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PARTIAL DISCHARGES AND ELECTRIC BREAKDOWN
IN COALS OF MAIKUBEN, EKIBASTUZ
AND KORZHUNKOL BASINS

Abstract. The paper is devoted to the study of the possibility of underground pyrolytic conversion of coal from
Kazakhstan into combustible gases and tar by heating with electric current. The purpose of this work is to study the
patterns of electrical breakdown of coal as a result of long partial discharges action. The breakdown between the
electrodes leads to the forming of a low-resistance channel which is supposed to be used as a resistive heating
element for heating and pyrolysis of a part of the underground formation. The paper presents the dependences of the
voltage of occurrence of partial discharges and the voltage of breakdown of coal. Coals of Maykubensky,
Ekibastuzsky and Korzhunkolsky basins were used for research. Steel rods were used as electrodes, the intere-
lectrode distance ranged from 5 to 30 cm. It was found that the average field of the occurrence of partial discharges
and the average breakdown field decrease with increasing the electrode distance. It can be assumed that this tendency
will be valid in the field conditions, which makes it possible to use electrothermal breakdown for underground
heating and conversion of coal. Moreover, these dependences correlate with each other, which can be used to predict
the breakdown voltage at a known voltage of the occurrence of partial discharges.

Key words: coal, partial discharges, electric breakdown, subterrancan gasification, heating element, voltage,
electric field.

Introduction. Recently, there has been a significant increase in attention to technologies for efficient
processing of solid fossil fuels (black and brown coals, oil shale) and metamorphism research [1].
Underground conversion can claim to be one of the most efficient processing technologies. It does not
require the extraction of rock to the surface, as well as the subsequent disposal of slag.

To date, a large number of different methods of underground conversion have been proposed.
A number of them offer oxidative gasification by incomplete combustion of coal directly in the reservoir
[2-4], heating of the reservoir with heat-transfer agent [5, 6], electromagnetic heating using radio
frequency [7-9] or microwaves [10], heating with electric heaters [11, 12], heating with fuel cells [13],
heating by electric current [14, 15].

The use of electric discharge technologies can give a new approach in the development of
underground conversion methods. We have previously found that electric discharge processes, such as
partial discharges and the electrical treeing caused by them, can lead to the breakdown of certain types of
solid fuels at relatively low voltages. This effect can be used for electrical breakdown and subsequent
heating of a part of a subterrancan formation by using the breakdown channel as a resistive heating
clement [16].

In order to study the applicability of Kazakhstan coal for conversion in this way, we studied the
characteristics of partial discharges and breakdowns in coal taken from the coal mines Maykuben
(Maykuben basin), Bogatyr (Ekibastuz basin) and Saryadyr (Korzhunkol basin).
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Partial discharges (PD) occur in dielectrics under the action of an applied external high voltage. PD is
an incomplete breakdown of the diclectric, leading to the electric locking of the part of the interelectrode
distance by discharge channel. The cause of partial discharges is the uneven distribution of the electric
field inside the material. For an inhomogeneous substance having inclusions of different materials, the
electric field in the interelectrode space will be distributed inversely proportional to the dielectric constant
of materials [17]:

Ep _ &
Ef ¢ep

where FEp, E7 — clectric field in main part of dielectric material and in inclusion correspondingly,
ep, & — permittivity of dielectric material and matter of inclusion correspondingly. Thus, the greatest field
strength will be on elements with the lowest dielectric constant. As a rule, such are gas inclusions and
pores. Moreover, the field on them will be the greater, the higher the diclectric constant of the rest of the
dielectric.

PDs are characterized by a number of characteristics, the main of which are the voltage and field
of occurrence, intensity, apparent charge. The voltage and field of occurrence reflect the threshold value of
the applied field, at which the recorded partial discharges appear. This value characterizes the diclectric
inhomogeneity of the material under study. The intensity of partial discharges is the number of PDs
occurring in a dielectric per unit time. In the case of coal, the voltage of occurrence and the dependence of
intensity on voltage reflect the dynamics of electric discharge processes in coals and can be used as
indicators of the treeing beginning and the treeing breakdown. The apparent charge is the amount of
charge that passed through the external electrical circuit at the moment of PD. Thus, this is the amount of
charge that can be fixed by the measuring device, in contrast to the true charge, which passed inside the
inclusion at the moment of PD. The name "apparent” is associated with the assumption that this charac-
teristic is not equal to the true charge neutralized by a partial discharge. However, it is considered that this
value indirectly reflects the value of the true charge.

In homogeneous insulating materials the apparent charge can be used as an indicator of critical PDs
that lead to dielectric failure [18, 19]. To do this, calibration measurements for each specific material are
carried out. In the case of coals, this approach is not applicable, as a large dispersion of the apparent
charge of critical PDs can be expected because of a sharp material heterogeneity. So we have investigated
the voltage of PDs occurrence and the breakdown voltage of the interelectrode gap in coals as a function
of interelectrode distance.

Method of experiments. Mecasurement of the characteristics of partial discharges and voltage of the
treecing breakdown is necessary to estimate the potential of applying these phenomena to develop
underground pyrolysis technology. Thus, the low intensity of the PDs occurrence and the low voltage of
the treeing breakdown indicate the possibility of producing a breakdown of a significant interelectrode
distance at a technically realizable voltage value.

Samples for measuring of the PDs characteristics were made in the form of bars (figure 1) by cutting
out from a solid fragment of coal on a stone-cutting machine with an abrasive-cutting disc with a diamond
coating. The length of the bar was selected on the basis of the required interelectrode distance so that from
the electrode to the edge of the bar remained at least 30 mm. Samples with an interelectrode distance from
5 em to 30 cm were made from the target deposits coals. The width and height of the bar were selected in
the range of 30-50% of the length.

Rod electrodes were used to supply voltage, since such an electrode configuration is a reduced model
of the proposed technology for the breakdown and heating of an underground coal bed. The electrodes
were rods of carbon steel with a 10 mm diameter, which are tightly inserted into the pre-drilled holes. The
clectrodes were deepened into the sample at 60-80% of the sample height.

The methods of measuring of the partial discharges characteristics are regulated by a number of
normative documents [20, 21]. The measurement was carried out by applying a high voltage of industrial
frequency to the sample and registering current pulses in an external circuit. Since the PD pulses have a
higher frequency spectrum, in order to close PD current, a so-called coupling capacitor is switched on in
parallel with the sample under test. Also in the circuit includes a recording device. The simplified elec-
trical circuit diagram of the power and measuring parts of the equipment is shown in figure 2.
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Figure 2 — The electrical circuit of the laboratory equipment for investigation of the characteristics of partial discharges

The equipment is supplied from an electrical network of altemating voltage of 220 V, which is fed to
the regulating transformer TV 1. This regulator with a rated power of 100 kW works as a variable magnetic
coupling transformer. The voltage at its output can vary from 10 V to 220 V by moving the carriage
placed inside the transformer. The voltage from the regulator output feed the step-up transformer TV2.
This transformer with a rated power of 100 kW produces a voltage of 100 kV at an input voltage of 220 V.
The voltage at the output of the TV2 transformer is monitored using a digital kilovoltmeter.

The element Zr is used as a blocking impedance, which does not allow to high-frequency interference
from the supplying network and transformers to flow into the measuring circuit. It also helps to ensure that
the PD current pulses are closed in the circuit between the sample and the coupling capacitor. A highly
inductive wire-wound resistor with a nominal resistance of 1 kQ is used as Z;. The resistor has the shape of
atube, and a set of ferrite washers was placed inside of them to increase its inductance.

Capacity C, performs the function of a coupling capacitor in the circuit. The high-frequency current
pulse of partial discharges closes through this capacitance. C, was made from 5 220 pF ceramic capacitors
connected in series. The total rated battery capacity is 44 pF, the maximum allowable voltage is 112 kV.
According to international standard IEC 60270, the capacitance of the coupling capacitor was chosen
close to the interelectrode capacitance of the sample under study.

The element Z; is a test sample. Two resistors, designated in the circuit as R, work as current
sensors, which are used for registration of partial discharge pulses. Physically measuring device (oscil-
loscope) removed a few meters from the sample under high voltage. The signal source is connected to the
receiver by a shielded cable. To prevent interference, the cable line is matched by connecting resistors at
both ends with a resistance equal to the cable impedance. In this case, these resistors simultaneously work
as a shunt. Resistance of each R, is 150 Ohms.
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The signal from the output of the measuring shunt passes through a high-pass filter, in order to
separate the low-frequency volume conductivity current from the current of partial discharges, whose
frequency spectrum lies in the range of tens to hundreds of megahertz. Two signals come to the measuring
device - directly from the shunt and from the output of the filter. The kilovoltmeter kV is a high-voltage
resistive frequency-compensated divider, which is also connected to the oscilloscope.

The voltage applied to the sample during the experiment was gradually increased from zero to the
moment of sample breakdown at a rate of 100 V/min. Using an oscilloscope, the presence of partial
discharges was recorded and the voltage applied to the sample was measured.

Results and discussion. Samples of coal under the action of high voltage exhibit a capacitive-
resistive reaction with a predominance of the resistive component (figure 3). The phase shift between
current and voltage is 15-20 degrees. The phase of the PD at the moment of their appearance corresponds
to the amplitude of the flowing current. As the voltage increases, the PD phase range expands.
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Figure 3 — Diagrams of voltage and current through the sample (horizontal scale 2 ms / div)

The pulses of partial discharges current have a front duration of 5-10 ns (figure 4). This is the time of
discharge plasma action in the gas pore. Then the pulse has an exponential decay, indicating the process of
recharging pore capacity.
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Figure 4 — Diagrams of a single PD current. The scale of the horizontal axis is 100 ns / div, the vertical axis is 27 pA/div

The voltage of occurrence of partial discharges U, is the smallest voltage at which the partial dis-
charges appear. It can be assumed that the lower the voltage required for the occurrence of PDs, the lower
the voltage cause the treeing and breakdown. Therefore, the voltage of PDs occurrence can be used as
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indirect indicator of the breakdown voltage. When a voltage is applied to a real subterrancan formation,
knowledge of such a correlation may be highly helpful.

Figure 5.a shows the dependence of the voltage of the PDs occurrence U, on the distance between
the electrodes /. For the coals under study, the U, varies up to 2 times, which is due to the different
porosity and different composition of the mineral component of the coal.
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Figure 5 — Voltage (a) and field intensity (b) of the occurrence of the PD in coals depending on the distance

Curves show that increasing of interelectrode distance leads to increasing of the occurrence voltage.
This is due to the fact that with the same voltage, but a greater interelectrode distance, the average field
strength will be lower. However, it is also of interest how the average intensity of the occurrence of E,.
(figure 5.b), which was determined as follows, depends on the interelectrode distance:

__Uopc
E oc — 7
It can be seen that the average intensity of partial discharges occurrence decreases with an increasing
of the interelectrode distance. This suggests that the voltage of occurrence depends on the distance
nonlinearly. Extrapolating the graphs to large distances, it can be assumed that E,, will continue to decline
further, that is, U, will increase more slowly with increasing of interelectrode distance.
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The voltage Uy, and the field E,, (figure 6) of the breakdown characterize the magnitude of the
clectromagnetic action at which the electrical resistance of the inter-clectrode gap of the sample abruptly
decreases in several hundred or thousand times. The reason for this is the forming of a through-channel
breakdown between the electrodes, consisting of discharge plasma. The high temperature of this plasma
causes thermal destruction and carbonization of the coal substance, so the resistance of the interelectrode
gap retains its low value even after the voltage is turned off.
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Figure 6 — Voltage (a) and field intensity (b) of coal breakdown versus distance

The behavior of the curves Uy, = f{!) and E,, = A/) is very similar to the dependencies U, = f (/) and
E.. = f(]), respectively, however, the breakdown occurs at voltages several times higher than the partial
discharge voltage. It also shows that, in contrast to homogencous diclectrics, in coals, the average
breakdown voltage significantly decreases with an increasing of the interelectrode distance. The behavior
of the curves suggests that a further increasing of the interclectrode distance will lead to slight increasing
of the breakdown voltage. As a result, the breakdown of interelectrode distances of tens of meters in the
conditions of a real underground reservoir may require technically realizable in field conditions voltage.

The correlation between the voltage of PD occurrence and the breakdown voltage may also be useful
in the field. Knowing how many times the breakdown voltage exceeds the PD occurrence voltage for these
coals, by fixing Uoc, we can predict Ubr at a given interelectrode distance.
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Findings. The use of electric heating of underground coal beds may make it possible to create a new
highly efficient technology for the processing of coal. Studies have shown the possibility of coal
breakdown for using the breakdown channel as a heating element. The behavior of the dependence of the
breakdown voltage on the interelectrode distance suggests that in field conditions the technically
achievable voltage will allow to breakdown the interelectrode distance of tens of meters.
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conversion coal chemistry products™ and project Ne IRN AP05131004 on the topic “Development of
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experimental industrial plant”, funded by the Committee of Science of Ministry of Science and Education
of the Republic of Kazakhstan.

B. T. EpMafaMﬁeTl, I. E. Pemuer?, C. M. MapTeMLﬂHOBz,
A. A. Byxapknnr’, ). M. Kacenona', H. V. Hyprames'

1«Ke)Mip XHUMUACH KoHE TexHomorusa uHCTHTYThDy JKIIIC, Acrana, KazakcTan,
*Tomck ¥arThIK 3epTTey *koHe Ilomrexnukamsik MacTHTyTH, ToMmck, Peceit

MAMKOBEH, EKIFACTY3 J)KOHE KOP>KbIHKO.JI KOMIPJIEPIH/IEL'T
IINITHAPA PASPAATTAP MEH 3JEKTPJIK BY3bLIYJIAP

Annoramust. Makana Kazakctan kKeMipiH 37IEKTp TOTBIMEH KbI3ABIPY APKbIIBI XKAHFBINI TA3ap MCH INAHbIp-
JapBI )KEPACTHI MMHPOIUTTIK SJICTICH KaWTa OHACY ICYIH 3epTTEYTe apHANAabl. by »KyMBICTBIH MAaKCaTHI Y3apThUFAH
IMIHAPA TIBFAPBIHABIIAP HOTIDKECIHAC KOMIPIIH JMCKTPIIK O6MIKTEPIHIH YATUIEPIH 3epTTey OOMBIT TaOBLIAIBI.
DACKTPOaTAp APACHIHIAFHI OY3BIIYIBIH HOTIXKCCIHAC TOMCHOMABI apHA Maiaa 00jamsl, OYIT >Kep acThl TY3LTIMIH
KbI3IBIPYFa, MHPOIM3TEC APHAIFAH PE3UCTHUBTI KbI3ABIPY 3JIEMCHTI PETIHAC KOJAaHbIIaAbl byn mMakanmaga inmaapa
paspsaaTapabIH Haiaa 0oy KEpHEYiHIH >KoHE KeMIpAiH Oy3pIIy KEPHEYIHIH TOyCJILTiri KEeATipinreH. 3eprreyiep
yurie Maiike0eH, Exibacty3 sxoHe KopkberHKOT OacCCHHACPIHIH KoMipiepi maiaamaHbUIaabl. JICKTPOATAp PETiHIC
0onar KyObIpiap MAiJANaHBLUIIBI JKOHE 3JICKTPOTKI3YKAIIBIKTHIKAPATEIFEL S5-T¢H 30 cM-T¢ meHiH Oonmel ImiHapa
pa3psAATapABIH KAIIBIKTBIFBI YJIKCH/ICY IHEH OPTAIa KAPKBIHIBLIBIFGI KOHE JNICKTPOATHIH apajblK KCHEIOIMEH, OpTania
CBIHY KAPKBIHIBLIBIFBIHBIH TOMCHACY1 aHBIKTANABL. By ypaic »kepacTsl *KbUIBITY MEH KOMIpAi Kaira eHACy YIIiH
3JCKTPOTSPMANTBIABI OY3BITY Bl KOJMIAHYFA MYMKIHAIK OCPETiH epic YIIiH skapaMasl aen Oopkayra Oomaasl. COHBI-
MEH Karap, Oy Toyenautikrepaid Oip-OipiMeH GalIaHBICYBI, iIIiHAPA 3apAATAPABIH Maiaa 00y KapKbIHABLIBFBIH-
J1a Oy3bUTy KCpHEYiH 00JDKAY YINiH Ml 1aTaHbLIATIBL.

Tyiiin ce3mep: keMip, imiHapa pa3psa, 3MEKTP TOTHIHBIH OY3bUTYBL, YKEPACTHI TA3AAHABIPY, KbI3ABIPY 3JCMEHTI,
KEPHEY, KAPKBIHIBIIBIK.

B.T. EpMaraMﬁeTl, I. E. Pemuer?, C. M. MapTeMLﬂHOBz,
A. A. Byxapknnr’, ). M. Kacenosa', H. V. Hyprames'

'"TOO «MHCTHTYT XHMHH yT/IA B TEXHONOTHH», AcTana, KasaxcTam,
* HanpmoHANbHbIH HCCTIEI0BATCILCKIH TOMCKHI MOTHTCXHHYCCKHIH yHuBepcuret, ToMck, Poccust

YACTHYHBIE PA3PSABI U QJIEKTPHUECKHANA MPOBOM B YIIAX MAFIKYBEHCKOFO,
IKHBACTY3CKOI'O M KOPXKYHKOJIbCKOIO BACCEMHOB

Annoramus, CraThs TOCBAIICHA HCCICAOBAHHIO BO3MOKHOCTH ITOJ3CMHOH HMHPOIMTHUCCKOH KOHBEPCHH
yriel Kazaxcrana B TOPrOYNC Ta3bl H CMOJBI MyTCM HATPCBA 3IMCKTPHUICCKHM TOKOM. Llems mpoBeaeHHOH paboThI
COCTOUT B HCCJICAOBAHHHI 3aKOHOMEPHOCTEH 3JIEKTPHIECKOTO IMPO0O0s YIJECH B PE3yabTaTe MPOJOLKUTEIBHOTO JeH-
CTBHS YACTHYHBIX Pa3paaoB. B pesyabrare mpoOos MEKIY 3ICKTPOIaMHU 00pa3yeTcs HU3KOOMHBIH KAHAN, KOTOPBIH
TIPEATIONAraeTCsl UCHONb30BaTh B KAYECCTBE PE3MCTHUBHOTO HATPEBATCIBHOTO 3JIEMEHTA UL HATPEBa M ITMPOJIH3A
Y4aCTKA MOA3CMHOTO IIAcTa. B cTaThe MPHUBEIACHBI 3aBUCHMOCTH HANPSLKCHIS BOSHHKHOBCHHS YACTHYHBIX PA3PAIOB
H HANPsDKCHUA mpo0od yrineH. Jnd uccienoBaHui OBLTH MCITOTB30BAHBI YTIITH MaliKkyOCHCKOTO, JKHOACTY3CKOTO H
Kop:kyHKONIBCKOTO OacceiHOB. B KadecTBEe 3IEKTPOTOB HCIONB30BATINCH CTAIBHBIC CTEPXKHH, MEKIICKTPOIHOC
paccrosHEe COCTAaBILAIO OT 5 10 30 cM. OOHAPYKCHO, YTO CPCAHAS HANMPSLKCHHOCTh BOSHHKHOBCHHS YACTHIHBIX
Pa3pAIoB M CPSAHAS HAMPSHKCHHOCTD MPO00S CHIYKAIOTCS TPH YBCIHUICHAH MCKIICKTPOIHOTO PACCTOSHEA. MOXKHO
MPSIMOI0KHTD, ITO 3Ta TCHACHIUA Oy ACT CIMPABCIHBA H B TOJICBBIX YCAOBHAX, UTO JACT BO3MOKHOCTH HCIOJB30-
BaTh JICKTPOTCILIOBOH MPo0OHl M1 MOA3CMHOTO HATpPeBa W KOHBEpCHH YIiicH. [Ipm 3TOM JAHHBIC 3aBHCHMOCTH
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KOPPETUPYIOT MCKAY COOOHM, UTO MOXKCT OBITH HCHOJIB30BAHO IS TMPOTHOZHPOBAHHS HANPSKCHHSA IPOOOS IpPH
H3BCCTHOW HANPSDKCHHOCTH BOSHHKHOBCHHS YACTHYHBIX PA3PsIOB.

Kirodepnie c10Ba: yroib, YACTHYHBIC PA3PAAbL, SICKTPHUYCCKHI MpoOoii, moa3eMHas ra3u(puKaIms, Harpesa-
TCTIbHBIH 3ICMCHT, HANMPSDKCHAC, HIICKTPHUCCKOE TIOJIC.
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