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Dust explosions represent a serious hazard to personnel and equipment in industries and silo facilities that
handle combustible materials. Venting devices are the most common protective systems employed in silos,
although their use may pose problems in large and low-strength silos. The main aim of the present work was
to simulate dust explosions in silos using a commercial CFD program, the DESC code, to determine the
pressures developed in vented explosions with vent areas of different sizes. Dust cloud characteristics were
taken from studies carried out by the FSA (Research Centre for Applied System Safety and Industrial Medicine,
Germany) in a 12 m3 silo with a mechanical feeding system. The pressures and associated vent areas in these
simulations were compared to those contemplated in two venting standards. The simulated explosion
pressures showed the expected trends for the associated vent areas and agreed reasonably well with the
values contemplated in NFPA 68 (2007) [5]. However, when the reduced explosion overpressure was low, the
vent area contemplated in EN 14491 (2006) [4] was much larger than in the present simulations.

© 2011 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Many materials stored in silos produce combustible dust. Dust
explosions occur when such dust is dispersed in the air as a cloud and
reacts with oxygen in the presence of an ignition source, generating a
violent combustion reaction in the form of flame propagation. These
materials include agricultural and food products (grain, malt, flour,
maize starch, sugar, etc.), synthetic organicmaterials (plastics, pigments,
pesticides, etc.), metals (aluminium, magnesium, etc.) and coal [1].

In accordance with the ATEX Directive 1999/92/EC [2], the
measures taken against explosions by the employers should adhere
to three principles (in order of priority): the prevention of the
formation of explosive atmospheres, the avoidance of ignition, and
the mitigation of the effects of an explosion.

In large silos it is unavoidable that dust/air mixtures are produced
by the bulk material during the filling or empting of the vessel.
Therefore, dust explosions represent a serious hazard. Fighting
potential ignition sources that could trigger dust clouds is therefore
essential. Nevertheless, in many situations it is not enough to try to
eliminate ignition sources, and measures for mitigating the damage
that might be produced have to be considered.

Eurocode 1, part 4, “Actions on structures. Silos and tanks” (EN
1991-4) contemplates the loads produced by explosions [3], classified
as accidental actions, and proposes that potential damage be limited

by venting, suppression or containment. Venting is the most common
protective measure used in silos owing to its more favourable
technical and economic features; indeed, they are usually the only
option in large silos. In a closed vessel with no venting device, dust
explosion pressures can reach 7–10 bar (700–1000 kPa), placing silos
at risk of severe damage or even complete destruction. Pressure relief
through a vent opening aims to prevent the appearance of these
unacceptably high pressures.

The sizes of vent areas can be determined following the recom-
mendations in standards EN 14491 [4] and NFPA 68 [5], which are
commonly used in Europe and North America respectively. Compre-
hensive lists of other methods for dust explosion vent design have
been compiled by Abbasi and Abbasi [6], Barton [7] and Eckhoff [1].
However, the venting of silos is not always simple, and complications
frequently arise that render the provision of such protection difficult
or even impossible. For example, the large metal silos used in the
agricultural and food industry usually have a low-strength roof and
upper wall, making the installation of venting devices technically
difficult and costly. This could lead the employers to believe that
venting is not the solution to the problem of dust explosions in silos;
the danger that then arises is that no mitigation measures might be
taken at all.

The aforementioned dust explosion venting standards, both of
which have recently become effective, are, in certain situations, more
than a little contradictory. For example, Fig. 1 compares standards
NFPA 68 [5] and EN 14491 [4] with respect to barley dust in a 1000 m3

silo and with a very low reduced explosion overpressure1 (Pred) of
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0.12 bar. Depending on the length-to-diameter (L/D) ratio, the vent
area contemplated in EN 14491 [4] can be around twice that
suggested by NFPA 68 [5]. A comparison of these standards in terms
of their application to silos was recently reported by Tascón et al. [8].

The equations in EN 14491 [4] are used for calculating vent areas
for an enclosure completely filled by a turbulent dust cloud of
optimum dust concentration. However, in some practical situations,
for example in most silos (especially large silos filled by a free-fall or
mechanical feeding mechanism), the test procedures employed in
European standards tend to overstate explosion intensities. EN 14491
[4] specifies that, for non-homogeneous dust clouds of low dust
concentration under conditions of low to moderate turbulence, a
reduced vent area can be used. However, no value or alternative
formula is provided for calculating this area. Rather, the standard
requires it be determined by explosion venting trials. In principle,
numerical simulations could provide an alternative means of
determining vent areas in these situations.

With the development of computational resources, numerical
methodshave becomepowerful tools inmany researchand engineering
fields. Simulation based on the principles of computational fluid
dynamics (CFD) has become a widely adoptedmethodology for solving
complex problems regarding heat and fluid flow. A number of
researchers have already published interesting reports on the applica-
tion of CFD-tools to dust explosions [9–12].

The main aim of the present work was to simulate dust explosions
in vented silos using a commercial CFD-code, the DESC (Dust
Explosion Simulation Code), which is specific for dust explosions, in
order to predict the pressure build-up over time. Knowing these
pressures would allow researchers to analyse the behaviour of a silo's
structure in the event of an explosion through the use of the finite-
element method (FEM); this has already been successfully used to
study silo design requirements for different types of load [13]. In the
present work the explosion pressures and the necessary vent sizes to
deal with them, as determined in simulations, were compared with
the values predicted in EN 14491 [4] and NFPA 68 [5]. The ultimate
aim of this research is to solve technical difficulties in the protection
of silos against dust explosions and to solve pertinent silo design
problems.

2. Methodology

A commercial CFD software – the Dust Explosion Simulation
Code (DESC) – has been available from GexCon since the end of 2005.
This code was the result of a project supported by the European
Commission involving 11 participants. Further details on theDESC project
can be found elsewhere [14].

DESC is based on the CFD programme for gas explosions known as
FLACS (FLame ACceleration Simulator). It is a finite volume code in

which transport equations for the mass, momentum, enthalpy, fuel,
mixture fraction, turbulent kinetic energy and the turbulent energy
dissipation rate of the fluid flow (in this case themixture dust/air in an
exploding silo) are solved on a structured Cartesian grid; all solid
objects (in this case the silo and its components) are mapped to this
grid using a distributed porosity concept [15]. The results of
standardized tests in 20-litre explosion vessels [16,17] have to be
used to extract the necessary input combustion parameters. Scenarios
taking into account the geometry of the problem, the characteristics of
the grid, the ignition point and ignition energy, monitoring points and
output variables etc., are defined in the pre-processor CASD. The
results of simulations are presented in the post-processor Flowvis. The
combustion and turbulence models used in the programme and the
approach adopted for DESC development are those described by
Skjold et al. [12,18].

In the present work, dust explosions in silos were simulated using
DESC (version 1.0b3) running under the Linux operating system
(Mandriva). The intention was to simulate cylindrical flat-bottomed
silos with mechanical feeding systems — the most common type of
silo used to store grain and other granular and powdered products in
the agricultural and food industries in Spain.

In the simulations, the silos were 6 m in diameter and either 9, 12 or
15 m in height. The grid definedwas three-dimensional with cells 0.2 m
in size. The geometry of the silos, including the vent panels, the ignition
point and themonitoring points,wasfitted to the grid. The usual conical
roof of this type of silos was transformed into a prolongation of the
cylindrical silo wall with the same volume and a flat roof; it is not
possible to set vent panels on a conical surface in DESC. Eight inertialess
pressure relief panels were contemplated in the flat roof, each one of
1 m2 (see Fig. 2). The total vent area could be set from 0 m2 to 8 m2 by
setting the activation pressure of the vents to either a common value for
commercial vent panels or to a value much higher than the maximum
explosion pressure of the dust (Pmax). Simulations were carried out for
activation pressures of 0.1 bar and 0.05 bar, both of which represent
common static activation overpressures (Pstat) of commercial vent
panels.

The ignition was located at 0.50 m above the silo bottom. The
ignition energy was set to 10 kJ, which is the standard energy used in
explosion severity tests [16,17]. Furthermore, such ignition energy
has previously been used in numerous experimental tests in large
vessels [19–21]. However, real ignition sources can generate much
lower or considerably greater energies [1]. In consequence, other
researchers decided to select higher or lower values than 10 kJ for
their experiments [9,22–24]. In the present simulations with DESC the
standard energy of 10 kJ was considered appropriate for comparison
purposes.

To observe the variation in the values of essential parameters
during the explosion, several monitoring points were selected along

Fig. 1. Comparison of vent areas required by NFPA 68 [5] and EN 14491 [4] for barley
storage (Pmax=7.1 bar, Kst=50 bar·m/s). V=1000 m3. Pred=0.12 bar. Activation
pressure (Pstat)=0.1 and 0.05 bar.

Fig. 2. Silo 6 m in diameter and 15 m in height. The vertical cross-section shows the
monitoring points along the z-axis (on the left); the horizontal cross-section shows the
monitoring points near the roof (in the middle); the top view shows the vent panels in
the roof (on the right).
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the vertical axis of the cylinder, one every 2 m, and eight others
situated on a plane near the roof, one for every 45° (see Fig. 2). The
monitoring points near the roof were used to study in detail what
happens to the structure of the roof during an explosion.

The intentionwas to simulate silos under real industrial conditions
with mechanical feeding, the bulk material entering into the silo by
free fall (the most commonly used filling system for large cylindrical
steel silos in Spain). However, in DESC it is not possible to simulate
the mechanical filling of a vessel by the free-fall of a bulk granular
material through a pipe after arrival via a conveyor (screw, bulk
elevator or conveyor belt) and the consequent dust cloud. Thus, the
approach adopted for all simulations was to consider an initial dust
cloud which completely filled the silo and to set the dust cloud
characteristics according to such filling system.

Maize starch (Pmax=8.63 bar and Kst=149 bar·m/s) was contem-
plated in all simulations. Its explosion characteristics were input in the
DESC program's fuel file as supplied by GexCon. The silowas considered
completely filled by a dust cloud — in principle the most dangerous of
situations. This approach was based on the following rule stated by the
formulae in EN 14491 [4] and NFPA 68 [5]: the larger the volume, the
greater the vent area required. However, in a complete structural
analysis for the design of a silo, account should be taken of the effects of
load combinations, for example the pressures exerted by the stored
material in a partially filled silo plus the explosion pressures developed
in the free volume above the bulk solid [25].

A great challenge was deciding upon the initial level of turbulence
and concentration of the dust cloud generated in the silo. There is a
lack of published data in this area with respect to large vessels in the
practical, industrial setting. Given the absence of data regarding real
dust clouds in large silos, those of Hauert, Vogl and Radant [20,26,27],
gathered in comprehensive experiments involving a 12 m3 steel silo
at the FSA (Forschungsgesellschaft für Angewandte Systemsicherheit
und Arbeitsmedizin, Research Centre for Applied System Safety and
Industrial Medicine) as part of the European CREDIT (Cooperative
Research of Exploding Dusts on Industrial Terrains) project [28], were
adopted.

Hauert et al. used the Laser-Doppler-Anemometry (LDA) tech-
nique to measure the flow field in the silo, calculating both the mean
velocity and the RMS turbulence velocity. A dust concentration
measuring probewas developed by FSA, based on the principle that an
attenuation of the intensity of a light beam is produced when it
penetrates a cloud with solid particles. The measuring equipments
were placed at different heights and also at different positions in
radial direction into the 12 m3 silo. Three different ways of feeding the
silo were implemented: a pneumatic conveying system with axial or
tangential release and a mechanical system (free-fall after a screw
conveyor). Maize starch was one of the materials used in the experi-
ments in the FSA silo.

Dust concentrations, mean air velocities and RMS turbulence
velocities were set to those measured in the FSA 12 m3 silo when fed
mechanically with maize starch, considering average values for the
whole volume of the silo. Thus, the present simulations involved a
simplified initial dust cloud. The data were obtained from the CREDIT
Final Technical Report [27], averaging the values for thewhole volume
of the FSA 12 m3 silo. The input turbulence variable in DESC is the
relative turbulence intensity, which can be calculated as the ratio of
the turbulence intensity (RMS turbulence velocity, m/s) to the mean
flow velocity (m/s). Table 1 shows the average dust concentration and
flow characteristics chosen for the simulations (condition set 0). The
mean air velocity measured in the FSA 12 m3 silo was exceptionally
low. As a result, the relative turbulence intensity (%) was very high,
although the turbulence intensity (m/s) measured in the silo was also
quite low.

The characteristics of the flow in the 12 m3 silo reported by FSA
were those related to the longitudinal axis of the silo, i.e., the axial
components of the flow characteristics. DESC only permits one input

value for the initial turbulence and flow velocity, and considers the
turbulence to be isotropic. The FSA researchers verified that the
tangential components of the turbulence show approximately the
same behaviour as the axial components and that the latter seem to be
higher [27]. Therefore the axial values reported by the FSA were taken
as the input flow values.

The approach adopted for the present simulations may seem
something of an oversimplification, but it provided a starting point. It
also errs on the side of safety since it involves the transformation of a
non-homogeneous cloudwith high/low local dust concentrations into
a homogeneous cloud.

The level of turbulence and the dust concentration in a silo are related
to the capacity of the filling system. In thework performed by the FSA the
maximum capacity of the mechanical filling system was adapted to the
size of the silo (12 m3), i.e., a screw of capacity 3.6 tons/h [27]. The largest
silo considered in the present work was 424 m3 in volume (6m in
diameter, 15 m in height), i.e., thirty-five times as large as the
experimental silo of the FSA. However, the capacity of the filling system
would not be increased by thirty-five times in a real silo of these
dimensions in the agricultural and food industry; at most the capacity of
the filling system would be some 25–75 tons/h. In consequence, in the
present work it was considered that lower average velocity and
turbulence values could be expected for silos much larger than the FSA
12 m3 silo, although at certain points near the pipe inlet and along the
trajectory of the particles they might be higher. In the absence of more
published data regarding real dust clouds in large silos, the works by
Hauert, Vogl and Radant were considered appropriate for such silos.

In further simulations, condition set 1, a higher concentration for
the initial dust cloud (500 g/m3) and a reduction in the initial relative
turbulence intensity (80%) were considered. This might correspond to
silos with layers of dust settled on the walls, which would be
dispersed in the air by turbulence produced by the filling process and
the explosion itself, increasing the average dust concentration. Silo
walls made of corrugated steel plates can hold large dust deposits,
thicker than those on polished or smooth walls. The former are widely
used for the storage of grain and similar materials because of their
better mechanical behaviour; indeed, most agricultural silos have
corrugated walls. The reduction in turbulence was supported by the
aforementioned reasoning that, in silos larger than the 12 m3 FSA silo
(i.e., those simulated in the present work) the ratio of the volume to
the capacity of the mechanical feeding system often increases, reduc-
ing the average turbulence. A value of 0.80 (80%) was selected by the
authors.

Twosets of conditions regarding the initial conditionsof thedust cloud
were therefore considered: condition set 0, inwhich thevalues reportedby
the researchers of the FSA, averaged for the whole volume of the
experimental silo, were used; and condition set 1, in which a higher dust
concentration and a lower turbulence were assumed. Tables 1 and 2
describe the characteristics of the simulations considered in this work.

Finally the maximum explosion overpressures obtained by the
computer simulations and their related vent areas were compared to
the values predicted by EN 14491 [4] and NFPA 68 [5]. With respect to
EN 14491 [4], the general equation for isolated enclosures with a
maximum reduced explosion overpressure (Pmax,red) of b1.5 bar was
used to calculate the associated vent area. For NFPA 68 [5], the general
equation for calculating theminimumnecessary vent area with low or
medium turbulence was used; the correction for L/D values of N2 was
used when necessary.

Table 1
Initial dust cloud conditions selected for the simulations.

Parameters Condition set 0 Condition set 1

Dust concentration 300 g/m3 500 g/m3

Air velocity 0.15 m/s 0.15 m/s
Relative turbulence intensity 112% 80%
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Prior to the calculations presented in this paper, some simulations
were carried out to study the sensitivity of the results with respect to
the grid resolution defined in DESC. A vessel 2 m in diameter and 3 m in
height, with no vents,was considered for such simulations. The ignition,
10 kJ, was located at the silo bottom. It was assumed that the vessel was
completely filled by a quiescent dust cloud of 700 kg/m3 (maize starch,
Pmax=8.63 bar and Kst=149 bar·m/s). Three different grid resolutions
were considered: 0.10 m, 0.20 m and 0.50 m. Table 3 presents some
results of these simulations. It was found that the overpressures were
almost identical but the differences in the maximum rate of pressure
rise ((dP/dt)max) were significant. The values of (dP/dt)max depended
on the grid resolution and clearly converged following a correct trend.
There was a difference in (dP/dt)max of 2.56% between the simulation
with 0.20 m cells and the simulation with 0.10 m cells.

Taking into account the limitations in processing speed andmemory
capacity, a grid of 0.20 m was considered accurate enough to simulate
dust explosions in much larger silos than this previous one.

3. Results and discussion

The results of the numerical DESC simulations are provided as
graphs and text files with the values of the different variables calculated
for the simulated explosion. Special interest was paid to the over-
pressures and temperatures generated since the ultimate aim of this
research is to be able to carry out structural analyses of vented silos.

Fig. 3 shows the comparison of the overpressure time histories for
four different vent areas in a silo 6 m in diameter and 9 m in height.
Note that the pressure in bars denotes gauge pressure, i.e., pressure
above atmospheric pressure. Fig. 3 therefore shows the overpressures
that were recorded at a monitoring point situated in the middle of the
silo (at 5.10 m from the bottom) over the z-axis.

In the simulations performed in this work, the pressures recorded
at different monitoring points were nearly the same. Thus, the
distribution of the pressure in the silos during the explosions was
uniform. There are two instants along the pressure–time graphs when
trivial differences were recorded at different monitoring points: when
the vent panels had just opened, which led to a rapid decline in
pressure, and when the pressure reached the second peak value and
started to go down (see Fig. 4).

Fig. 5 shows the temperature time histories recorded at different
monitoring points. Results in Figs. 4 and 5 correspond to the same
simulation and they demonstrate that the flame propagated slower
than the pressure, reaching the monitoring points along the z-axis in
sequence.

In some of the simulations negative pressure phases were seen
over the pressure-time curve; the maximum values reached were
about −0.02 bar. These negative pressures showed the following
trends: they increased with the L/D ratio of the silo; for the same silo
geometry they increased with the vent area; and they increased as the
activation pressure on the vent panels decreased.

The underpressures developed could induce the strong compression
of the silo walls, making it necessary to understand their structural
behaviour if buckling failures are to be avoided. Thus, it may not be
enough to only take into account themaximumoverpressure developed

Table 2
Characteristics of the DESC simulations.

Parameters Numerical values

Silo diameter (D) 6 m
Length-to-diameter ratio (L/D) 1.5–2–2.5
Volume (V) 254.5 m3–339.3 m3–424.1 m3

Vent area (A) From 0 m2 to 8 m2

Activation pressure of the venting
devices (Pstat)

0.05–0.1 bar

Ignition energy 10 kJ
Ignition point 0.5 m (bottom)
Dust (maize starch) Pmax=8.63 bar, Kst=149 bar·m/s

Table 3
Overpressure and maximum rate of pressure rise obtained by computer simulation for
three different grid resolutions. D=2 m. L=3 m.

Grid P (dP/dt)max

0.10 m 8.80 bar 26.52 bar/s
0.20 m 8.80 bar 25.84 bar/s
0.50 m 8.82 bar 18.37 bar/s

Fig. 3. Overpressure time histories. Maize starch. D=6m. L=9m. Pstat=0.1 bar. Condition
set 0. Vent area=2 m2 (A), 3 m2 (B), 4 m2 (C) and 5 m2 (D).

Fig. 4. Overpressure time histories recorded at six monitor points situated along the vertical
axis of the silo. Maize starch. D=6m. L=12m. Activation overpressure=0.05 bar. Vent
area=7m2. Condition set 0.
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by vented explosions when designing a silo's structure. Metal silos,
whichhavemuch thinnerwalls thanconcrete silos, couldbeparticularly
vulnerable to compressive stresses induced by the formation of partial
vacuums. However neither venting standard EN 14491 [4] nor NFPA 68
[5], nor Eurocode 1, part 4, “Actions on structures. Silos and tanks” [3],
propose anymethod for predicting potential underpressures thatmight
improve silo design. This concern is different to the negative pressures
developing in vessels fitted with explosion doors, which is described in
EN 14491 [4] and NFPA 68 [5] and controlled by using vacuum breakers
to avoid the deformation of the walls after the doors have closed the
vented area. Computer simulations could be a useful tool for predicting
the value of potential underpressures.

Figs. 6 and 7 show the correlations of the maximum reduced
explosion overpressures (Pred) obtained by computer simulation using
the DESC codewith the corresponding vent areas for silos 9 m in height.
Figs. 8 and 9 show the same for silos 12 m in height, and Figs. 10 and 11
show the same for silos 15 m in height. The results were compared to
the vent areas required by standards EN14491 [4] andNFPA68 [5]. Both

condition sets 0 and 1 are contemplated in these figures (Simulations(0)
and Simulations(1)). The overpressures plotted are the maximum
values recorded by any monitoring point during the explosion process.

The trends of the curves for the DESC simulations are similar to
those arising from standards EN 14491 [4] and NFPA 68 [5]. However
the overpressure values obtained by DESC for condition set 0 were
lower than those predicted by either. For low overpressure values, the
differences were significant compared to those vent areas predicted
by standard NFPA 68 [5], but notably greater compared to those vent
areas set out by EN 14491 [4]. The curve for the DESC simulations
adhering to condition set 0 is approximately parallel to the curve for
standard NFPA 68 [5].

The differences between the DESC simulations and standards EN
14491 [4] and NFPA 68 [5] may be explained by the initial dust cloud
conditions considered. In this work, dust concentration, air velocity
and turbulence were set to those measured during the mechanical
filling process of a small real silo. The mean velocity and the RMS
turbulence velocity registered in such situation were very low in
comparison with the values measured in explosion laboratory tests
[27,29], in which the dust cloud is created by the discharged of
pressurized dust containers. These pressurized containers were also
the method to create dust clouds in the explosion venting test series
on which the present standards are partially based, setting a number
of containers proportional to the volume of the vessel [19].

On the other hand the significant differences between EN 14491
[4] and NFPA 68 [5] for low overpressure values may be explained by
the vent area correction for elongated vessels which is required by EN
14491 [4] when Predb1.5 bar and L/DN1. Such correction2 depends on
the L/D ratio and the Pred and it imposes a notably increment of vent
area if Pred is very low [8]. Thus, a lower Pred results in a larger vent
area correction for a fixed L/D ratio. This correction is the same one
which was proposed in the 90s by the second version of the German
guideline VDI 3673 [30]. The equations in NFPA 68 [5] also introduce a
correction for elongated vessels when L/DN2 but it imposes more
moderate increments of vent area than EN 14491 [4] when Pred is very
low [8]. There is no correction of the vent area for L/D≤2 in NFPA 68
[5]. For the silos studied in this paper, the great differences between
the vent areas proposed by EN 14491 [4] and NFPA 68 [5] for very low
overpressure values are mainly due to the type of L/D correction
applied.

For the simulations adhering to condition set 1, the results matched
the values predicted by NFPA 68 [5] very well; indeed, there was little
difference between their curves. The overpressure values obtained by
DESC were lower than those found in NFPA 68 [5] for silos 9 m in
height, and slightly greater for silos 12 m and 15 m in height. Even for
condition set 1, which is more unfavourable than condition set 0, the
results obtained were far from the values considered by EN 14491 [4]
when the Pred value was small.

The variation of the activation pressure of the venting panels (Pstat)
in the present work had no important effect on the overpressures
recorded. When panels with an opening pressure of 0.05 bar were
contemplated, a mean reduction of 4.33% in the explosion overpres-
sure (minimum of 0.75%; maximum of 11.40%, standard deviation of
3.67) was seen with respect to simulations in which it was 0.1 bar,
except in one simulation, which produced an irrelevant increment of
0.30%. These results agreed very well with the mean reduction of
4.02% in the overpressure Pred according to NFPA 68 [5] when Pstat is
reduced from 0.1 bar to 0.05 bar (see Fig. 1). Both standards [4,5]
assume that a lower activation pressure of the venting device
produces a lower explosion overpressure due to the prompter release
of hot combustion gasses and also unburnt dust. However, EN 14491

Fig. 6. Correlation of the reduced explosion overpressure with the vent area.
Comparison of results obtained by computer simulation with the values contemplated
in EN 14491 [4] and NFPA 68 [5]. Maize starch. D=6 m. L=9 m. Pstat=0.1 bar.

2 Correction for elongated vessels in EN14491:ΔA=A′·(−4.305·log Pred+0.758)·log
L/D. Vent area for cubic vessels: A′. Total vent area for elongated vessels: A=A′+ΔA.

Fig. 5. Temperature time histories recorded at six monitor points situated along the vertical
axis of the silo. Maize starch. D=6m. L=12m. Pstat=0.05 bar. Vent area=7m2. Condition
set 0.
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[4] considers a minimum value of Pstat=0.1 bar and requires the vent
areas be determined for that value when Pstatb0.1 bar.

According to the results, the dust concentration had a strong
influence on the reduced explosion overpressure. The overpressure
increased when the concentration was nearer to the optimum
concentration (approximately 750 kg/m3 for the maize starch used
in the simulations), a foreseeable result.

The influence of the initial dust cloud conditions on the reduced
explosion overpressure seemed to be stronger when the vent area
was small (and the overpressure high). On the other hand, the
differences between EN 14491 [4] and NFPA 68 [5] reduced when the
overpressure was high and notably increased when it was low.

For low overpressures (Pred≤0.3 bar), which are common for
metallic, cylindrical silos, the vent areas necessary according to the
numerical simulations adhering to condition set 0 were approximately
half those considered by EN 14491 [4]. For example, in Fig. 6, when the
venting areawas 3 m2 the overpressure obtained by DESCwas 0.47 bar,
while for NFPA 68 [5] it was 0.89 bar, and for EN 14491 [4] it was
1.03 bar. For condition set 1 the Pred obtained by DESC was 0.76 bar.

The present computer simulations confirm the widespread idea
that vent areas calculated according to EN 14491 [4] which is based on
the previous standard VDI 3673 (2002) [31], are very conservative
compared with what might really be necessary for most large silos. In

fact this has already been investigated in a number of experiments
[32,33]. However, some potential scenarios could involve conditions
of temporarily high turbulence and dust concentration levels. An
example would be a secondary dust explosion. Thus, the results
obtained by computer simulation should be used with extreme
caution since they reflect given levels of turbulence and dust
concentration. It should be noted that the general equation in EN
14491 [4] “shall apply to single enclosures where appropriate
measures (explosion isolation) have been taken to prevent flame
propagation between enclosures”. Consequently, when isolation
measures have been implemented, the likelihood of secondary
explosions is remote, and it seems clear that EN 14491 [4] notably
oversizes vent areas for large isolated silos when the turbulence is not
high and the dust cloud not homogeneous.

The results of the present DESC simulations were very dependent on
the initial conditionsof thedust cloud(dust concentration, air velocity and
turbulence). Further measurements of dust cloud characteristics in large
silos therefore seem to be necessary for accurate computer simulations.

4. Conclusions

The vent areas and associated overpressures obtained in the present
simulationswere lower than those contemplated by European standard

Fig. 7. Correlation of the reduced explosion overpressure with the vent area.
Comparison of results obtained by computer simulation with the values contemplated
in EN 14491 [4] and NFPA 68 [5]. Maize starch. D=6 m. L=9 m. Pstat=0.05 bar.

Fig. 8. Correlation of the reduced explosion overpressure with the vent area.
Comparison of results obtained by computer simulation with the values contemplated
in EN 14491 [4] and NFPA 68 [5]. Maize starch. D=6 m. L=12 m. Pstat=0.1 bar.

Fig. 9. Correlation of the reduced explosion overpressure with the vent area.
Comparison of results obtained by computer simulation with the values contemplated
in EN 14491 [4] and NFPA 68 [5]. Maize starch. D=6 m. L=12 m. Pstat=0.05 bar.

Fig. 10. Correlation of the reduced explosion overpressure with the vent area.
Comparison of results obtained by computer simulation with the values contemplated
in EN 14491 [4] and NFPA 68 [5]. Maize starch. D=6 m. L=15 m. Pstat=0.1 bar.

722 A. Tascón et al. / Powder Technology 208 (2011) 717–724

image of Fig.�7
image of Fig.�8
image of Fig.�9
image of Fig.�10


EN 14491 [4] but agreed quite well with those of American standard
NFPA 68 [5]. The differences with respect to the values set out in EN
14491 [4] were large when the reduced explosion overpressure Pred
was low, which is the most common scenario in large, cylindrical, steel
silos.

The present results should be extrapolated with caution since DESC
simulations are absolutely dependent on the flow characteristics and
the dust concentration assumed for the initial dust cloud. The
characterization of dust cloud properties in large volumes, together
with experimental validation, would therefore seem necessary if
accurate simulations are to be continued. The uncertainties related to
the input data are one of the weak points of CFD simulations.
Experimental verification is intended to be carried out by the authors,
although comparison of DESC simulations with several experiments
described in literature has already been carried out, indicating a
reasonably good agreement [12,14,18]. There are also uncertainties
associated with the chosen approach to the original development of
DESC; these are discussed by Skjold [12,14,18].

Some of the present scenarios showed negative pressures of up to
−0.2 bar to appear at certain points of the pressure wave. It may
therefore not be enough to simply consider the maximum overpres-
sure developed by the vented explosion if silos are to be correctly
deigned. EN 1991-4 [3] warns about the problem of underpressures
arising in vented silos, but it proposes no means of estimating them,
nor does EN 14491 [4] nor NFPA 68 [5]. Negative pressures, although
not very high, produce compressive stresses that could lead to
buckling failures if the design of a silo does not take them into
account. Numerical simulations might be very useful for estimating
these underpressures.

The DESC program has proven to be a very useful tool for studying
how to protect against dust explosions – in this case in silos – and for
improving our knowledge on dust explosions and their consequences.
Simulations offer a number of advantages: they can generate a great
deal of information for any point of interest, the initial conditions can be
varied, and simulations are much cheaper than performing real
explosion experiments. The program could also serve for planning
real explosion tests and extrapolating the results to other situations.

Improving the design of vented silos will require further research
into the venting process and the characteristics of the dust clouds.
This must include realistic experiments and simulations involving the
actual equipment currently used in industry. Numerical simulations
could be a powerful tool for helping engineers design explosion
mitigation methods and calculating the structure of vented silos.
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Design and instrumentation of a mid-size test station for measuring static and
dynamic pressures in silos under different conditions – Part I: Description
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a b s t r a c t

Very few experimental installations in the world have full-scale silos, and very few assays have been con-
ducted on them. Consequently, numerous unresolved questions remain which require further research in
order to be able to reliably predict the behaviour of the material stored in these kinds of structures.

In this article, we describe the design of a full-scale test station for assaying pressure in silos. The instal-
lation basically consists of a full-scale, cylindrical silo equipped with load cells to measure pressure and
variable-frequency drives connected to each of the electric motors driving the filling and discharge screw
conveyors, in order to study the effect on pressure of the speed at which the silo is filled or discharged. As a
result of this novel design, it is possible to obtain most of the parameters which control the behaviour of
stored material and to compare and validate the different theoretical models used for performing calcu-
lations and establishing current standards.

The versatility of the silo design also makes it possible to adapt the geometry to the conditions which, in
practice, are present most frequently in slender silos, enabling assays to be conducted for flat bottom and
hopper silos, and combining both of these conditions with central and eccentric outlets. Furthermore, for
each of these configurations it is also possible to study the behaviour of the material under different con-
ditions, including static state, dynamic filling and discharge state, variations in filling and discharge
speeds, pressure caused by swelling in the case of material stored when moist or saturated with aqueous
solutions, and to perform simulations of an increase in silo height.

� 2012 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The question of the structural design of silos used for storing
granular material has been a subject of enquiry since the end of
the 19th century (Janssen, 1895). However, despite the advances
in knowledge which have been achieved to date, many of the
problems observed in practice remain unresolved (Ayuga, 2008;
Dogangun et al., 2009; Nielsen, 2008) since the laws which control
the behaviour of granular material and the pressures it exerts on
internal silo walls are still not completely understood.

Numerous researchers have developed theoretical models
(Artoni et al., 2009; Ayuga et al., 2001; Briassoulis, 2000; Gillie
and Holst, 2003; Goodey et al., 2003, 2006; Guaita et al., 2003; Juan
et al., 2006; Khelil, 2002; Knebel and Schweizerhof, 1995; Martinez
et al., 2002; Matchett, 2006; Matchett et al., 2008; Ooi and Rotter,
1991; Pircher et al., 2001; Song, 2004; Song and Teng, 2003; Vidal
et al., 2005, 2006, 2008; Winterstetter and Schmidt, 2002; Wu and
Schmidt, 1992; Yang and Hsiau, 2001) to predict the behaviour of
material stored in this kind of structure, using different boundary

conditions. Such models require validation through experimental
assays: however, in practice these are rarely performed due to
the high costs and effort involved in designing and constructing
test stations. Furthermore, many of the parameters of the stored
material required by these theoretical models in order to predict
behaviour (Moya et al., 2002, 2006) have been insufficiently
studied.

Other researchers have conducted assays on model silos built to
scale (Ahn et al., 2008; Askegaard and Munch-Andersen, 1985;
Chou and Hsu, 2003; Chou et al., 2002; Coetzee and Els, 2009;
Grudzien et al., 2010, 2011; Nedderman and Tüzün, 1979;
Niedostatkiewicz et al., 2009; Rotter et al., 1989; Sielamowicz
et al., 2005; Sielamowicz et al., 2006, 2010; Sielamowicz and Czech,
2010; Wu et al., 2009; Wójcik and Tejchman, 2009) in order to reach
their conclusions. However, it is well-known that errors of scale
have often led to results which differ considerably from behaviour
at full scale (Chen et al., 2007; Nielsen and Askegaard, 1977).

Very few experimental installations in the world have full-scale
silos (Brown et al., 2000; Härtl et al., 2008; Ramirez et al., 2010c;
Schurich et al., 2001; Teng and Lin, 2005; Teng et al., 2001; Zhao
and Teng, 2004a; Zhong et al., 2001), and very few assays have
been conducted on them (Chen et al., 2005, 2007; Härtl et al.,
2008; Ooi et al., 1990; Teng et al., 2005; Wu et al., 2009; Yang
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and Hsiau, 2001). Such installations and assays require consider-
able effort, but have produced very important results. Neverthe-
less, numerous unresolved questions remain which require
further research in order to be able to reliably predict the behav-
iour of the material stored in these kinds of structure. The problem
with these structures is that many different types of silo design are
possible in practice, resulting in a very high number of boundary
conditions and parameters requiring study.

In this article, we describe the design of a full-scale test station
for assaying pressures in silos. Due to the versatility of the test silo
design, it is also possible to adapt the geometry to the conditions
which, in practice, are present most frequently in slender silos, en-
abling assays to be conducted for flat bottom and hopper silos, and
combining both of these conditions with central and eccentric out-
lets. Furthermore, for each of these configurations it is also possible
to study the behaviour of the material under different conditions,
including static state, dynamic loading and discharge state, varia-
tions in loading and discharge speeds, pressure caused by swelling
in the case of material stored when moist or saturated with aque-
ous solutions, and to perform simulations of an increase in silo
height, etc.

This same versatility also offers the possibility of using the test
silo as a tool for validating existing theoretical models, whilst at
the same time obtaining new data which will contribute to further-
ing knowledge on the behaviour of material stored in these kinds
of structure.

2. Description

The design and instrumentation of the test station was con-
ducted entirely by the research team at the Department of Agricul-
tural Engineering and Sciences, University of León, Spain. In this
article we describe the design of a test station for slender cylindri-
cal silos, since this is the form most frequently used in the industry,
although the design and instrumentation would also be valid for
construction of a test station for square, rectangular and even
polygonal silos using the same principals and adapting them to
the chosen geometry.

2.1. General description of the test station

The installation consists of 2 silos, one for conducting assays
and the other for storing the granular material used in assays.
The silos are connected by two screw conveyors powered by elec-
tric motors, to facilitate filling and discharge of the same (Fig. 1). In
order to measure pressures on the walls and at the base of the test
silo under different conditions, load cells are positioned at strategic
points of the test silo (Fig. 4).

2.2. Geometry of the test silo

The geometry of the silo described is cylindrical, and it consists
of three independent segments which can be dismantled; the low-
er segment, or base, where the outlet for stored material is located,
a central segment, or cylindrical body, and a roof, or cover, which
comprises the upper segment (Fig. 2).

The lower segment consists of four pieces, including a set of
three interchangeable hoppers, one for central discharge, another
for completely eccentric discharge and the last providing interme-
diate outlet eccentricity. The three hoppers are reinforced with a
ring at the silo-hopper transition. The fourth piece comprises a flat
bottom which in turn has three outlet holes (central, intermediate
and eccentric) (Figs. 2, 3 and 7).

The body of the silo consists of a cylinder reinforced at the top
and bottom with rings which rest on the vertical load cells, thus

separating the cylinder from the other segments and making it
possible to determine the vertical forces produced in the central
segment independently (Figs. 2, 7 and 8).

The upper segment consists of a roof reinforced around the
perimeter with a steel ring, which is also mounted on three vertical
load cells and separates the upper segment from the central seg-
ment. The three load cells in the upper segment provide informa-
tion on vertical wall pressure when additional pressure is exerted
on the upper segment. The roof is not flat, since it contains the hous-
ing for an inflatable membrane which can be used to exert addi-
tional pressures on the upper surface of the grain (Figs. 2 and 8).

The test silo constructed to validate this design, described in de-
tail in the second part of this publication, was constructed using
steel plates 3 mm thick whilst the reinforcement rings for the cylin-
der, hopper and roof were 50 mm wide and 10 mm thick. Following
the nomenclature employed in Fig. 9 in this article, the dimensions
were: hc = 2.00 m; hh = 0.73 m; hb = 2.73 m; dc = 1.00 m; b = 34.30�;
e0 = 0 m. According to the Eurocode classification, this corresponds
to a slender silo, since the cylinder height/diameter ratio is equal to
2 (hc/dc = 2).

2.3. Instrumentation

2.3.1. Measuring horizontal pressures
The pressures exerted on the cylinder wall are measured at four

generatrices and at different heights. Pressures exerted on the hop-
per are measured immediately below the transition, at the prolon-
gation of the generatrices for measuring the cylinder.

To measure normal wall pressures at different points, double
bending beam load cells are used. To this end, openings are made
in the wall, into which panels of exactly the same shape as the
opening, made of the same material as the wall and of the same
thickness, are inserted. These panels are completely flush with
the inner side of the silo wall.

Load cells parallel to the cylinder are connected to these panels,
in order to measure the horizontal force exerted on a known sur-
face area. A very small tolerance is allowed between the edges of
the panels and the wall in order to avoid friction and ensure that
the panel rests only on the double bending beam load cells (Fig. 5).

Load cells of this type, which undergo small deformations of be-
tween 0.3 and 0.5 mm when at limit load, are available on the mar-
ket. This avoids any possible error when interpreting pressures
which could arise from displacement of the silo walls connected
to the load cells due to the lack of rigidity of these devices (Fig. 6).

2.3.2. Measuring vertical forces
Vertical forces are measured by tension/compression load cells

(Molenda et al., 2009). Measurements are taken at points located at
three different heights by three load cells placed at each height,
120� apart around the circumference of the cylinder (Fig. 4).

The hopper is mounted on three load cells, thus enabling mea-
surement of the total weight of the stored material. The cylinder is
mounted on a further three load cells, located above the previous
three, enabling measurement of the vertical force exerted on the
wall (Fig. 7), this enables the value of the frictional forces to be ob-
tained, which in turn is used to obtain average vertical pressures at
a determined level. In addition, this also permits values for the ver-
tical force on the wall at the silo-hopper transition junction caused
by friction between the stored material and the cylinder walls to be
obtained.

Another three load cells are located in the upper segment of the
cylinder, and provide the mounting for the silo roof, making it pos-
sible to exert additional pressure on the upper segment in order to
simulate pressures in silos with a higher hc/dc ratio, thus avoiding
the need to construct a taller cylinder. As a result, the effect of an
overpressure on the stored material can be analysed, as can its
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influence on the horizontal pressures. However, in order to obtain
the vertical pressure per unit length at the silo-hopper transition
junction it is also necessary to take into account the additional ver-
tical forces acting on the cylinder wall due to friction between the
grain and the simulated cylinder walls, as well as the weight of the
simulated cylinder itself.

This system also makes it possible to study the pressure exerted
by swelling of material stored under different confinement pres-
sures. To this end, an elastic inflatable membrane is housed in

the roof, in order to apply the additional pressure specified in the
experiment in the upper segment (Fig. 8).

As with the double bending beam load cells, there are tension/
compression load cells of this kind available on the market which
undergo small deformations of less than 0.5 mm at limit load, thus
avoiding the risk of coming into contact with the rings separating
the three segments of the silo during the assay. It is therefore
important to consider the deformation of the load cell chosen at
limit load when determining the separation between rings (Figs.
6–8), and the design should be sufficiently rigid to prevent either
horizontal or vertical deformation of the rings.

Fig. 1. General Test Station silo installation. 1: Slide gate; 2: screw conveyor; 3: AC motor; F: filling; D: discharge.

Fig. 2. Geometry of the test silo.

Fig. 3. Discharge in hopper and flat bottom silos.
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2.3.3. Control filling and discharge speed
Filling and discharge is performed using screw conveyors con-

nected to two A/C motors. Filling and discharge speed is controlled
by variable-frequency drives (VFD) which regulate conveyor rota-
tion speed.

2.3.4. Communication protocol
The installation could be controlled using a standard communi-

cation protocol with an RS485 interface. For this, it would be
necessary a specific SCADA (Supervisory Control and Data Acquisi-
tion). The analog signal sent by each load cell (mV/V) would be
processed by an A/D converter into a digital readout which is trans-
mitted by the RS485 network. The converters currently available
on the market are capable of processing and uploading various
readouts per second.

Reading and storage of the data sent by the load cells, together
with motor rotation speed control, is performed by a PC using the
SCADA software application specifically designed for this purpose.
This application facilitates selection of the time interval between
readings (from tenths of seconds), storing them in a text file. At
the same time, it also provides the ability to control the variable-

frequency drives and set the filling or discharge speed desired in
each experiment.

2.3.5. Calibration
See Part 2, apart 2.3.5.

3. Data processing

3.1. Nomenclature

The nomenclature employed is in accordance with that used in
the Eurocode (CEN, 2006), but also includes specific aspects of this
installation which are not considered in the code.

To avoid repetition, only those equations which are not given in
the second part of these two publications will be included in this
section. The different parameters involved in these equations and
which are either not considered in the Eurocode or are expressed
differently, are defined as follows:

– FL1x,t: vertical force exerted on the load cells located at level L1
at each time t, kN.

Fig. 4. Instrumentation.

Fig. 5. Double bending beam load cell assembly.
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– pvt,t: vertical stress in the stored material at the silo-hopper
transition at time t, kN/m2.

– pw,t: mean value of wall frictional traction at time t, kN/m2.
– Sc,t: cylinder surface in contact with stored material at time t, m2.

– spv: additional vertical pressure exerted on the stored material
in the upper segment of the silo, kN/m2.

– Whsm: weight of stored material between the outlet and the silo-
hopper transition, zero in the case of flat bottom, kN.

Fig. 6. Example of a double bending beam load cell (1) and tension/compression load cell (2) made by Técnicas de Electrónica y Automatismos, S.A., Spain.

Fig. 7. Double bending beam load cell assembly at the bottom.
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3.2. Normal wall pressures

Values for normal wall pressures are obtained directly from
readings provided by the double bending beam load cells located
at the four cylinder and hopper wall generatrices, by dividing the
force value obtained by each cell by the wall surface on which that
force is acting. Thus it is possible to obtain normal cylinder and
hopper wall pressure at each time at the points where the load
cells are located.

3.3. Normal cylinder wall pressure at the silo-hopper transition

The mean value for normal cylinder wall pressure at the silo-
hopper transition at each time t, is obtained from readings of the
double bending beam load cells located at the four level 1 cylinder
generatrices given that the surface on which they act is known and
constant (see Eq. (1) Part II).

Comparison of readings from the four load cells located at this
level provides information on whether normal wall pressures are
axial-symmetric or not, on the distribution pattern present and
on maximum values in the case of non-axial symmetric
distribution.

Similarly, these pressures can be obtained for different heights
within the cylinder, using the same analysis for all levels at which
the double bending beam load cells are located.

3.4. Normal hopper wall pressure at the silo-hopper transition

The mean value for normal hopper wall pressure at the silo-
hopper transition at each time t is obtained from readings provided
by the double bending beam load cells located at the four cylinder
generatrices at level 0 (see Eq. (2) Part II).

As in the case of the cylinder wall, a comparison of readings
from the four load cells will provide information on whether the
distribution of normal wall pressures is axial-symmetric or not,
on the distribution pattern present and on maximum values in
the case of non-axial symmetric distribution.

3.5. Vertical force on the cylinder wall by unit of length

The mean vertical force in the lower segment of the cylinder
(silo-hopper transition) by unit of length at each time t, is obtained
from readings provided by the tension/compression load cells lo-
cated at level L1. Since the cylinder rests on these three cells, this

value is obtained by dividing the sum of the values obtained by the
perimeter of the circumference. This force at the base of the cylin-
der is due to the weight of the stored material and the frictional
force it exerts on the walls. Since the cylinder weight is known,
the vertical force due to friction can easily be deduced (see Eq.
(3) Part II).

Through comparison of the values obtained by the load cells,
information is obtained as to whether vertical wall pressure is axial
symmetric or not.

3.6. Vertical pressure of stored material at the silo-hopper transition

The mean vertical pressure of stored material at the silo-hopper
transition for each time t, is obtained from readings provided by
the tension/compression load cells located at levels L0 and L1
(see Eq. (4) Part II).

From this parameter, the pressure exerted by the grain on the
base of the silo (in the case of flat bottom silos) or on the hopper,
is obtained.

3.7. Wall frictional traction

The mean value of the frictional force exerted on the cylinder
wall by stored material can be obtained for each time t; since filling
and discharge speed is known, evolution over time of the cylinder
surface in contact with the stored material can be deduced (see Eq.
(5) Part II).

3.8. Wall friction coefficient

Mean value for the grain-wall friction coefficient are obtained
using the expression shown in Section 2.5.5. in Part 2 (see Eq. (6)
Part II).

Fig. 8. Double bending beam load cell assembly at the top.

Fig. 9. Symbols.
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The test silo is made of steel and consequently, the results ob-
tained for grain-wall friction are applicable to smooth-walled steel
silos. However, it would be possible to study the effects of the
grain-wall friction coefficient on pressures by altering the rough-
ness of the walls, facing them with flexible sheets of different de-
grees of roughness, or using any other method which modifies
wall roughness. Similarly, it would be possible to simulate soldered
joints in order to study silos constructed in this manner, simulating
wall imperfections.

The Eurocode (CEN, 2006) suggests determining these parame-
ters from laboratory parameters; however, in this test station it is
possible to determine them directly.

3.9. Lateral pressure ratio K

The lateral pressure ratio K (ratio of mean horizontal to mean
vertical pressure) should be determined at a particle packing den-
sity and stress level corresponding to the position of stored mate-
rial in the silo where maximum vertical stress after filling occurs
(CEN, 2006).

With this test station, the K coefficient can be obtained under
static and dynamic conditions, and variability under these condi-
tions during filling or discharge can be studied (see Eq. (7) Part II).

3.10. Simulation of pressures in silos with a higher hc/dc ratio

Simulation of greater storage heights is achieved through exert-
ing additional vertical pressure in the upper segment of the silo.

This technique makes it possible to study static and dynamic
discharge pressures at the start of discharge.

To this end, the silo roof contains housing for an inflatable
membrane. The inflation pressure of this membrane determines
the additional pressure it exerts on stored material, and is obtained
from the readings of the tension/compression cells located at level
L2, using the following expression:

spv ¼
ðFL2A þ FL2B þ FL2CÞ

A
ð1Þ

To determine the vertical pressure exerted by stored material on
the silo-hopper transition, it should be borne in mind that the read-
ings from load cells at level L2 will be negative (tension) compared
with the positive readings (compression) obtained from the load
cells at levels L1 and L0, and consequently is determined using
the following expression:

pvt;t ¼
ðFL0A;tþFL0B;tþFL0C;tÞþðjFL2A;tþFL2B;tþFL2C;t jÞ�ðFL1A;tþFL1B;tþFL1C;tÞ�Whsm

A
ð2Þ

Similarly, wall frictional traction is determined using the following
expression:

pw;t ¼
ðFL1A;t þ FL1B;t þ FL1C;tÞ þ ðjFL2A;t þ FL2B;t þ FL2C;t jÞ

Sc;t
ð3Þ

3.11. Study of pressure caused by swelling

Some materials stored in this type of structure swell when
moist or saturated in aqueous solutions, causing a rise in pressures
exerted within the silo.

In order to study swelling pressure, an impermeable membrane
is incorporated into the design with the same shape and dimen-
sions as the interior of the silo, and the stored material is saturated
with the aqueous solution to be assayed.

In order to prevent distorted load cell readings as a result of the
membrane’s resistance to swelling, in this assay the wall panels
providing pressure readings are not flush with the inner cylinder

wall but rather are placed in such a way as to protrude slightly into
the silo interior.

The pressures and parameters of this stored material are deter-
mined as described in the previous sections for material stored un-
der normal conditions.

To study swelling of stored material under various confinement
pressures, the desired additional pressure is exerted on the mate-
rial in the upper segment of the silo, as described in the previous
section.

4. Research planning

Numerous authors have proposed complex mathematical mod-
els, principally based on the finite elements method (FEM) (Ayuga
et al., 2001; Briassoulis, 2000; Gillie and Holst, 2003; Goodey et al.,
2003, 2006; Greiner and Guggenberger, 1998; Guaita et al., 2003;
Juan et al., 2006; Khelil, 2002; Khelil et al., 1999, 2001; Knebel
and Schweizerhof, 1995; Martinez et al., 2002; Ooi and Rotter,
1991; Song, 2004; Song and Teng, 2003; Teng and Rotter,
1991a,b,c; Vidal et al., 2005, 2006, 2008; Wu and Schmidt, 1992;
Wójcik and Tejchman, 2009; Zhao and Teng, 2004b) or on the dis-
crete elements method (DEM) (Coetzee and Els, 2009; Wu et al.,
2009; Yang and Hsiau, 2001; Gonzalez-Montellano et al., 2011),
to analyse the behaviour of material stored inside a silo: however,
the assumption of various limit conditions in these models can
lead to wide variations in the pressures predicted (Goodey and
Brown, 2004). Furthermore, experiments have demonstrated that
the force exerted on silo walls depends to a large extent on the
mechanical properties of the materials stored (Elghazouli and Rot-
ter, 1996; Marchant, 1980) (e.g., the Poisson ratio, the dilatancy an-
gle and the modulus of elasticity, the coefficient of friction, etc.),
properties which have still not been sufficiently assayed in the case
of many of the materials stored in silos, and research teams are still
publishing studies in this field (Gudehus et al., 1986; Lawton,
1980; Moya et al., 2002, 2006; Ramirez et al., 2009).

It is essential to determine a suitable value for these parameters
if a mathematical model is to generate reliable results, since the re-
sults will be strongly influenced by the values adopted.

One of the purposes of this full-scale test station is to study and
validate these mathematical models under experimental condi-
tions, together with the mechanical properties of stored materials
they assume, under experimental conditions.

The use of load cells in the silo instrumentation resolves the
complex problems of interpreting forces entailed in the use of
strain gauges (Chen et al., 1996) or pressure cells (Askegaar et al.,
1971; Brown et al., 2000; Ramirez et al., 2010a,b). For example,
the problem caused by the lack of cell plate rigidity, which hinders
pressure measurements (Ramirez et al., 2010a), does not arise
since the rigidity of the type of load cell used is very high, present-
ing deformations of less than 0.5 mm at nominal loads, thus avoid-
ing excessive displacement of the load cells connected to the wall,
which could distort results.

The use of this type of load cell also eliminates complex calibra-
tion operations (Askegaard, 1981; Ramirez et al., 2010a,b), since it
measures force rather than pressure, and it is thus sufficient to cal-
ibrate each load cell individually at one point, in the first quarter of
the service load, and verifying this at another point located in the
third quarter of the service load.

The possibility of interchanging hoppers with different outlet
positions, or of substituting the hopper for a flat bottom, also with
different outlet positions, provides multiple advantages, facilitat-
ing assays on a full-scale silo with different outlet configurations
at the same test station. This, in turn, makes it possible to assay
and validate the different mathematical models which have been
developed to predict pressures.
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Many agricultural companies use materials with a high water
content, and these are sometimes stored in silos. Such materials
can produce swelling pressures that must also be considered when
designing the structure of the silo. Eurocode 1, part 4, (CEN, 2006)
establishes a method for calculating pressures exerted by the
stored materials on the silo walls, but no procedure exists for cal-
culating the pressures caused by swelling during the storage of
these materials. The test station described here provides the possi-
bility of advancing in this field of knowledge since, as explained in
Section 3.12, it is equipped to perform real assays of swelling in or-
der to validate the theoretical models which have been developed
for this phenomenon.

One parameter which has been the subject of much study is the
K factor, the relationship between horizontal and vertical pres-
sures. This parameter is a necessary factor in silo calculations in
accordance with the various standards. The Eurocode 1, part 4
(CEN, 2006) proposes a method for obtaining an approximation
of the K factor in the laboratory, together with an alternative equa-
tion based on the internal friction angle of the stored material, a
parameter which also requires further assays. One of the advanta-
ges of making the base of the test silo independent from the walls
is that the possibility is therefore offered of obtaining the real value
of this parameter, since the design makes it possible to obtain hor-
izontal and vertical pressure values at the silo-hopper transition,
the area where most pressure is exerted and where pressure values
are highest. Furthermore, it is also possible to design a specific
experiment to study variability of this factor under different
conditions.

There is general agreement between different research teams
(Ahn et al., 2008; Artoni et al., 2009; Briassoulis, 2000; Chen
et al., 2005; Goodey et al., 2003; Härtl et al., 2008; Martinez
et al., 2002; Ooi et al., 1990; Ramirez et al., 2010c; Shalouf, 2003)
and the standard (CEN, 2006), that the greatest pressures inside
the silo are produced under dynamic conditions, basically during
discharge. However, what is still not well understood is the magni-
tude that these additional pressures can reach, and the parameters
which control them. With the design described here, in addition to
furthering knowledge on increased pressures during discharge, it is
also possible to study the effect that the speed of stored material
discharge has on these pressures since, as described earlier, the
revolutions of the loading and discharge screw conveyors are reg-
ulated by two variable-frequency drives. This further permits the
study of free discharge, simply by disconnecting the automatic dis-
charge system from the outlet. Although it is well-known that the
pressures produced during filling of the silo are lower than those
produced during discharge, this phenomenon can also be studied
in the same way as discharge.

The effect of the flow pattern produced within the silo during
discharge on pressures is also widely known (Chen et al., 2005,
2007; Grudzien et al., 2010; Grudzien et al., 2011; Härtl et al.,
2008; Niedostatkiewicz et al., 2009; Sielamowicz and Czech,
2010; Zhong et al., 2001); in turn, flow pattern is highly influenced
by eccentricity or not of discharge and whether the base of the silo
is flat bottomed or has a hopper. In the test station described here,
stored material can be discharged in an ordered manner using a
screw conveyor and, although it is not described here, an experi-
ment can be conducted to examine the type of flow by placing
markers at known coordinates inside the silo during filling and
obtaining the type of flow from the dwell time of the markers in-
side the silo during discharge (Chen et al., 2005, 2007; Härtl
et al., 2008). It would also be possible to study the effect of dis-
charge speed on the type of flow produced inside the silo.

Another factor which has been widely studied in thin-walled
cylindrical silos is the phenomenon of bulging due to compression
of the vertical silo wall (Khelil, 2002; Knebel and Schweizerhof,
1995; Rotter et al., 1989; Song and Teng, 2003; Teng and Chan,

2000; Teng and Lin, 2005; Teng et al., 2001; Winterstetter and
Schmidt, 2002; Zhao and Teng, 2004a,b). With the design described
here, it is possible to directly ascertain the force the vertical wall is
subjected to at the silo-hopper transition, under both static and dy-
namic conditions. Moreover, by mounting the silo cylinder on
independent load cells, it is possible to ascertain distribution of
the force and, where asymmetries are observed, to obtain the mean
and maximum values reached.

In the case of stored solids, grain-wall friction exerts a strong ef-
fect on thrust forces (Lawton, 1980). Other authors have studied
the effect of imperfections in the silo wall (Pircher et al., 2001; Ra-
mirez et al., 2010c; Teng and Lin, 2005; Teng et al., 2005), basically
due to soldered joints. With the test station described here, it is not
only possible to study friction of stored material against smooth
walls but also to simulate different wall materials and even to sim-
ulate wall imperfections. To this end, the silo wall may be faced
with flexible sheets presenting different degrees of roughness, or
with very fine metal sheets which can simulate wall imperfections
due to soldered joints.

Another important factor to consider when calculating silos is
the hc/dc ratio (cylinder height divided by internal diameter). The
Eurocode (CEN, 2006) classifies silos as: slender silos (2 6 hc/dc),
intermediate slenderness silos (1 < hc/dc < 2), squat silos (0,4 < hc

/dc 6 1) and retaining silos (hc/dc 6 4), and proposes methods
for calculating the different pressures according to the class to
which the silo belongs. With the test station described here, it
is possible to study the effect of this ratio on thrust force in slen-
der silos, this kind of silo being the most commonly used in the
industry and generally the only kind equipped with hoppers at
the outlet.

Some research teams have studied the effect on pressure of
placing inserts (Härtl et al., 2008; Wu et al., 2009; Yang and Hsiau,
2001) inside the silo in order to vary the flow pattern and observe
the consequent effects on internal pressures produced during dis-
charge. The test station described here is also suitable for conduct-
ing this kind of analysis.

5. Conclusions

In this article, we have presented a novel design for the con-
struction of a full-scale silo test station. With this station it is pos-
sible to obtain the following parameters:

� Lateral pressure on the vertical silo wall.
� Pressure at areas close to the silo-hopper transition in silos with

hoppers.
� Vertical wall frictional traction.
� Mean vertical pressure at the stored solid at transition.
� Mean wall frictional traction for different materials and wall

types.
� The K ratio between horizontal and vertical pressures.

In addition, it is possible to conduct assays under the following
conditions:

� Flat bottomed or hopper silos.
� Discharge with different eccentricities.
� Different filling and discharge speeds.
� Different height/diameter ratios, varying pressure from above.
� Swelling of stored material due to moisture.

Consequently, it is possible to study the parameters which con-
trol the behaviour of stored material under different boundary con-
ditions in the same test silo, and thus obtain much of the data
necessary for calculating these structures at a real scale.
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Since both lateral pressures and vertical forces can be measured
at different points of the silo walls, it is possible to obtain values for
horizontal and vertical pressures and for wall friction. Therefore,
the mean friction coefficient produced at the silo wall can be deter-
mined. In addition different types of materials and different types
of walls can also be tested.

Since the silo base is interchangeable, both flat bottoms and
hoppers can be analysed, as well as different discharge eccentrici-
ties. The data obtained under these conditions are crucial, given
that they condition silo design. Furthermore, since it is possible
to regulate the speed of filling and discharge motors, the effect of
filling and discharge speed on the parameters described above
can be analysed.

Moreover, additional pressure can be applied within the silo
from above, in order to simulate silos with greater storage height
and to study variations in the data obtained from different
height/diameter ratios, using a silo of reduced height.

One of the calculation hypotheses about which least is known
world-wide is swelling of material due to moisture. The pressures
produced by this phenomenon are extremely high, but scant exper-
imental data or procedures exist for calculating such pressures. The
test silo described here is suitable for conducting assays with mate-
rials under conditions of saturation, thus making it possible to ob-
tain the parameters described above under these conditions.
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a b s t r a c t

Using the design described in the first of this pair of articles, a full-size silo pressure test station was con-
structed. In this present article, the main characteristics of this station are described, together with the
results obtained from the first validation tests. In addition, these results are compared with the European
standard on silos.

Very few experimental installations in the world have full-scale silos, and very few assays have been
conducted on them. Consequently, many uncertainties remain which require further research in order
to reliably predict the behaviour of material stored in this kind of structure.

The results obtained demonstrate that the theoretical design of the test station is valid for measuring
silo pressures and that the station offers multiple possibilities for future research.

Although the principle aim of this article is to demonstrate that the previous theoretical design is valid,
some novel conclusions can also be drawn from the tests performed. For example, observation of pressure
patterns under static conditions inside the silo, and of overpressure surge patterns during silo discharge,
has led us to conclude that the existence of asymmetrical pressures inside the silo is not a consequence of
chaotic behaviour, but rather obeys certain physical laws which have still not been sufficiently studied.

� 2012 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The present article represents the continuation of a previous
article by the same authors on the design of a test station for deter-
mining the actions of materials stored in silos (Couto et al., 2012).
Following this design, a full-size test station was constructed. Ini-
tially, the test station was not installed with a complete set of
equipment, but rather with a basic version of the same which
would be sufficient to validate the design before equipping it with
the remaining components. In this article, we describe the main
characteristics of the station and the results obtained from initial
tests. The results are compared with values obtained using the
European standard for calculating actions affecting silos (CEN,
2006).

Very few experimental installations in the world have full-scale
silos (Brown et al., 2000; Härtl et al., 2008; Ramirez et al., 2010c;
Schurich et al., 2001; Teng and Lin, 2005; Teng et al., 2001; Zhao
and Teng, 2004; Zhong et al., 2001) and very few assays have been
conducted on them (Askegaard and Munch-Andersen, 1985; Chen
et al., 2005, 2007; Härtl et al., 2008; Ooi et al., 1990; Rotter et al.,

2002; Teng et al., 2005; Wu et al., 2009; Yang and Hsiau, 2001).
Such structures and tests demand a considerable investment, and
although they have yielded extremely important results, many
uncertainties still remain which require further research in order
to reliably predict the behaviour of material stored in this kind of
structure.

In order to measure pressure and displacement in the tests and
stations cited above, it has been common practice to employ pres-
sure cells, free field cells, strain gauges and displacement devices
(Askegaard and Munch-Andersen, 1985; Brown et al., 2000; Chen
et al., 1996, 2007; Härtl et al., 2008; Ramirez et al., 2010a,b,c; Rot-
ter et al., 2002; Zhong et al., 2001). In contrast, the test station de-
scribed here uses an innovative method for measuring pressures
which is based on load cells. Thus, normal wall pressures are deter-
mined by double bending beam load cells whilst vertical pressures
are determined by tension/compression load cells, instruments
which are frequently used in industrial weighing. A further innova-
tion is the versatility of the design, which can be used to test both
flat bottom and hopper silos, to study centralised and eccentric dis-
charge, to simulate silos with a greater height/diameter ratio, and
even to study swelling in material when it becomes moist.

The result of this innovative design is that it can be used to ob-
tain most of the parameters which govern the behaviour of stored
material (Coetzee and Els, 2009; Moya et al., 2002, 2006; Ramirez
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et al., 2009) and to conduct real-life tests in order to compare and
validate different theoretical models and current standards.

The tests performed have led to some novel conclusions con-
cerning the laws which govern stresses within this kind of struc-
ture. However, given the versatility of this test station, together
with the different kinds of test which can be conducted and the dif-
ferent materials which can be tested, the sole aim of this present
article is to demonstrate that the theoretical design of the test sta-
tion described in an earlier article (Couto et al., 2012) is valid for
performing measurements of silo pressures, and that the station
offers multiple possibilities for further research in this field.

2. Material and methods

2.1. General description of the installation

The principle components of the test station consist of a silo for
storing the material to be tested and another, experimental silo
containing the instrumentation necessary for measuring the ac-
tions of the stored material. The stored material is transferred be-
tween both silos using two screw conveyors powered by electric
motors (Fig. 1).

In order to construct a full-size prototype, a simplified version
of the design described previously by the authors was used (Couto
et al., 2012). This enabled validation of the performance of the the-
oretical design in practice whilst at the same time consuming the
minimum of economic resources, in case the prototype did not
work. In other words, we constructed a test station which com-
prised a basic version of the envisaged equipment, but which could
be completed at a later stage once validity and correct performance
had been confirmed. Simplifications (Fig. 6) to the theoretical de-
sign will be discussed in detail throughout the article in the corre-
sponding sections.

2.2. Geometry of the experimental silo

The geometry and dimensions of the test silo are shown in
Figs. 2 and 3. The silo is cylindrical, with a central hopper and a roof
at the top. The silo body (a vertical cylinder), the hopper and the
roof are independent and can be dismantled.

The silo walls were constructed from sheets of stainless steel
3 mm thick, whilst the cylinder, hopper and roof reinforcement
rings were 50 mm wide and 10 mm thick. Given the dimensions
and the type of material used for the walls, the silo can thus be
considered a rigid, smooth-walled steel silo.

According to the Eurocode classification, it corresponds to a
slender silo, since the cylinder height/diameter ratio is equal to 2
(hc/dc = 2).

The central part is composed of a cylinder which is reinforced
externally at the top and bottom by two rings with the dimensions
described previously. These rings are mounted on the vertical load
cells (Figs. 2–5), thus separating the cylinder from the hopper and
the roof and enabling determination of the vertical forces produced
at either extreme of the cylinder.
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Fig. 3. Symbology and dimensions of the test silo.

Fig. 1. General view of the test station.

Fig. 2. Test silo.
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The lower part consists of a truncated conical hopper, reinforced
externally at the point where it joins the cylinder by a ring of the
same size and thickness as the cylinder rings (Figs. 3 and 4).

The theoretical design described in Couto et al. (2012) envis-
aged either a set of three interchangeable hoppers for the lower
part (one for centralised discharge, another for completely eccen-
tric discharge and the last providing intermediate eccentricity),
or a flat bottom with three discharge outlets. However, only a cen-
tralised discharge hopper was used when testing the prototype,
since installing an eccentric discharge hopper would have required
instrumentation for reading horizontal pressures in the cylinder
and hopper, on at least two opposing generatrices. In all other re-
spects, the design complied with that published previously (Couto
et al., 2012), since the hopper used could be dismantled and was
interchangeable with the other hoppers envisaged.

The upper part is identical to the theoretical design, consisting of
a roof which is reinforced externally around the perimeter by a
steel ring of the same dimensions as those of the cylinder rings.
The ring is mounted on three vertical load cells, providing support
for the upper part and separating it from the cylinder. Since the
roof is not flat, it will be possible in future tests to install an inflat-
able membrane which can be used to exert additional pressures on
the upper surface of the grain, as described in the previous article
(Couto et al., 2012).

2.3. Instrumentation

2.3.1. Measuring horizontal pressures
To measure normal wall pressures, a vertical generatrix was lo-

cated on the cylinder wall, along which seven readings were taken
at the different heights indicated in Fig. 3, whilst hopper pressures
were measured immediately below the silo-hopper transition, at
the prolongation of the generatrix mentioned above for measuring
cylinder pressures (Figs. 2, 3 and 6–8).

Double bending beam load cells were used to measure normal
wall pressures. To this end, 150 � 150 mm openings were made
in the wall, into which panels of the same curvature were inserted,
leaving a small gap around the edges. This clearance was of
approximately 1 mm, sufficiently large to prevent friction between
the panels and the wall, and sufficiently small to prevent grains
from entering the space and distorting measurement readings.
The panels were attached to the load cells as indicated in Fig. 7.
Hopper wall pressure readings were taken in the same way (Fig. 8).

The double bending beam load cell model employed was the
UTICELL 160–15 kg, made by Técnicas de Electrónica y Automatis-
mos, S.A., Spain.

The principle technical specifications of the model employed
are as follows:

– Loads: nominal capacity 15 kg, minimum dead load 0 kg, ser-
vice load 22.5 kg and safe load limit 30 kg.

– Maximum deflection at nominal capacity, between 0.3 and
0.5 mm.

– Accuracy class 3000 divisions O.I.M.L. R60 class C.

For more information on the technical specifications, see the
manufacturer’s web site (www.uticell.com).

2.3.2. Measuring vertical forces
In order to measure vertical forces caused by friction of the

stored material against the wall, the three separate and indepen-
dent parts of the silo (cylinder, hopper and roof) were connected
by mounting the external reinforcing rings of each on the ten-
sion/compression load cells. The rings were very close but did
not come into contact, and thus all vertical pressures were ab-
sorbed by the load cells.

Measurements were taken at points located at three different
heights by placing three load cells 120� apart in transversal section
at each height (Fig. 6).

The hopper was mounted on the three load cells at level 0 (LO). In
this way, it was possible to measure the total weight of the silo and
thus, by subtracting the weight of the structure, to determine the
weight of the stored material. The cylinder was mounted on the
three load cells at level 1 (L1), located above the previous cells, thus
permitting measurement of vertical forces acting on the wall. Since
the vertical forces acting on the wall are the frictional forces, the
vertical forces inside the silo can be found by subtraction (Fig. 9).

The three load cells at level 2 (L2) were located at the upper part
of the cylinder, providing the mounting for the silo roof, and these
will be used in the future for the tests described in Couto et al.
(2012).

The tension/compression load cell model employed was the
UTICELL 650–1000 kg, made by Técnicas de Electrónica y Automat-
ismos, S.A., Spain.

The principle technical specifications of the model employed
are as follows:

– Loads: nominal capacity 1000 kg, minimum dead load 0 kg, ser-
vice load 1500 kg and safe load limit 2000 kg.

– Maximum deflection at nominal capacity <0.5 mm.
– Accuracy class 3000 divisions O.I.M.L. R60 class C.

Fig. 4. Hopper details.

Fig. 5. Join between the roof and the cylinder.
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For more information on the technical specifications, see the
manufacturer’s web site (www.uticell.com).

The clearance between the rings maintaining the three parts of
the silo separate was greater than 1 mm all around the perimeter,
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Fig. 6. Diagram of instrumentation for the load measurement system.

Fig. 7. Measurement of normal cylinder wall pressures.

Fig. 8. Measurement of normal hopper wall pressures.
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thus ensuring that the three parts would never come into contact,
given the maximum deflection of the load cells (<0.5 mm).

2.3.3. Control of filling and discharge speed
Filling and discharge were performed using screw conveyors

connected to two A/C motors, as described in Couto et al. (2012).
However, in this first battery of tests the variable-frequency drives
(VFDs) were not used, and thus filling and discharge speed could
not be varied automatically. This simplification was introduced
since in order to validate the model as a suitable device for reading
pressure measurements during filling and discharge, the research
team considered it sufficient to study the model under fixed speed
conditions, leaving the study of variations in speed for future tests.

In order to prevent vibrations produced by the screw conveyors
from distorting readings, contact between the screw feeder hopper
(Fig. 4) and the experimental silo discharge outlet was avoided by
leaving a clearance of approximately 10 mm between the two. This
clearance was sealed with flexible adhesive tape to prevent grain
from filtering through the opening.

In the absence of the variable-frequency drives, the tests which
could be carried out with the prototype were as follows:

– Free-flowing discharge in the initial moments (from the
moment of opening the slide gate located at the test silo hopper
outlet until the screw feeder hopper was filled), followed by dis-
charge at a constant speed. Two tests of this kind were per-
formed, which are shown in the results section: as can be
seen from the graphics, discharge took approximately 390 s.

– Constant speed discharge from the beginning. To achieve this,
discharge was not begun until the experimental silo hopper
slide gate was open and the screw feeder hopper was already
full.

– Filling at constant speed.

The speed of filling and discharge could be varied manually in
the tests described above by varying the extent to which the outlet
slide gates on the experimental and the test silos were opened, but
this could not be achieved automatically.

2.3.4. Communication protocol
The installation was controlled according to the proposal in

Couto et al. (2012), using a standard communication protocol with
an RS485 interface. The research team was responsible for
assembly of the installation, design of the control system and

development of the SCADA (Supervisory Control And Data Acquisi-
tion) software (Fig. 10).

In order to process the analog signal sent by each load cell (mV/
V) and transform it into a digital readout transmitted by the RS485
network, a weight indicator frequently used in industrial weighing
was employed, the DW-ST model made by DATA-CONTROL PC, S.L.,
Barcelona, Spain. The principle characteristics of this model are as
follows:

– Accuracy class: 6000d according to EN45501/OIML R76.
– Load Cell Input with a 24 bits A/D Sigma–Delta converter.
– 1 Serial Port RS232C or RS485.

For more information on the technical specifications, see the
manufacturer’s web site (www.pesalia.com).

A simplified version of the design described in Couto et al.
(2012) was used for test silo instrumentation (Fig. 6). This simpli-
fication consisted of connecting the set of three load cells for read-
ing vertical pressures located at each level (L0, L1 and L2) via a
junction box, where the analog signals from the three cells at each
level were added together and sent to the indicator. In other words,
the readings from the three vertical load cells at each level were ta-
ken in conjunction rather than separately. The reason for this was
to avoid the need to buy a large number of indicators before having
validated the prototype. Consequently, we were unable to deter-
mine whether vertical wall pressure at the silo-hopper transition
presented asymmetries and were thus obliged to consider it uni-
form around the entire perimeter. Once the model has been vali-
dated, independent readings will be taken from the vertical cells
in order to study possible asymmetries, since the research team
considers that such a study would be of interest, above all in the
case of eccentric discharge.

The SCADA software developed permits the time interval be-
tween load cell readings to be selected, and it is also possible to
establish different intervals between readings for filling, static con-
ditions or discharge, independently. In the results field, the soft-
ware generates a text file with the load cell readings and the
moment they were taken spaced along each line. This file is subse-
quently processed in a spreadsheet.

In the tests described in this article, the system was pro-
grammed to read all load cells twice per second. This may appear
to be an excessive number of readings, above all when the loaded
silo is static. However, by also establishing this interval for static
conditions we were able to determine how the grain settled from
the surges produced during this stage, and at the same time to

Fig. 9. Measurement of vertical pressures.

Fig. 10. Control system.
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confirm that the prototype was functioning correctly, since the
surges in vertical and horizontal pressure occurred in the same
time, and were registered independently by the load cells. Read-
ings from each load cell measuring normal wall pressures and lo-
cated on the cylinder and hopper generatrix were taken
independently, and readings from the load cells measuring vertical
pressure and placed at three different heights were taken indepen-
dently for each of the three heights.

2.3.5. Calibration
Calibration of the load cells was performed using two known

weights, one in the first quarter of the cell service load and the
other in the third quarter for confirmation.

In the case of the double bending beam load cells used to mea-
sure horizontal pressures, each cell was calibrated individually. To
this end, each cell was attached to a platform and a known weight
was applied in the first quarter of the service load in order to ob-
tain the calibration constant. Once calibrated, a known weight
was applied in the third quarter for confirmation. Although each
cell carries a factory stamp bearing its calibration constant, we
determined this parameter experimentally and found that the con-
stant provided by the manufacturer coincided in all cases with the
constant obtained experimentally.

In order to calibrate the tension/compression load cells used to
obtain vertical pressures, we followed a similar procedure but with
the difference that the three cells from each level were calibrated
together with the known weights, rather than separately.

In order to confirm the absence of friction between the panels
connected to the double bending beam load cells and the silo wall,
we ran a sheet of paper around the entire perimeter in the space
between the two pieces.

In order to verify the absence of friction between the rings, we
ran a 1 mm thick metal sheet between the pieces. Since the sheet
was thicker than maximum deflection at service load (<0.5 mm),
this confirmed that these pieces would not come into contact dur-
ing filling. This test should also be carried out when the full silo is
in a static state and during filling and discharging, since if the load
cell deformation coefficient provided by the manufacturer is not
correct, the rings may come into contact due to excessive deforma-
tion and distort the readings.

2.4. Nomenclature

The nomenclature employed here follows the Eurocode and
therefore the definition of parameters such as A, K, F, nzSk, U, lm,
c and / is omitted.

However, this article also includes specific aspects which are
not considered in the code, and these different parameters are de-
fined as follows:

– FGA1,t: value of the force recorded by load cell GA1 at time t, kN.
– FL1X,t: vertical force exerted on the load cells located at level L1

at each time t, kN.
– phct,t: mean value of normal cylinder wall pressure at time t at

the silo-hopper union, kN/m2.
– phGA1,t: normal wall pressure at time t on the load cell GA1,

kN/m2.
– phm,t: mean value of normal cylinder wall pressure at time t,

kN/m2.
– pnht,t: value of mean normal hopper wall pressure at time t at

the silo-hopper transition, kN/m2.
– pvt,t: vertical stress in the stored material at the silo-hopper

transition at time t, kN/m2.
– pw,t: mean value of wall frictional traction at time t, kN/m2.
– Sc,t: cylinder surface in contact with stored material at time t,

m2.

– SG: cylinder wall surface acting on each load cell, m2.
– SG0: hopper wall surface acting on each load cell, m2.
– Whsm: weight of stored material between the outlet and the silo-

hopper transition, zero in the case of flat bottom, kN.
– WT: total weight of stored material, kN.
– Vc: internal cylinder volume, m3.
– Vh: internal hopper volume, m3.

2.5. Calculation

2.5.1. Normal wall pressures
Values for normal wall pressures in the cylinder and hopper at

each point along the vertical generatrix are obtained by dividing
the force registered at each of the load cells by the surface area
of the wall on which it is acting; this latter is known since it corre-
sponds to the surface area of the sheet.

For example, to obtain the cylinder wall pressure at the point
where double bending beam load cell 1 is located (cell GA1), at
time t, the following expression is used:

phGA1;t ¼
FGA1;t

SGA1
ð1Þ

And in the case of normal hopper wall pressure:

pnht;t ¼
FGA0;t

SGA0
ð2Þ

2.5.2. Vertical force in the cylinder by unit of length
The mean vertical force in the lower part of the cylinder (silo-

hopper transition) by unit of length at each time t, is obtained from
readings provided by the tension/compression load cells located at
level L1, using the following expression:

nzSk;t ¼
FL1A;t þ FL1B;t þ FL1C;t

U
ð3Þ

2.5.3. Vertical stress in the stored solid at the transition
Once the hopper is full, the mean vertical pressure of stored

material at the silo-hopper transition for each time t, is obtained
from readings provided by the tension/compression load cells lo-
cated at levels L0 and L1, using the following expression:

pvt;t ¼
ðFL0A;t þ FL0B;t þ FL0C;tÞ � ðFL1A;t þ FL1B;t þ FL1C;tÞ �Whsm

A
ð4Þ

When using a flat bottom silo, as described in Couto et al.
(2012), the pressure exerted by the grain on the base of the silo
can be determined using the above equation, where the weight
of the material stored in the hopper takes the value of zero.

The weight of the material stored in the hopper can be obtained
in two ways: either from the volume and specific weight of the
material, or directly from the readings provided by the vertical load
cells located at level L0. The second option is possible because the
time when hopper filling is completed is known, since it is at this
moment that readings from the vertical load cells at level L1 start
to show an increase in pressure, as do those from the cell GA1, lo-
cated in the cylinder and used for reading normal cylinder wall
pressure.

2.5.4. Wall frictional traction
The mean value of the frictional pressure exerted on the cylin-

der wall by stored material can be obtained for each time, even
during filling and discharge, since the evolution over time of the
cylinder surface in contact with the stored material is known, de-
duced from the known, constant speed of filling and discharge.

Mean frictional pressure is obtained using the following
expression:

A. Ruiz et al. / Computers and Electronics in Agriculture 85 (2012) 174–187 179



pw;t ¼
ðFL1A;t þ FL1B;t þ FL1C;tÞ

Sc;t
ð5Þ

2.5.5. Wall friction coefficient
The mean value for the grain-wall friction coefficient is ob-

tained from the following expression:

lm ¼
pw;t

Phm;t
ð6Þ

2.5.6. Lateral pressure ratio K and hopper pressure ratio F
The relationship between horizontal and vertical cylinder wall

pressures on the cylinder wall, K, and on the hopper wall, F, at
the silo-hopper transition at each time t, can be obtained from
the following expressions:

K ¼
phGA1;t

pvt;t
ð7Þ

F ¼
pnht;t

pvt;t
ð8Þ

2.5.7. Specific weight of stored material
Given that the silo volume is known and the slope angle of the

stored material can be measured, the specific weight of the stored
material when the silo is full and the stored material is static is ob-
tained from vertical load cell readings from level L0 using the fol-
lowing expression:

d ¼ ðFL0A þ FL0B þ FL0CÞ
Vc þ Vh

¼ WT

Vc þ Vh
ð9Þ

2.6. Description of the tests

In order to validate the prototype, tests were conducted using
common wheat (Triticum aestivum), Galera R2 variety, with a min-
imum purity of 98%. The properties of this material were previ-
ously determined experimentally in the School of Agricultural
Engineering (ESTIA) laboratories in accordance with the method
proposed in Eurocode 1, part 4 (CEN, 2006). The values obtained
were: specific weight, 8.38 kN/m3; angle of repose, 34.22�; steel
wall friction coefficient, 0.20; and humidity, 10.3%. The values ob-
tained in these tests, both as regards the specific weight and grain-
wall friction, were very close to those obtained in the experimental
silo.

Using this granular material, 12 tests were conducted which
consisted of collecting data during three different phases: during
silo filling, under static conditions and during discharge. Silo filling
was performed centrally at a constant speed. Once this phase was
completed, the material was left inside the silo under static condi-
tions, and lastly, the material was discharged. The silo outlet slide
gate was fully opened for discharge, thus producing free-flowing
discharge during the initial moments until the screw feeder hopper
was filled (Fig. 4); subsequently, discharge occurred at a constant
speed.

The behaviour and values obtained for the different parameters
analysed were similar in all 12 tests: consequently, in order to
avoid presenting an elevated number of figures or overloaded
graphics, only the results obtained for two of the tests conducted
will be given in the following section. The difference between the
two tests shown is the length of time the material remained static
inside the silo; in the first case, this was 21.8 h and in the second,
1.6 h.

In the last section, the results obtained experimentally are com-
pared with Eurocode 1, part 4 (CEN, 2006). In order to calculate

pressures in accordance with Eurocode 1, part 4, we used the unit
weight of the stored material obtained in the tests, cm = 8.4 kN/m3,
a wall friction coefficient in the cylinder and hopper of l = 0.24, an
angle of internal friction of /i = 30�, a lateral pressure ratio K = 0.54,
and the values indicated for wheat in Eurocode 1, part 4, Annex E,
Table E.1: Particulate solids properties (CEN, 2006).

3. Results and discussion

In this section we present the results of two tests conducted fol-
lowing the procedures described in the preceding section. As men-
tioned above (Table 1), the only difference between the two tests
was the length of time the granular material remained static inside
the silo.

Figs. 11 and 12 show the normal silo wall pressures and the ver-
tical pressures of the stored material at the silo-hopper transition
in both tests during the three phases. As expected, normal wall
pressures reached their highest values during discharge, at the
hopper wall at the level of the silo-hopper transition, in accordance
with European standards (CEN, 2006) and in agreement with inter-
national tests on real silos (Askegaard and Munch-Andersen, 1985;
Härtl et al., 2008; Ramirez et al., 2010c; Zhong et al., 2001).

The same figures also show that in the interval between com-
pletion of filling and start of discharge, in other words, during
the static phase, pressures inside the silo did not remain constant.
This is because the material undergoes a process of settling inside
the silo, a process which occurs in surges separated by increasingly
longer intervals.

Table 2 gives the values obtained in the test for normal wall
pressure and vertical pressure of the stored material at the silo-
hopper transition at the end of filling and just before starting dis-
charge, in other words, when static. As can be seen, vertical pres-
sure of the stored material at the silo-hopper transition increased
over time, and the same was true for normal hopper wall pressure.
In contrast, the opposite was the case for normal cylinder wall
pressure, which decreased over time. In other words, the cylinder
walls released some of their load, increasing the weight borne by
the hopper.

Observation of this phenomenon represents a novel discovery,
and no reference to it has been found in the standards or in the
numerous international publications which have been consulted.
The authors conclude that this phenomenon should be studied in
detail in order to determine the laws governing the behaviour
observed.

Returning to the main focus of this article, that of experimen-
tally testing and validating the theoretical design of the test sta-
tion, observation of the surges in pressure during grain settling
under static conditions reveals that all the load cells registered
surges in both wall and vertical pressures at the same time, even
though readings were taken independently. This represents clear
evidence that pressure readings inside the silo were taken cor-
rectly, even given the instrumentation with which the silo was
equipped, where readings of the analog signal sent by each cell
were received by an independent reader, as was also the case for
the three cells at each height, for vertical pressure readings. Fur-
thermore, level L0 cell readings under static conditions were con-
stant; in other words, the values given for weight did not reflect

Table 1
Length of time for each of the test phases.

t (s) t (h)

Filling Static Discharge Total Total

Test I 350.0 78676.2 309.0 79335.2 22.04
Test II 350.5 5887.1 310.0 6547.6 1.82
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these surges, clearly indicating that they were due to movement of
the material inside the silo.

Another finding which supports our theory (Fig. 13) is that the
frictional force against the wall was measured independently of
lateral pressures and, as can be seen in the graphics, the reduction
in normal cylinder wall pressure which occurred during these

surges coincided in time with a reduction in the frictional force
exerted on the wall of the cylinder, and thus with a reduction in
the resulting vertical force value per unit perimeter at the level
of the silo-hopper transition (mean value of resultant vertical
stress per unit perimeter at transition). In contrast, at the same
time, vertical pressure of the stored material at the silo-hopper

Fig. 11. Normal silo wall pressures (phGA,t) and vertical stress in the stored material at the transition (pvt,t), at each time t. Test I.

Fig. 12. Normal silo wall pressures (phGA,t) and vertical stress in the stored material at the transition (pvt,t), at each time t. Test II.
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transition inevitably increased, since the cylinder wall was releas-
ing pressure.

By reducing the time interval of the graphic, Figs. 14 and 15 pro-
vide more detail of the evolution of pressure during filling and dis-
charge in Test II. The results from Test I will not be discussed
further here since they are similar to those obtained in Test II
and in all the other 12 tests conducted (see Table 3). The aim of
omitting these results is to avoid repetition or the inclusion of a
large number of figures in the present article.

Table 3 shows the maximum variation in percentage with re-
spect to the mean obtained from comparable four trials, since the
speed of filling and discharge is the same, as is the dwell time of
the material stored in static state inside the silo.

Figs. 14 and 15 also show the coherence between the results ob-
tained during filling and discharge. Thus, Fig. 14 shows how, as
hopper filling approached completion, readings began at GA0,
immediately followed by the three vertical LI cells, from which ver-
tical pressure of the stored material at the silo-hopper transition
was obtained. From this point onwards, hopper filling was com-
pleted and cylinder filling began. The progress of filling is clearly

visible since the readings given by the cylinder wall cells began
to rise as the grain approached their level.

In the same figure it can be seen that silo filling occurred at a
constant speed, since the GA cylinder cells placed at regular inter-
vals around the wall began to detect stresses at regular time inter-
vals. Once filling was completed and the screw conveyor motors
disconnected, the phenomenon of grain settling began. As can be
observed, the time interval between each surge became longer, a
phenomenon which, as we mentioned earlier, continued to occur
throughout the static phase of the test.

Coherence between the results obtained during discharge can
also be observed in Fig. 15. Thus, as the cylinder was emptied, pres-
sure readings at the GA cells, located at different heights of the cyl-
inder wall, approached zero. Cylinder discharge was completed at
pvt and GA1 readings equalled zero at the point when hopper dis-
charge began. Cell GA0, located in the hopper, continued to provide
readings until the granular material fell below the level of the cell.
Furthermore, for the same reason as in the case of filling, from the
results obtained it can be deduced that discharge occurred at a
constant speed.

Table 2
Variations under static conditions of normal wall pressures at different heights, and of the vertical pressure of stored material at the silo-hopper transition (kN/m2).

Test End filling (kPa) End static (kPa) D (kPa) D (%)

I II I II I II I II

PhGA0 7.80 8.27 9.39 9.44 1.59 1.17 20.3 14.2
PhGA1 4.28 4.46 3.69 4.16 �0.59 �0.30 �13.8 �6.8
PhGA2 4.37 4.60 4.07 4.44 �0.29 �0.17 �6.7 �3.6
PhGA3 3.84 3.90 3.59 3.86 �0.24 �0.04 �6.3 �1.1
PhGA4 3.48 3.53 3.03 3.26 �0.45 �0.27 �13.0 �7.7
PhGA5 2.94 2.96 2.53 2.74 �0.41 �0.21 �13.8 �7.2
PhGA6 2.32 2.41 2.25 2.36 �0.08 �0.05 �3.3 �2.0
PhGA7 1.60 1.65 1.30 1.38 �0.30 �0.26 �18.7 �16.1
pvt,t 11.74 11.53 13.49 12.13 1.75 0.60 14.9 5.2

Fig. 13. Normal silo wall pressure al level GA1, vertical stresses in the stored material at the transition (pvt,t) and mean value of resultant vertical stress per unit perimeter at
transition (nzSk,t) for each time ‘‘t’’. Test II.
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It can also be seen in Fig. 15 that the highest pressures inside
the silo occurred at the beginning of discharge, a behaviour which
is in agreement with Eurocode 1, part 4 (CEN, 2006), and with
international publications on silos. However, the values reached
were not in agreement, as can be seen in Figs. 17–19, as these were
lower in the real-life tests, than those given in the European stan-
dard on silos, nevertheless, it should be borne in mind that the
standard must ensure safety and consider extreme cases.

The extremely short time interval that we established for read-
ing data during the test (0.5 s) enabled us to observe that the over-
pressure produced during discharge did not occur instantaneously
(Fig. 15), to then decrease gradually, but rather, it reached a max-
imum value which remained almost constant for some seconds.

Another finding which supports the coherence of the results ob-
tained is shown by the left-hand arrow at the bottom of Fig. 15,
which indicates the start of discharge. It can be observed that at

Fig. 14. Normal silo wall pressures (phGA,t) and vertical stresses in the stored material at the transition (pvt,t) for each time ‘‘t’’ during filling. Test II.

Fig. 15. Normal silo wall pressures (phGA,t) and vertical stresses in the stored material at the transition (pvt,t) for each time ‘‘t’’ during discharge. Test II.
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that time, readings from the cells in the lower part of the silo, cells
GA0 L0 and L1 (from which pvt is obtained), began to vary, whilst
readings from the cell in the upper part, GA7, began to vary
approximately 1 s later (right-hand arrow at the bottom). This sug-
gests that overpressure at the beginning of discharge was propa-
gated from the lower to the upper part of the silo. Table 4 gives
the numerical values reached during this increase in pressure,
showing that the maximum increase in pressure occurred in the
hopper wall at the silo-hopper transition, even doubling in some
cases.

Figs. 16 and 17 show the behaviour of the other parameters in-
volved in silo calculation according to the European standard (CEN,
2006). These data were obtained from the load cell readings as de-
scribed in Section 2.5 of this article. Table 5 provides the numerical
values reached at the end of filling and before starting discharge,
and the maximum values obtained during the first 10 s of dis-
charge, the time interval during which maximum pressures occur
inside the silo. Thus, it can be seen that these parameters presented
increased values in the first moments of discharge, and this

increase was most marked in the case of the mean value of resul-
tant vertical stress per unit perimeter at transition (nzSk,t) and of
the lateral pressure ratio at the transition (K) which increased by
35.5% and 92.7%, respectively.

Fig. 19 and Table 6 provide a comparison of the maximum pres-
sures obtained during tests under static conditions and those ob-
tained during discharge using Eurocode 1, part 4. As could be
seen in the previous figures, the values obtained in real-life tests
were lower than those obtained using the calculation methods pro-
posed in the European standard. Thus, as shown in Table 6, the big-
gest differences were observed during discharge at normal
pressures on the cylinder wall at the silo hopper junction, where
variation with respect to the standard reached 75.7%.

Still considering Fig. 19, a curious finding can be observed: the
discharge pressures registered in real-life tests did not follow a
steady pattern of increasing wall pressures compared to pressure
under static conditions, but rather the curve presented waves,
and these were produced at the same height in both of the tests
shown and in all the remaining tests (not shown). Initially, we
thought that this might have been due to poor calibration of the
cells located at this level, or to the existence of friction between
the panels onto which the cells were mounted and the silo wall.
Consequently, we checked the clearance between these elements
and recalibrated the cells, but the same phenomenon was re-
peated. After interchanging the cells from different wall heights,
the phenomenon still recurred. One explanation for this finding
could be that the overpressure propagation pattern during dis-
charge mentioned earlier, from the lower part to the upper part
of the silo, produces increased pressures in certain areas, but con-
stant or even reduced pressures in others.

In the analysis of data obtained from the 12 tests conducted,
consisting of concentric filling, static conditions and centralised
discharge, no significant differences in pressures were found be-
tween the different tests along the generatrix employed. From this
we have concluded that in our case, no asymmetries of normal wall

Table 3
Maximum variation in % with respect to the mean of the maximum values obtained
from comparable four trials, during filling, in static state and during discharge, of the
normal wall pressures at different heights, and of the vertical pressure of material
stored at the silo-hopper transition junction.

Filling (%) Static (%) Discharge (%)

PhGA0 0.31 0.52 0.47
PhGA1 1.34 1.64 3.13
PhGA2 0.81 1.16 1.98
PhGA3 2.64 2.36 4.50
PhGA4 1.61 2.13 6.75
PhGA5 1.57 1.86 2.42
PhGA6 0.12 0.63 0.62
PhGA7 2.41 2.20 3.22
pvt,t 3.02 2.90 3.25

Fig. 16. Normal silo wall pressures (phGA,t) and vertical stresses in the stored material at the transition (pvt,t) for each time ‘‘t’’ during the first seconds of discharge. Test II.
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pressures occurred in the circumference of the silo, asymmetries
which, in contrast, have been observed by several other authors
under conditions of centralised discharge (Härtl et al., 2008;
Ramirez et al., 2010c; Zhong et al., 2001). Their absence in our case
may be due to the test conditions employed, where silo geometry

and environmental conditions were strictly controlled, since the
silo was located in a laboratory. Nevertheless, such asymmetries
represent a phenomenon which merits further research in order
to determine the conditions which lead to wall pressure asymme-
tries and the magnitude these attain.

Fig. 17. Mean value of resultant vertical stress per unit perimeter at transition (nzSk,t), lateral pressure ratio at the transition (K); mean value of the wall friction coefficient
between the stored material and the cylinder wall (lm). Comparison between the values obtained Test II and using the Eurocode 1, part 4.

Fig. 18. Discharge. Mean value of resultant vertical stress per unit perimeter at transition (nzSk,t), lateral pressure ratio at the transition (K); mean value of the wall friction
coefficient between the stored material and the cylinder wall (lm). Comparison between the values obtained from Test II and using the Eurocode 1, part 4.
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4. Conclusions

The test station design proposed by the authors of the present
article and described in Couto et al. (2012) has been validated for
measuring silo pressure, and it offers multiple possibilities for fu-
ture research.

Before discharge, in other words, during filling and when the
material stored inside the silo is static, the highest normal cylinder
wall pressures occurred just at the end of filling. In contrast, the
opposite was true for the hopper wall, were normal wall pressures
increased over storage time.

The highest pressures inside the silo occurred during the first
seconds of discharge, in agreement with real-life tests conducted

Fig. 19. Comparison between normal wall pressures obtained with the tests and using the Eurocode 1, part 4.

Table 4
Variations in pressure during discharge. Test II.

End static (kPa) Max. in discharge (kPa) D (kPa) D (%)

PhGA0 9.21 18.46 9.25 100.4
PhGA1 4.07 6.43 2.36 58.0
PhGA2 4.26 5.62 1.36 31.9
PhGA3 3.68 4.13 0.44 12.1
PhGA4 3.25 3.36 0.11 3.4
PhGA5 2.73 3.18 0.45 16.3
PhGA6 2.14 3.15 1.01 47.0
PhGA7 1.36 1.68 0.32 23.3
pvt,t 12.14 13.24 1.10 9.1

Table 5
Mean value of resultant vertical stress per unit perimeter at transition (nzSk,t); lateral pressure ratio at the transition (K) and mean value of coefficient
of wall friction between particulate solid and the cylinder wall (lm). Test II and Eurocode 1, part 4.

End filling End static Max. in the first 10 s of the discharge D (%)

nzSk (kN/m) 1.23 1.10 1.49 35.5
K 0.38 0.34 0.65 92.7
lm 0.19 0.18 0.22 22.0
nzSk,EUROCODE (kN/m) 1.59 2.22 2.22 39.6
KEUROCODE 0.54 0.54 0.54 0

Table 6
Comparison between normal wall pressures and the mean value of resultant vertical stress per unit perimeter at transition (nzSk,t), obtained with the tests and those given by the
Eurocode 1, part 4.

After filling Discharge

Max. Test II Eurocode D (%) Max. Test II Eurocode D (%)

PhGA0 (kPa) 9.21 12.72 38.1 18.46 21.96 18.9
PhGA1 (kPa) 4.41 6.96 57.8 6.43 11.30 75.7
nzSk (kN/m) 1.27 1.59 24.8 1.50 2.22 47.8
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by several other authors (Askegaard and Munch-Andersen, 1985;
Härtl et al., 2008; Ramirez et al., 2010c; Wu and Schmidt, 1992;
Zhong et al., 2001) and with the European standard on silos
(CEN, 2006). The highest normal wall pressures occurred at the
hopper wall, at the silo-hopper transition. This was also where
the highest normal wall pressures were produced in the cylinder,
although these pressures were considerably lower than those
reached in the hopper. In our tests, normal hopper wall pressures
were of the order of 180% higher than those obtained for the cylin-
der wall.

Under static conditions, the stored material undergoes a process
of settling. During this process, the cylinder walls released pres-
sure, increasing the normal wall pressure of the hopper and the
vertical pressure of the stored material at the silo-hopper transi-
tion. This phenomenon occurred in surges over increasingly longer
time intervals (Figs. 11 and 12 and Table 6). This aspect requires
further in depth study before drawing definitive conclusions as it
may be due to, or be amplified by, the specific design of the silo.

A study of pressure patterns under static conditions inside the
silo due to grain settling (Figs. 11, 12, and 16), and of overpressure
patterns along the vertical generatrix in the cylinder during dis-
charge (Fig. 18), suggests that the increase in pressures observed
in certain areas was not a consequence of chaotic behaviour but
rather obeyed certain physical laws which have not yet been stud-
ied sufficiently. This point is considered in the Eurocode (CEN,
2006) in the section on Patch load, where these laws are taken into
account both in static and dynamic states. They comprise a number
of phenomena that produce asymmetries, among which are those
discussed in this paragraph.
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Experimental study of the pressures exerted by wheat stored in slender cylindrical
silos, varying the flow rate of material during discharge. Comparison with Eurocode 1
part 4
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In this article, we report the results and conclusions of studies conducted using amid-size test station for assaying
pressures in silos. Assayswere conductedwithwheat, obtaining results for pressures during loading, in static state
andduring discharge. In addition, differentflow rates (kg/s) of the granularmaterial were tested during discharge.
The results obtained were compared with Eurocode 1, Part 4.
The test station basically consists of a mid-scale cylindrical silo equipped with load cells. This design enabled
us to obtain most of the parameters governing the behaviour of stored material and subsequently to compare
and validate the different theoretical calculation models and existing standards.
The results obtained indicate that in static state, the pressures inside the silo are not constant, and that varying
the flow rate during discharge does not entail an associated variation in pressures. They also show that the
state of overpressure during discharge ismainly due to an increment in the unit weight of thematerial in certain
areas of the silo and, to a much lesser extent, to dilatancy. Furthermore, the pressure values obtained during dis-
charge were higher than those obtained using the calculation method proposed in Eurocode 1, part 4.

© 2012 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The question of calculating actions in silos used for the storage of
particulate solids in order to determine their correct structural de-
sign has been a subject of enquiry since the end of the 19th century
[1]. Since then, many advances in knowledge have been made but nu-
merous aspects of silo structural design still remain unresolved [2–4].

Over the course of this research, it has been concluded that tests
conducted with small scale silos are not suitable for determining pres-
sures on the walls of life-size silos [5].

However, very few experimental installations in the world have
full-scale silos [6–12] and very few assays have been conducted on
them [7,11,13–19]. Such structures and tests demand a considerable
investment, and although they have yielded extremely important
results, many uncertainties still remain which require further research
in order to reliably predict the behaviour of material stored in this
kind of structure.

It is well known that the highest thrust forces are exerted on the
walls during silo discharge [7,8,12,13,20,21].

However, despite the numerous studies which have been conducted,
determining pressure during discharge continues to present considerable

difficulties because this is a complex phenomenon that depends on how
the material flows as well as other parameters such as initial solid volu-
metric weight and wall roughness [15,22].

Some authors have observed that the presence of shear zones
influences the pressures on the silo walls [23]. These shear zones cause
fluctuations in the lateral pressures on thewalls, andmay recur through-
out the height of the silo, causing discontinuities in the curve of normal
pressures on the wall [24].

The flow pattern can be of two types, mass flow or funnel flow
[21]. This pattern influences the magnitude and distribution of the
forces acting on the walls, and the parameters which exert most influ-
ence on the type of flow are the hopper angle and the friction angle
between the material and the hopper wall. In mass flow, all the mate-
rial moves, and this type of flow is typical for smooth walled hoppers
with large outlets as well as being the most commonly employed in
industrial processes because it is the most efficient discharge system
and avoids dead zones that can alter the properties of the material
stored [25].

In this article, we present the results of several assays conducted
using an experimental cylindrical silo to determine the thrust forces
exerted by the stored material on the walls. The material employed
was common wheat (Triticum aestivum), using the variety Galera R2,
produced and registered in Spain in 1999 by the company NICKERSON
GEIE. Assays were performed in static state and during discharge,
analysing the influence of variations in the flow rate (kg/s) of material
during unloading. We also tested the effect of partial discharges on
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pressures. The results were compared with values obtained using the
European standard for calculating actions in silos [21].

A mid-scale test station was used to carry out the assays. The in-
stallation basically consists of a mid-scale, cylindrical silo equipped
with load cells to measure pressure, with which it was possible to
obtain most of the parameters governing the behaviour of material
stored in silos and to compare the values obtained with the different
calculation models and standards which have been proposed. The
silo was designed, built and validated by the same research team re-
sponsible for the present paper, and has been described and validat-
ed in detail in two previous publications [26,27].

2. Materials and methods

2.1. General description of the installation

The principle components of the test station consist of a silo for stor-
ing the material to be tested and another, experimental silo containing
the instrumentation necessary for measuring the actions of the stored
material. The stored material is transferred between both silos using
two screw conveyors powered by electric motors (Fig. 1).

2.1.1. Geometry of the experimental silo
The geometry and dimensions of the test silo are shown in Figs. 2

and 3. The silo is cylindrical, with a central hopper. The silo body (a ver-
tical cylinder) and the hopper independent and can be dismantled.

The silo walls were constructed from sheets of stainless steel 3 mm
thick, whilst the cylinder, hopper and roof reinforcement rings were
50 mm wide and 10 mm thick. Given the dimensions and the type of
material used for the walls, the silo can thus be considered a rigid,
smooth-walled steel silo. According to the Eurocode classification, it cor-
responds to a slender silo, since the cylinder height/diameter ratio is
equal to 2 (hc/dc=2).

2.1.2. Measuring horizontal pressures
Tomeasure normal wall pressures, a vertical generatrix was located

on the cylinder wall, alongwhich 7 readings were taken at the different
heights indicated in Figs. 2–4, whilst hopper pressures were measured
immediately below the silo–hopper transition, at the prolongation of
the generatrix mentioned above for measuring cylinder pressures.

Double bending beam load cells were used to measure normal
wall pressures. To this end, 150×150 mm openings were made in
the wall, into which panels of the same curvature were inserted,
leaving a small gap around the edges. This clearancewasof approximately

1 mm, sufficiently large to prevent friction between the panels and the
wall, and sufficiently small to prevent grains from entering the space
and distorting measurement readings. The panels were attached to the
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Fig. 1. General test station silo installation. 1: slide gate; 2: screw conveyor; 3: AC motor; F: filling; D: discharge.

Fig. 2. Test silo.
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load cells as indicated in Fig. 4. Hopperwall pressure readingswere taken
in the same way.

More detailed information related to this section is given in two pre-
vious articles published by the same research team [26,27], which de-
scribe the load cell model used, its technical specifications and how
the cells were calibrated.

2.1.3. Measuring vertical forces
In order tomeasure vertical forces caused by friction of the storedma-

terial against thewall, the cylinder andhopperwere connectedbymount-
ing the external reinforcing rings of each on the tension/compression load
cells. The ringswere very close but did not come into contact, and thus all
vertical pressures were absorbed by the load cells (Figs. 4 and 5).

As in the previous section, more detailed information is provided
in the two articles cited above [26,27].

In our first paper about the test station used for the experiments
[26], which contains a description of the test station design, it was
envisaged that horizontal pressure readings at the hopper and cylin-
der walls would be taken on four 90° generatrices, which would
allow the study of discharge asymmetries and/or filling eccentrici-
ties. The second article [27] details the construction of a prototype
based on the design previously described in order to validate its per-
formance. Not all the elements originally envisaged were installed,
although the possibility remained of incorporating them at a later
date. This was the prototype used for the experiments reported in
this paper. These experiments were performed with central filling
and discharge, and the geometry of the silo was completely symmet-
rical; thus, the main difference between thrusts was produced along
its height. It should also be borne inmind that given the symmetry of the
silo, if there had beenmarked differences around thewall circumference,
thesewould have been randomandwould have been detected due to the
disparate values produced between two repetitions of the same assay. It
should also be borne in mind that the silo flow is always non-symmetric
although the silo geometry and filling process is symmetric.

2.2. Nomenclature

The nomenclature employed is in accordance with that used in the
Eurocode [21], but this article also includes specific aspects which are
not considered in the code. These different parameters are defined as
follows:

A: plan cross-sectional area of vertical walled segment, m2.
F: hopper pressure ratio.
K: lateral pressure ratio.
U: perimeter of the plan-cross section of the vertical walled

segment, m.
W: weight of stored material, kN.
WE: weight at the end of the phase, kN.
WI: weight after filling, kN.
WII: weight after discharge 1, kN.
WS: weight at the start of the phase, kN.
f: grain flow during discharge (kg/s).
nzSk: mean value of vertical stress per perimeter unit at the

silo-hopper transition, kN/m.
phGA1,t: normal wall pressure at time t on the load cell GA1, kN/m2.
pvt,t: vertical stress in the stored material at the silo–hopper

transition at time t, kN/m2.
γ: value of the bulk unit weight of particulate solid, kN/m3.
ϕ: Angle of internal friction of particulate solid, °.
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Fig. 3. Symbology, dimensions and points of measurement of normal cylinder wall
pressures of the test silo.

Fig. 4. Measurement of normal cylinder wall pressures (a) and vertical forces (b).
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μm: mean value of coefficient of wall friction between particu-
late solid and the cylinder wall.

2.3. Description of the tests

Tests were conducted using common wheat (T. aestivum), Galera
R2 variety, with a minimum purity of 98%. The properties of this ma-
terial were previously determined experimentally in the School of
Agricultural Engineering (E.S.T.I.A.) laboratories in accordance with
test methods proposed in Eurocode 1, part 4 Annex C [21]. The values
obtained were: specific weight (see Fig. 6), angle of repose, 34.22°;
steel wall friction coefficient, 0.20; internal friction angle, 30.17°; modu-
lus of elasticity, 10,674.33 kPa andhumidity, 10.3%. The values for specif-
ic weight and grain–wall friction obtained in these tests were very close
to those obtained with the experimental silo (mean specific weight=
8.392 kN/m3, μ=see Tables 1 and 2), and it was these values, obtained
in laboratory tests, that were used to obtain pressures according to the
calculation method proposed in the Eurocode. In the case of specific
weight, the value employed in the calculations was 8.397 kN/m3, a
value that corresponds to the maximum particle packing density at a
stress level corresponding to the location in the stored solid in the silo
wheremaximumvertical stress afterfilling occurs, namely, vertical stress
in the stored material at the silo–hopper transition.

Using the granular material described above, 21 assays were
conducted, consisting of central loading and discharge of the silo, and
these are described below.

In all assays, silo filling was accomplished using a screw conveyor
ending in a vertical tube which was always centred during filling and
was used to effect free discharge into the silo interior, as shown in
Figs. 1 and 2. This method is commonly employed in this type of struc-
ture when the material stored is grain. A uniform filling speed (kg/s)
was used in all cases and values for each trial are given in Tables 1–3.

In all cases, discharge was effected by gravity. A grain collecting
device, separated from the silo by a clearance of 5 mm, was located
beneath the outlet and transported the grain to the storage silo. This
gap was sealed to prevent grain spilling though, but a flexible materi-
al was used in order to prevent the vibrations caused by rotation of
the screw conveyor device from being transmitted to the test silo.

The 21 assays mentioned above were grouped into three types of
tests which differed with regard to how discharge was achieved. Thus,
in type I assays, following a period in static state, the material stored
in the silo was completely discharged. In type II assays, a small amount
of stored material, between 1.7% and 3.2% of the total, was discharged
before halting the process. The grain was thus returned to static state
before finally emptying the silo completely. Meanwhile, successive dis-
charges were performed in type III assays, alternating each discharge
with a period in static state. Then, after discharging approximately
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Fig. 5. Hopper and screw feeder hopper details.

Fig. 6. Pressure–unit weight of the grain.
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15% of the material, the silo was refilled and the process was repeated
before a final refill and complete discharge in a single step.

The rationale for performing these three types of assays was to
mimic the common use made in practice of these structures, since al-
though silos are sometimes completely emptied in a single step after
filling, discharge is also frequently halted after partial emptying of the
stored material, or the silo may even be refilled before it has been
completely emptied of the material it contains. Simulation of the ac-
tual use made of these structures has enabled us to obtain novel find-
ings which we describe in the following paragraphs.

2.3.1. Type I assays
In a first set of assays (type I, tests 1 to 7), the silo was loaded with

granular material and then, after a pause of approximately 5 min, the
material was discharged varying the grain flow rate (kg/s) between
tests. To unload the material, the motors driving the screw conveyors
were switched on and the outlet slide gate was opened. The grain
collecting hopper (Figs. 5 and 7) remained free of material in all the as-
says. The grain flow rate was varied by varying the degree to which the
outlet slide gatewas opened, and 4 different positionswere tested: fully
open, or position PI (tests 1 and 2), PII (tests 3 and 4), PIII (tests 5 and 6)
and PIV (test 7). Fig. 7 shows a diagram of this type of test when the
slide gate was opened to position 1 (PI). The duration of each phase
(loading–static–discharge), position of the outlet gate and discharge
flow rate for each of these positions in the different tests are given in
Table 1.

2.3.2. Type II assays
As with the assays described above, in a second set of assays, called

type II (tests 8 to 20), the grain flow rate (kg/s) was varied and the
same four outlet gate opening positions were used, but unlike the previ-
ous tests, discharge was performed in two stages. In the first stage, the
grain outlet gatewas openedwith the discharge devicemotors switched
off, so that unloadingwas interrupted once the hopper discharge device
had become filled to capacity, and the granular material returned to

static state. The dwell time in this phase varied between the different
tests. In the second stage, discharge was resumed by switching on the
motors once the hopper discharge device was full. Fig. 8 shows a dia-
gram of this type of test when the gate was opened to position 1 (PI).
Dwell times in each of the phases, position of the outlet gate and dis-
charge flow rates in the different assays are given in Table 2.

2.3.3. Type III assays
Finally, we performed a test called type III (test 21), consisting of

loading the silo, effecting a partial discharge of approximately 2.10 kN
and then reloading to the initial level, repeating the process 2 times.
The two partial discharges were performed in seven stages of 0.3 kN
each. To achieve this, the grain outlet gate was opened to position 3
(PIII) with the unloading device switched on, thus preventing the collec-
tion hopper from becoming filled to capacity, and approximately 0.3 kN
of grain was discharged before closing the gate, leaving the material in
static state for 5 min and repeating the process. These stages were re-
peated 7 times, in other words, until a partial discharge of 2.1 kN had
been achieved. Then, the silo was refilled to the initial level and the pro-
cess was repeated. Finally, the silo was once again reloaded and a com-
plete discharge was effected in a single stage. The data obtained from
this assay are shown in Table 3.

3. Results and discussion

In this section, we report and discuss the results of the three types of
assays performed following the procedures outlined in the previous sec-
tion. The shape of the curves obtained for each set of type I and type II as-
says was similar, and only the dwell time in each of the static–discharge
stages and themaximum andminimum values attained varied. Thus, in
order to avoid an excessive number of figures, only the curves corre-
sponding to one assay of each type are shown. All other data is given
in Tables 1 and 4, which show the duration of the various phases of
each assay, the flow rate of the material discharged, the weight of the
material stored in each phase and a summary of the results obtained
in each stage.

In all the assays it was observed that during discharge, all of the
stored material was moving and thus the results correspond to a mass
flow pattern.

Fig. 9 shows the shape of the curves obtained in type I assays (tests 1
to 7), and gives normal silo wall pressures and vertical stress in the
stored material at the silo–hopper transition. Table 1 gives a summary
of the conditions and results obtained in the type I assays.

As expected, the normal wall pressure underwent considerable var-
iation at the beginning of discharge, reaching highest values at the hop-
per wall, at the level of the silo–hopper transition, which is consistent
with European standards [21] and with international tests on real
silos [7,8,12,13]. As can be seen in Table 4, there was an increase of up
to 179.8% at the hopper wall and of up to 89.3% in the lower section of
the cylinder. It can also be seen that in the cells located in the lower sec-
tion of the cylinder (cells GA0 to GA3), the increase in pressure was al-
ways positive, whereas in the upper part of the cylinder there were
some areas for which, at certain heights, almost constant or even de-
creasing pressures with respect to the static state were recorded, rather
than increases. This suggests that in the experiments reported here, the
phenomenon described above was due to a variation in the initial parti-
cle packing density during discharge, increasing or decreasing in deter-
mined areas with respect to the previous static state. Note that slight
variations in the specific weight (unit weight) are associated with large
variations in pressure (see Fig. 6).

This phenomenon was confirmed by the results obtained from the
type II and III assays, which are described below. In a silo of infinite
height, we believe that this phenomenon of increased pressure in some
areas rather than others would be repeated at intervals throughout the
silo height, and this is consistent with the results obtained by Wojcik

Table 1
Summary of results obtained in type I assays (tests 1 to 7).
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Table 2
Summary of results obtained in type II assays (tests 8 to 20).

(continued on next page)
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[24], which indicated the presence of these areas alternating in height
along the length of the cylinder wall.

Fig. 9 also shows that in static state, the vertical stress in the stored
material at the level of the silo–hopper transition increased over time,
as did the normal hopper wall pressure. The opposite occurred in the
case of normal cylinder wall pressures, as these decreased over time.

In other words, in static state the cylinder walls discharged their load,
increasing the weight resting on the hopper, and this was due to
resettling of the grain in the silo, a phenomenon which has already
been discussed in more detail in a previous publication [27].

Focusing on flow rates during discharge, it will first be observed
that for the same outlet position, the flow rate varied slightly between

Table 2 (continued)
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one test and another (Table 1). This was because the outlet gate was
opened manually to a previously marked point and was not therefore
open to exactly the same degree for each position assayed. It will also
be seen that when tests were conducted with the slide gate at posi-
tions PI and PII, the flow rate was practically the same, and this was
because the flow rate coincided with the maximum quantity of mate-
rial the discharge device was capable of evacuating. In PI assays, the
flow rate was much higher during the initial moments because dis-
charge was free-flowing, with the result that the flow of material
was greater than the screw conveyor could carry and the discharge
hopper became completely filled. When the hopper discharge device
became filled to capacity, unloading then continued at a constant rate
which coincided with the assay conducted in position PII, which was
the maximum flow rate that the screw conveyor could evacuate. In
assays conducted with the outlet gate in position PII, the opening
discharged material into the hopper discharge device at a rate which

coincided approximately with the maximum rate that the screw con-
veyor was capable of evacuating. In the assays conducted in positions
PIII and PIV, the rate of material discharged was lower than that
which the discharge device was capable of evacuating, and thus
the hopper was never filled to capacity.

Fig. 10 shows the maximum normal wall pressures registered dur-
ing discharge at the silo–hopper transition for each of the discharge
flow rates tested in type I assays. It can be seen that pressures on
the hopper wall (GA0) decreased linearly as the discharge flow rate
increased (r2=0.778), whereas the maximum pressures reached on
the cylinder wall (GA1) were virtually constant, independently of
the discharge flow rate. This was an unexpected result, but is a true
reflection of what actually happens, at least in this type of silo. We
are now conducting assays with maize and the results are similar to
those obtained with wheat as far as flow is concerned. What did
clearly vary according to the flow rate were the peaks in pressure

Table 3
Summary of results obtained in the type III assay (test 21).
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which occurred along the cylinder wall above GA1, a phenomenon
which is depicted in Fig. 13. The reason for this is that when the outlet
opening was at its widest, substantial overpressures were registered
by some of the upper load cells, and as the opening was gradually re-
duced these overpressures decreased whilst those below increased.
Thiswas probably because thematerial in the upper sections descended
more rapidly, leading to areas of discontinuity which, as has been ob-
served by other authors, are associatedwith discontinuities in the pres-
sure curves [24,28].

Thus, according to our results and in contrary to what might be
expected, a rapid discharge does not imply higher overpressures on
the silo wall.

Fig. 11 shows the trends followed by the other parameters in-
volved in the calculation of silos according to the European standard
[21]. The value of K is given for the silo loading phase, from when
hopper loading had ended and filling of the cylinder had begun, and
for during discharge until the silo had been completely unloaded, in-
tervals at which this parameter is relevant. As regards the value of μ,
this is given for loading from the moment when the level of grain rose
above GA7, i.e., from the moment that the forces registered by this
cell related to pressures on the wall since the grain acts on the entire
surface of the wall connected to this cell, until the grain had dropped

again to the same level during discharge. Note also that in static state,
the value of nZSK was not constant but rather decreased, due to the
phenomenon discussed earlier of grain resettling, whereby the cylinder
walls discharge their load during static state, increasing theweight rest-
ing on the hopper. This phenomenon has previously been discussed by
Sugita, who reported that “for 5 or 6 hours after loading the silo, pres-
sures in the upper sections decreased and increased on the sloping
wall of the hopper”.

Fig. 11 also shows the increase in the value of K during discharge,
which is logical since the vertical pressure on the storedmaterial dropped
at the beginning of discharge while the normal cylinder wall pressure at
the silo hopper transition increased. A comparison is also given with the
results obtained using the Eurocode [21], showing that the value of nZSK
was below that given in the European standard whereas the proposed
value of K was far exceeded during discharge.

When the maximum variation in these parameters obtained dur-
ing discharge compared with the maximum values obtained in static
state was analysed, it could be seen that these parameters presented
an increase during the first moments of discharge, which was more
pronounced in the case of the mean value of resultant vertical stress
per unit perimeter at the transition (nzSk,t) and of the lateral pressure
ratio at the transition (K), reaching 67.2% and 115.8%, respectively.

1.- FILLING

Closed
gate

F

2.- STATIC 3.- DISCHARGE

Gate in
possition 1

 (PI) Discharge

Full To storage siloEmpty

Closed
gate

Empty

Fig. 7. Diagram of type I assays with the outlet gate in position 1 (PI).
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Fig. 8. Diagram of type II assays with the outlet gate in position 1 (PI).
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Fig. 12 shows the shape of the curves obtained in the type II assays,
in which, as explained in Section 2.3.2., discharge was performed in two
stages. The results are given in Table 2. In the loading phase and the first
phase in static state, the results obtained in type I and II assays were
comparable and similar: consequently, in order to avoid repetition,
these will not be discussed again here.

As can be seen in Table 2, in assays conducted with the outlet gate in
position I (PI), approximately 0.45 kN of wheat was evacuated during
the initial discharge, whereas in assays conducted with the gate in PII,
PIII, andPIV, around 0.26 kNwas discharged. This difference is explained
by the fact that with the gate in PI, the outlet was completely open and
the hopper discharge device was completely filled, whereas when the
outlet gatewas in all the other positions, dischargewas effected through
a small opening and eventually the material reached the same level as
the opening, blocking it and stopping the flow of grain. It can also be
seen that as with the type I assays, for the same outlet gate position,
the flow rate varied slightly between one test and another, which was
due to the same reason discussed above for type I assays.

The curves shown in Fig. 12 also indicate that once the initial dis-
charge was halted, lateral pressures during the second static phase did
not return to the previous static state values. See, for example, the results

of tests 11, 16 or 20, in which the second static state was maintained for
over 70 h without attaining initial pressure values. This phenomenon
should be borne in mind when developing new numerical theories and
methods for calculating pressures during silo discharge since it indicates
that themovementofmaterialwithin the silo during the initial discharge
induces changes in solid unitweight,which increases or decreases in cer-
tain areas along the height of the silo, and themain variations in pressure
that occur inside the silo are primarily due to this phenomenon rather
than to an increase in volume caused by lateral displacement of the par-
ticles during discharge, a phenomenon known as dilatancy, since if this
latter were responsible, initial values would be recovered once discharge
was halted. The magnitude of this increase in pressure depends on the
initial solid unit weight. In other words, the above statement would not
be true if the material attained critical density as a result of the pressure
levels reached in the lower parts of the cylinder. In this case, it might be
that the pressure increase was entirely due to dilatancy, and thus when
discharge was halted, the static state pressure levels would be restored.

A similar phenomenon has been described by Pieper and Wenzel
[29], who reported that “When discharge was stopped, the pressure
was recorded in that moment aboutmaintained for 15 h”, although un-
like us, they did not state initial pressures that were not recovered. The
experiments were carried out using cylindrical metal silos measuring
23.6 in. (60 cm) in diameter and 121 in. (302.5 cm) high, employing
grain and sand as the stored material.

It can also be seen in Fig. 12 that the resettling of grain inside the
silo in static state, previously discussed for type I assays, continued to
occur in the second static state, which explains the abrupt steps pres-
ent in the curves. This figure includes the curve for the weight of the
material stored, for the different phases. As can be seen, such steps do
not occur in this curve and this, together with other reasons which we
have reported previously elsewhere [27], indicate that the resettling
was not due to interference in electronic readings.

Table 5 shows the maximum variation in normal wall pressure dur-
ing each of the discharges with respect to the previous static state. As in
the previous assays, the normal wall pressure presented a substantial

Table 4
Maximum variation in normal wall pressure during discharge compared with maxi-
mum values obtained in static state. Type I assays.

Fig. 9. Normal silo wall pressures (phGA,t) and vertical stress in the stored material at the transition (pvt,t), at each time t. Type I assay, test 6.
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variation at the beginning of the first discharge, reaching values and
pressure distributions inside the silo similar to those described for
type I assays. However, the variation in pressure following the second
discharge wasmuch smaller and, as will be seen in the type III assay, ini-
tial pressures were recovered on returning to static state. Consequently,
we believe that this second increase in pressure can be attributed to
dilatancy.

Table 5 also shows that in contrast to what happened in the type I
assays, in which the increase in pressure recorded by the cells in the
lower section of the cylinder (cells GA0 to GA3) was always positive
whereas in the upper section of the cylinder the pressure remained
almost constant or even fell at some points, in these assays, and
more specifically in tests 17 and 19, the GA3 cells began to register
pressures below those recorded for static state.

Fig. 10. Regression lines obtained from the maximum normal pressures on the cylinder wall and the hopper at the silo–hopper transition recorded in the assays, for each discharge
flow rate. Type I assays.

Fig. 11. Mean value of resultant vertical stress per unit perimeter at the transition (nzSk,t), lateral pressure ratio at the transition (K); mean value of the wall friction coefficient be-
tween the stored material and the cylinder wall (μm). Comparison between the values obtained in test 4 and those obtained using Eurocode 1, part 4. Type I assays.
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Fig. 13 presents an analysis of the maximum variation in wall pres-
sure during discharge 1 with respect to the previous static state in type
II assays with the outlet gate positioned at either extreme, i.e., with the

outlet gate in PI and PIV. As can be observed in the Figure, the curves for
the same degree of outlet opening present a similar pattern which is
clearly different from the pattern presented by curves for the other
opening. The shape of these curves supports the explanation that the
variation in pressures during discharge is mainly due to an increase or
decrease in the specific weight of the grain in some areas rather than
in others. Thus, a slower discharge produces a greater increase in the
unit weight of the material at the level of the hopper, which in turn
leads to a greater increase in pressure in these areas. However, up to
the level of GA2, the trend was reversed, and pressures lower than
those in static state were registered at a lower cylinder height than in
assays where discharge occurred more rapidly. On the other hand,
with faster discharge (greater degree of outlet gate opening), more
movement occurred in the upper layers and the material did not have
time to achieve such a large increase in unit weight in the hopper as
was produced with a slow discharge.

Minimumpressureswere also observed at the height of the GA4 cell.
Throughout the experiments, we repeatedly checked that calibration of
the load cells, and of the GA4 cell in particular, was correct. We believe
that this phenomenon was due to the variations in specific weight that
occurred during discharge, increasing in some areas at the expense of a
decrease or the formation of a gap in others, and that in a slender silo of
infinite height this effect would be repeated along the entire height of
the silo.

Fig. 14 gives the maximum normal wall pressures in the lower sec-
tion of the silo (GA0 and GA1) recorded throughout the entire test
(maximum for both discharges), for each discharge flow rate. As in
the type I assays, pressures on the hopperwall (GA0) decreased linearly
as the discharge rate increased (r2=0.423), whereas pressures in the
cylinder (GA1) remained virtually constant, independently of the rate
of discharge.

As in the previous case, it is therefore concluded that a slow dis-
charge does not imply lower pressures than those produced during
a rapid discharge.

Fig. 15 shows the values obtained for the parameters K, nZSK and μ,
compared with the values proposed in the Eurocode [21]. For the same

Fig. 12. Normal silo wall pressures (phGA,t) and vertical stress in the stored material at the transition (pvt,t), at each time t. Type II assay, test 14.

Table 5
Maximum variation in normal pressure on the wall during discharge 1 with respect to
pressures in static state 1 (ΔS1–D1) and during discharge 2 with respect to static state
2 (ΔS2–D2).
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reason as that discussed for type I assays, the value of K and μ throughout
the assay are not shown. In the Figure, it can be seen that in static state 2,
the value of nZSK was not constant but rather decreased, due to the phe-
nomenon discussed above of resettling of the grain. This parameter
attained its maximum values at the beginning of the discharge, for both
the discharges that comprised the test: however, at no time were the

values proposed in the Eurocode for this parameter achieved. Focusing
on the value of K, it can be seen that this underwent a sharp increase in
the first discharge, exceeding the value obtained using the calculation
method proposed in the Eurocode. Furthermore, this value did not fall
to that obtained during the previous static state, which is logical since
the normal cylinder wall pressure at the silo–hopper transition was not

Fig. 13. Maximum variation in wall pressure during the first discharge with respect to the previous static state. Type II assays with the outlet gate in positions PI and PIV.

Fig. 14. Regression lines obtained from the maximum normal pressures on the cylinder wall and the hopper wall at the silo–hopper transition registered during the assays (dis-
charge 1 and discharge 2), for each discharge flow rate. Type II assays.
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recovered either, whereas vertical stress in the stored material (pvt) did
decrease (Fig. 12). As regards the grain to wall coefficient of friction
value, it can be observed that this remained virtually constant through-
out the assay, presenting temporary increases at the beginning of each
of the discharges.

Another of themain results obtained from the type II assayswas that
with the discharge of a small amount of material from the silo, in this
case ranging from 1.7% to 3.2%, a state of overpressure was produced
in the silo with maximum values similar to those attained when a com-
plete dischargewas effected. These pressures barely decreased until the

Fig. 15. Mean value of resultant vertical stress per unit perimeter at the transition (nzSk,t), lateral pressure ratio at the transition (K); mean value of the wall friction coefficient be-
tween the stored material and the cylinder wall (μm). Comparison between the values obtained in test 14 and those obtained using Eurocode 1, part 4. Type II assay.

Fig. 16. Normal silo wall pressures (phGA,t) and vertical stress in the stored material at the transition (pvt,t), at each time t. Type III assay, test 21.
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silo was once again empty, and furthermore, during the second dis-
charge the maximum pressure values were even higher. This aspect
should be taken into account in the design of silos, since in practice,
the material stored in silos is not always discharged all at the same
time, but is rather discharged in several stages according to the need
or demand for the material stored.

Figs. 16 and 17 show the curves obtained for the various param-
eters discussed above for the type III assay, and Table 3 shows the
duration of the different phases and the corresponding numerical re-
sults. As expected in view of the previous results, following the first dis-
charge, static state pressures did not return to the initial values obtained
at the end of the first loading. At the silo–hopper transition (GA0–GA1),

Fig. 17. Mean value of resultant vertical stress per unit perimeter at the transition (nzSk,t), lateral pressure ratio at the transition (K), values obtained in type III assay, test 21 and
using Eurocode 1, part 4.

Fig. 18. Maximum values of normal wall pressures after the first loading, compared with Eurocode 1, part 4.
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it can be seen that pressures decreased after successive discharges, but
this drop was due to progressive emptying of the silo (weight loss). In
the successive discharges carried out, it can be seen that peaks in pres-
sures appeared that rapidly disappeared again on returning to static
state. These temporary increases in pressure were due to an increase
in volume caused by lateral displacement of the grain, a phenomenon
known as dilatancy. In other words, a process occurs inside the silo dur-
ing discharge which is similar to what would happen if loose granular

material were subjected to shear stress in a triaxial apparatus: the shear-
ing induces an increase in the material's specific gravity, and after suc-
cessive shearing episodes a weight which could be called “critical” is
obtained. Once this has happened, further episodes will lead to an in-
crease in volume.

To summarise, from an interpretation of the curves it can be de-
duced that at the beginning of the first discharge the granular material
was compacted in the lower sections of the silo, increasing in weight

Fig. 19. Maximum values of normal wall pressures obtained during discharge throughout the entire test, compared with Eurocode 1, part 4.

Table 6
Comparison between the maximum normal wall pressures at the level of the silo–hopper transition obtained in assays during discharge and using Eurocode 1, part 4.
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until reaching a critical value, and it is this phenomenon which was
mainly responsible for the increase in pressures in this area, a state
that was not reversed when discharge was halted. Once this state had
been reached, successive discharges no longer caused an increase in
specific weight in these zones but rather induced an increase in volume
due to the displacement of particles, and this would be responsible for
the peaks in pressure that occurred andwhich returned to initial values
when the dischargewas stopped. This decrease in pressure in the upper
sections was due to migration of the material located here to areas
which were compacted, and in view of the curves shown in Fig. 13,
we believe that in a silo of infinite height, areas of increased and de-
creased pressures would alternate along the length of its walls.

It can be seen in Table 5 that due to an increase in the specific
weight of the material during the first discharge, an increase in pres-
sure was registered at GA0 which ranged from 108.1% to 185.6%,
and at GA1 from 59.5% and 80.6%, depending on the test in question.
The same Table shows the pressure also that increase during the sec-
ond discharge occurred, attributed to dilatancy, which at GA0 ranged
from 1.3% to 18.9% and from 3.1% at GA1 to 25.8%.

Careful observation of the curves obtained from the cells in the upper
section of the silo (GA6–GA7) would seem to indicate that the pressure
decreased during successive discharges with respect to the previous
static state, whichwould not support the theory outlined above. Howev-
er, if a detailed examination of the data shown in Table 3 is conducted, it
will be seen that during each discharge, the pressure increased slightly
with respect to the previous static state, which corresponds to the min-
imum value recorded. In other words, dilatancy produced a slight tem-
porary rise in pressure during discharge, but this was much less as the
grain was less compacted in these areas.

In Figs. 18 and 19, the normal wall pressures obtained in the assays
are compared with Eurocode 1, Part 4 [21]. Fig. 18 shows themaximum
pressures obtained in static state assays conducted following the first
loading. In this phase, the three types of assays were similar and thus
to avoid lack of clarity in the graph only the type III assay is shown to-
gether with type I and II assays in which higher and lower pressure
values were obtained. As can be seen, at all heights and in all cases,
the pressures were lower than those obtained using the calculation
method proposed in the Eurocode.

Fig. 19 shows the maximum pressures obtained in discharge phase
assays throughout the entire test. In this case, the curves shown for as-
says give maximum and minimum values for each type, since in this
phase theywere not analogous. Table 6 presents a comparison between
the maximum normal wall pressures at the level of the silo–hopper
transition obtained in assays during discharge and those obtained using
Eurocode 1, part 4. As can be seen, during discharge, the normal cylinder
wall pressure at the level of the silo–hopper transition obtained in the as-
says was always below that given in the Eurocode. However, at the same
level, the normal hopper wall pressures exceeded those given in the
Eurocode in 8 of the tests, reaching a value greater than 11.56%with re-
spect to the calculation method proposed in the Eurocode. It is possible
that this phenomenon may be due to the small size of the test silo and
that it would not occur in a larger silo, since the lower the pressure
levels, the higher the internal friction angle and dilatancy angle, and
consequently, wall pressures rise.

The assays described in this paper are not totally comparable with
other experiments conducted using real silos, since this would require
the use of silos of similar dimensions, the same stored material and
the same kind of assay, circumstances which are not fulfilled by any
published article worldwide. Nevertheless, some aspects are compara-
ble. Thus, as expected, normal wall pressure underwent considerable
variation at the beginning of discharge, reaching highest values at the
hopper wall, at the level of the silo–hopper transition, which is consis-
tent with European standards [21] and with international tests on real
silos [7,8,12,13]. Another aspect that coincideswith the results obtained
byWojcik [24] is the fact that during discharge, almost constant or even
decreasing pressures were registered in the upper part of the cylinder

compared to during static state. Those areas where the pressure de-
creased representeddiscontinuities or gaps caused because thematerial
from the lower layers subsided due to the discharge whilst at the
same time the upper layers stopped subsiding due to friction with
the wall. In a silo of infinite height, this phenomenon would be re-
peated alternately throughout the entire height of the silo. This find-
ing coincides with the results obtained by Wojcik [24], who conducted
tests on a silo full of sand. During discharge, gaps were detected in the
sand, which had initially been dense in static state. These gaps or rupture
zones alternated in height along the entire length of the cylinder wall
and took the shape of an arrow pointing towards the upper part of the
silo. Another aspect which is also comparable and has been described
by other authors is the fact that a small discharge of material caused a
change in pressures in the silo that did not revert when the silo returned
to a static state. This phenomenon has been described by Pieper and
Wenzel [29], who reported the following: “When discharge was halted,
the pressure registered in that instant remained constant for 15 h”.

4. Conclusions

Pressures were not constant in the static state, since the grain
underwent a process of resettling at increasingly wider spaced intervals.

In contrast to other tests, in the assays conducted, a reduced flow
rate (kg/s) of the granular material during discharge did not entail an
associated decrease in pressures on the silo wall, but rather the
opposite.

Variations in flow speed (kg/s) produced changes in pressure dis-
tribution inside the silo. Thus, greater thrusts were recorded in the
silo–hopper transition and lower thrusts on the wall at a slow speed
than at a high flow speed.

At the beginning of discharge, the granular material underwent a
process of variation in unit weight, where unit weight increased in
some areas more than others or even decreased, and it was this effect
which was primarily responsible for the variations in pressure inside
the silo during discharge. Even if discharge was halted at this point,
the silo did not recover the previous pressure values, and attained a
state of overpressure similar to that producedwhen complete discharge
was effected in a single step.

Once thematerial had reached a certain degree of unit weight, which
could be called “critical”, variations in pressure during discharge were
due to the phenomenon known as dilatancy, i.e., the increase in volume
caused by dilatancy in a vertical direction due to the presence of stiff
walls.

During discharge, the normal hopper wall pressures at the level of
the silo–hopper transition can exceed those obtained using the calcu-
lation method proposed in the Eurocode 1, part 4.
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