG ¼ rate of interphase mass transfer, kg/m3s
T ¼ temperature, K
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U, V, W ¼ x, y, z components of velocity, m/s
VG, VL ¼ gas and liquid phase velocity vector, m/s

VP ¼ vapor velocity through the tray perforations, m/s
VR ¼ bubble rise velocity, m/s
VS ¼ gas phase superficial velocity based on bubbling area, m/s

Vslip ¼ slip velocity, m/s
YA,XA ¼ mass fraction of A in gas and liquid phase
xA, yA ¼ mole fraction of A in liquid and gas phase
x�A, y�A ¼ equilibrium mole fractions
x, y, z ¼ coordination’s, distance from origin, m

GREEK LETTERS
meff,G, meff,L ¼ effective viscosity of gas and liquid, kg . m21 . s21

rG, rL ¼ gas and liquid phase density, kg/m3
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