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Abstract: Micro-power domestic organic Rankine cycle (ORC) systems are nowadays of great interest.
These systems are considered for combined heat and power (CHP) generation in domestic and
distributed applications. The main issues of ORC systems design is selection of the expander and
the working fluid. Thanks to their positive features, multi-vane expanders are especially promising
for application in micro-power ORC systems. These expanders are very simple in design, small in
dimensions, inexpensive and feature low gas flow capacity and expansion ratio. The application of
multi-vane expanders in ORC systems is innovative and currently limited to prototype applications.
However, a literature review indicates the growing interest in these machines and the potential for
practical implementation. For this reason, it is necessary to conduct detailed studies on the multi-vane
expanders operation in ORC systems. In this paper the results of experimental and numerical
investigations on the influence of the applied working fluid and the arrangement of the steering
edges on multi-vane expander performance in micro ORC system are reported. The experiments
were performed using the specially designed lab test-stand, i.e. the domestic ORC system. Numerical
simulations were proceeded in ANSYS CFX software (ANSYS, Inc., Canonsburg, PA, USA) and
were focused on determining the expander performance under various flow conditions of different
working fluids. Detailed numerical analysis of the arrangement of the machine steering edges showed
existence of optimal mutual position of the inlet and outlet port for which the multi-vane expander
achieves maximum internal work and internal efficiency.
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1. Introduction

The operation principle of organic Rankine cycle systems (ORCs) is the same as classic
Clausius-Rankine (CR) steam power plants. However, the design of these systems is different. ORCs are
usually featuring smaller overall dimensions and system power. In ORC systems, heat exchangers
of special design (i.e., hermetically sealed evaporator and condenser) are applied instead of steam
boiler and condenser. Classically applied steam turbine does not meet the requirements of low-boiling
gas, thus it has to be replaced with a specially designed turbine or volumetric expander. ORCs are
mainly powered by the heat harvested from renewable (e.g., solar, geothermal) and waste sources
(e.g., industrial waste heat). Using ORC system, this energy can be then converted into electricity,
heating, and cooling. Different temperature level of the heat carrier can be applied. Due to their
large share, low (40–250 ◦C) and medium temperature (250–500 ◦C) carriers are especially promising
for powering ORC systems. Different features can be taken into account to classify ORC systems.
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When the power of system is considered, ORCs can be classified into high power (500 kW or more),
medium power (100–500 kW), small power (10–100 kW), and micro power (0.5–10 kW) systems.
ORCs can be powered by high-, medium-, and low temperature heat sources [1,2]. Turbines and
volumetric expanders can be adopted as the expansion machine. The modern energy market is
characterized by the diversification of the energy supply. Reliable and safe small- and micro-power
ORC systems (e.g., for domestic applications) are fitting well to the concept of dispersed energy
generation and thus are currently intensively developed in a number of R&D and scientific institutions
around the world. Despite intensive studies these systems are still not fully developed and there are
no commercially viable solutions currently available. The majority of these systems are at the level of
lab-prototypes. The operating conditions of domestic, small- and micro-power ORC systems depend
on the heat source’s nature, i.e., its thermal power (which in the case of domestic systems is often low),
output and temperature characteristics (which are often floating). Moreover, the heat carrier is often
featuring low temperature. These changing conditions of the heat supply may negatively influence the
ORC system operation. By the technical configuration domestic ORC systems can be classified into
power plants and CHPs. In domestic ORCs micro turbines or volumetric machines can be applied as
the expander. The main research topics on domestic ORCs are the selection of working fluid and the
optimization of design of heat exchangers, pumps and expanders. Domestic ORCs should be simple
design, cheap, safe and reliable. The external dimensions of such systems should also be minimized.
The ORC system cost mostly depend on the price of heat exchangers and the expander. When the
features of expander are analysed it can be pointed out that micro turbine requires a high and stable
level of the working fluid flow in order to provide high efficiency and optimum operating conditions.
Such flow conditions are obtained when high-output and high-power pumps are applied, what stays
in contrary with the desired simplicity of the domestic ORCs. Moreover, small external dimensions
of the micro turbine result in very high rotational speeds of the rotor leading to complications in the
connection of the expander and electrical generator. The high precision workmanship is required
in micro turbine design what directly translates into the high price of such machines. Currently,
micro turbines dedicated to domestic ORC systems are still under research and development.

Research programs on ORC-dedicated micro turbines were conducted, i.a., at the Institute of
Fluid Flow Machinery, Polish Academy of Sciences, Gdansk, Poland. Subsequently, such research
was proceeded at the Mechanical Faculty of Gdansk University of Technology. These comprehensive
studies included theoretical, experimental, and numerical modelling of fluid flow, thermodynamic
phenomena, and mechanical strength in ORC-dedicated micro turbines. The prototypes of axial-flow
and radial-flow micro turbines were designed, developed and successfully tested. The results of these
surveys were presented in a number of books [3–8] and papers [9–18]. However, despite the successful
experimental investigations, currently there are no commercially viable ORC-dedicated micro turbines
yet available.

Compared to micro turbines, volumetric expanders feature a lower range of operating pressure
and lower gas flow capacity. One of the criteria of selecting the volumetric expander to ORC system
is the expansion ratio, i.e., the ratio of the working fluid pressure at the inlet and at the outlet of the
expander. The different types of volumetric expanders are featuring different achievable expansion
ratios. It is worth noting that the value of the highest and the lowest working fluid pressure in the
ORC system depends on different factors. Apart from the heat source and the heat sink temperature
the type of selected working fluid also influences the level of pressures achievable inside the system.
Thus, different types of expanders may achieve different level of power while different working fluids
are considered. In the prototypes of ORC systems (featuring small and micro-power) mostly volumetric
expanders are adopted (e.g., scroll and piston). Each of the mentioned expander has different features.
Scroll expanders are often used. However, they are complex in design (the maintaining of high quality
of scroll workmanship is needed). Thus, their manufacturing requires advanced engineering facilities,
which directly translates into a high price for such machines. The benefits are connected with the lack
of valves and smooth operation resulting from existence of many working chambers in one period
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of time. Prototypes of scroll expanders adopted in ORC systems are, in most of the cases, reversed
scroll compressors manufactured as oil-free versions. The achievable expansion (pressure) ratio in
case of scroll expander is lower than 11 [19]. The field of application of scroll expander in micro
ORC systems is still being investigated. The issues related to the application of scroll expanders
in micro ORC systems were comprehensively treated in [19–26]. The piston expander has a much
simpler design than a spiral one, but requires lubrication, valve timing; and as a result of its cyclical
operation, pressure pulsations, noise, and vibrations are generated. The experimental results related to
piston expanders were presented in [19,27,28]. On the other hand, some research results [29] indicate
that rotary lobe expanders are promising for application in small-scale power systems. However,
these expanders are still in the very early stage of development.

In turn, the multi-vane expander design is very simple, which translates into low production costs.
The multi-vane volumetric machines are currently manufactured in a number of factories worldwide,
and they are successfully applied in different branches of the industry as e.g., pneumatic motors,
compressors, and vacuum or liquid pumps. The design of the multi-vane machine together with the
principle of its operation was comprehensively described in [30].

The design of multi-vane expander shows many positive features indicating that it can be
promising alternative to other volumetric expanders and micro turbines applied in ORCs. This includes
an advantageous ratio of the power output to the external dimensions, a lower gas flow capacity
and lower expansion ratios compared to the other types of volumetric machines and micro
turbines. When special construction materials are applied the need for lubrication can be eliminated.
The multi-vane expander can be also easily hermetically sealed, which is one of the key issues when the
safety of the system is considered. Multi-vane machines can expand the gas–liquid mixture without
serious problems. The achievable power output of multi-vane expanders (several hundred W to
approximately 5 kW) fits well to the desired power ranges of domestic power systems. The low
pressure ranges (maximum gas pressure on the inlet to machine of ca. 10 bar) and low rotational
speeds (of ca. 3000 rev/min) are also advantageous.

The above-mentioned positive features of the multi-vane expanders enable application of these
machines in small- and micro- power domestic ORC systems powered by different heat sources,
such as biomass, solar, waste, or geothermal heat.

The literature review shows that research in the field of application of multi-vane machines to
micro ORC systems is growing and it is devoted to different topics. The first one includes the design
issues and experimental works [2,30–34]. Second is the numerical analysis of the expanders operation
and optimization of their design [35–40]. Some works are dedicated to the design of multi-vane
pumps that can be applied in ORC systems [41]. Issues that are still insufficiently recognized and
scientifically described are related to different topics. Firstly, the operating of multi-vane expander
with different low-boiling working fluids should be comprehensively investigated. Modelling works
should be proceeded also on limiting the effect of internal leakages of working fluid in expanders’
working chambers as well as on the lowering the expanders’ internal friction. The optimization of
the arrangement and the design of the inlet and outlet ports together with works on the optimization
of the expander geometry are also necessary. At last, a modelling of gas–liquid mixture expansion
should be investigated in more details. The solutions for the raised problems require comprehensive
theoretical study and experimental analysis. Thus, the authors decided to carry out the experimental
and numerical study on the influence of the applied working fluid and the influence of the arrangement
of the steering edges on operating conditions of multi-vane expander in micro ORC system.

In the following sections, the experimental results together with the description of the multi-vane
expander and test-stand are presented, followed by results of numerical analysis.

Initially, the numerical model of the expander was established. Then, the model was validated
using experimental data. This way its suitability was proved. Obtained model was then applied for
testing modifications to machine design and finding the optimum working parameters, working fluid,
and steering edges arrangement. Different working fluids were considered during the numerical
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analysis and the expander operation was modelled for a range of pressure and temperature parameters.
The differences in the multi-vane expander operation for these working media were comprehensively
investigated. Basing on the numerically obtained results, the optimal working point for the organic
Rankine cycle was found. Moreover, the numerically obtained results gave the insight in the flow
phenomena in the expanders’ working chambers. The differences in these phenomena for analysed
working fluids were investigated. Furthermore, the numerical analysis indicated the imperfections
of the expanders’ design. It was found that the sharp edges of the inlet and outlet ports are causing
working medium turbulence and the internal leakages are reducing expanders’ output power.

2. Experimental Results and Numerical Model

2.1. Description of the Experimental Test-Stand, the Multi-Vane Expander, and the Experiment Results

The experimental investigations were carried out using a prototype of domestic combined heat
and power (CHP) ORC system utilizing the multi-vane expander and featuring the thermal power of
18 kW and electric power of 300 W.

The test-stand is adopting an air motor (featuring the maximal power of 300 W) as the expander.
The air motor was adapted for low-boiling working fluid. Namely stainless steel bearings, PTFE seals,
and graphite vanes were applied. Figure 1 shows a general view of the disassembled expander and its
main components i.e., the cylinder (1), the rotor (2), vanes (3), two end covers (4), rolling bearings (5)
and vane guiding rings (6). The cylinder has the inner diameter of 37.5 mm and the length of 22.0 mm.
The rotor which is mounted eccentrically in the cylinder (eccentricity is equal to 1.75 mm) has the
outer diameter of 34.0 mm. The rotor has milled perpendicular slots in which the vanes are moving.
Vanes are guided with help of the rings. The rotor is supported by rolling bearing which are mounted
in the end covers. The expander is fed with the gas through the inlet port. After the expansion the gas
exits the machine thorough the outlet port. The inner diameter of the inlet and the outlet port is equal
to 8.5 mm.

Figure 1. A general view of the expander. (1) cylinder; (2) rotor; (3) vanes; (4) end covers; (5) rolling
bearings; (6) rings.

The experimental series were performed in order to obtain the data needed for validation of
expanders’ numerical model. Therefore, varied measurement conditions were applied on the test-stand.
The values of the heat source temperature were varied between 55 ◦C and 85 ◦C and the working fluid
pressure was varied between 2.0 bar and 5.2 bar. The experimental results showed that the expander
internal work (li = hin − hout) (where hin and hout is the enthalpy of the working fluid at the inlet
and at the outlet of the expander) varies in the range of 0.96–4.18 kJ/kg while its internal efficiency(

ηi =
hin−hout
hin−houts

)
(where houts is the enthalpy of the working fluid at the outlet of the expander when

the isentropic expansion process is considered) varies in the range of 17.2–58.3% depending on the
experimental conditions.

The expanders’ numerical model (see Section 2.2) was built based on the measurements of the
expander dimensions used during laboratory tests. The obtained numerical model was then validated
using the experimental data. The results from the experiment were found to be in good agreement
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with the numerical predictions. Thus, it was concluded that the numerical model is validated for a
given range of temperature and pressure parameters.

In the following paragraphs, the results of numerical simulations are presented. A more detailed
description of the experiment and experimental results is presented in [31,37].

2.2. Description of the Numerical Model

The movement of the multi-vane expander is inherently transient and its modelling required
special treatment via transient boundary conditions. The model takes into account the rotational
motion of the rotor and the vanes. For each time step the vanes radial position change hence the new
topology of the numerical mesh is calculated and updated based on the equations of motion of the
multi-vane expander. This allows for solution of the pressure, velocity and temperature fields inside a
working chamber and provides precise information on the thermo-flow phenomena in a multi-vane
expander, such as the internal leakages. The inlet and the outlet pipes remain stationary and they are
connected with the rotor domain through the interface (see Figure 2). In each time step, the mesh was
moved according to the following algorithm:

1. An angular position of a vane defined by θ angle is calculated.
2. A vane is rotated by an angle −θ to be aligned with X axis in the initial position of the mesh

(see Figure 2).
3. Nodes of a vane except the vane tip are elongated or shortened in the X direction. The nodes of

the vane tip are just translated in the X direction.
4. A vane is rotated back by an angle θ to its actual location.
5. Nodes that lay on the rotor and cylinder surface are rotated by an angle β per time step. In the

present work, β = 0.1◦ was used.
6. The position of the internal nodes is calculated according to the following diffusion equation

∇ ·
(

Γdisp∇δ
)
= 0 (1)

where δ is the displacement of boundary nodes relative to the previous mesh locations and Γdisp
is the mesh stiffness, which determines the degree to which regions of nodes move together.
For the present calculations, Γdisp = 1 was used.

Figure 2. The initial position of the numerical mesh of the computational model at crank angle φ = 0◦.
The working fluid flow was modelled as a compressible, turbulent, and single-phase Redlich–Kwong
gas. The specific heat capacity of each tested medium was set as a function of temperature. The wall
boundary was assumed adiabatic due to the brief time spent by a portion of the fluid inside the machine
(see Table 1).
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Table 1. Boundary conditions and model assumptions.

Parameter Value Remarks

Inlet temperature 40–90 ◦C With steps of 10 degrees

Inlet pressure Type of the working fluid and its saturation
pressure at the inlet temperature -

Condenser temperature 20 ◦C -

Condenser pressure Saturation pressure at 20 ◦C depending on the working fluid

Time step 5.5 × 10−5 s 1 degree of revolution

Total time 0.1 s 5 full revolutions

Turbulence model k-epsilon Standard model

Wall heat transfer Adiabatic -

Vane-to-wall clearance 40 µm constant

Parameters at the inlet to the expander were selected to be temperature and pressure. For each
working fluid, the inlet temperature was varied in a range of 40–90 ◦C with step of 10 degrees.
The inlet pressure was taken as a saturation pressure of the working fluid at the inlet temperature.
All calculations have been performed for a fixed cold source temperature (condenser temperature)
equal to 20 ◦C.

The rotor rotational speed was assumed constant at a nominal value of 3000 rpm for all considered
cases. The temperature at the outlet of the discharge socket was assumed 20 ◦C for all the cases and
the pressure was set to the saturation pressure given by the medium properties.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Analysis of the Influence of the Applied Working Fluid

Figure 3 shows pressure distribution in a working chamber versus crank angle φ for different
working fluids and different inlet temperatures. Due to the saturation pressure differs for each
working fluid the p-φ curves are different however they follow the same shape. With increasing the
inlet temperature, the inlet pressure (i.e., saturation pressure) increases and the area under the curve in
the p-φ diagram increases. The highest inlet pressure occurred for propane and the lowest for acetone.
Variation of the curves is known from typical volumetric expanders except the strange recompression
effect which is visible in the vicinity of φ = 200◦. This behavior stems from the improper construction
of the expander and it was described in detail in [3]. This effect is more visible for working fluids
with a higher saturation pressure and it results in decrease of efficiency of the expander. What is more,
the arrangement of control edges in the analyzed machine is chosen improperly, which is visible in
pressure distributions depicted in Figure 3. The working fluid is held in the working chamber for too
long a time, which results in the occurrence of recompression and negative pressure fluctuations.

For the sake of better understanding of how a working fluid influences the expander’s
performance, internal work was calculated as a difference between the inlet and the outlet enthalpy.
The results of internal work are presented in Figure 4 in terms of pressure ratio (i.e., the ratio of the
pressure at the inlet to the expander to the pressure at its outlet σ = pin/pout) for all working fluids
used. Except the curve for acetone, all curves look similar in shape i.e., in the first phase they steeply
increase and achieve a maximum in the range of σ = 3–4 (only propane for σ≈ 2). Next, with increasing
σ gradual decrease of internal work is observed. However, in the case of acetone, the characteristic
behaves contrarily and the minimum is visible for σ ≈ 7. The results indicate that optimal pressure
ratio for the rotary vane expander falls in the range of σ = 3–4. On the other side, the highest achievable
internal work is obtained with propane for σ ≈ 2. However, it could be better understand via Figure 5
where the internal efficiency of the expander versus pressure ratio is plotted. It is obvious now that
using propane as a working fluid in the expander analyzed is very ineffective and features very low
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efficiency of the order of 5%. However, Figure 5 also confirms that the optimal pressure ratio is located
in the range of σ = 3–4 for which the efficiency is in the range of 12–35%. The highest efficiency can be
achieved for the acetone, however the pressure ratio has to be increased to about σ ≈ 5.

Figure 3. Pressure distribution against crank angle for different working fluids and inlet temperatures:
(a) tin = 40 ◦C; (b) tin = 50 ◦C; (c) tin = 60 ◦C; (d) tin = 70 ◦C; (e) tin = 80 ◦C; (f) tin = 90 ◦C.

Figure 4. Internal work against pressure ratio for different working fluids.
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Figure 5. Efficiency against pressure ratio for different working fluids.

3.2. Analysis of the Influence of the Arrangement of the Steering Edges

Figure 6 shows the cross section of a multi-vane expander with marked main subassemblies and
edges (referred to as machine steering edges) of the inlet (A, B) and the outlet port (C, D).

Figure 6. The cross section of the multi-vane expander at 0◦ crank angle. (1) cylinder; (2) rotor; (3) vane.

Steering edges act as valves that control the timing of the machine, therefore their mutual
arrangement has an influence on the hydraulic losses, thermodynamic phenomena occurring in
the working chambers of the machine and its performance [30,42]. Reference [42] provides the general
guidelines for the proper selection of the mutual arrangement of the steering edges. According to
these guidelines, the cylinder should be manufactured in such a way that edge B of the inlet port
should be placed in the area where the working chamber reaches its maximum volume. Edge A of
the inlet port should be placed in the area where the pressure of the working fluid contained in the
working chamber before filling is equal to the pressure of the working fluid in the suction line. Edge C
of the outlet port should be placed in the area where the pressure of the working fluid contained in
the working chamber after expansion is equal to the pressure of the working fluid in the discharge
line. Edge D of the outlet port should be placed in the area where the working chamber reaches its
minimum volume.

The indicator diagram valid for the ideal multi-vane expander with the properly arranged steering
edges is shown in Figure 7. It corresponds to a 1-2-3-4 broken curve. The visualization of the improper
arrangement of the steering edges is also presented on this Figure, i.e., 1a and 1b visualize the process
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of the late start of suction; 1c and 1d visualize the process of early start of suction; 3a and 3b visualize
early start of evacuation; and 3c and 3d visualize late start of evacuation. Improper construction of
steering edges results in pressure fluctuations and decline in internal work. Consequently, thermal
efficiency of a multi-vane expander decreases.

Figure 7. The multi-vane expander indicator diagram.

In the following paragraph, numerical analysis of the influence of arrangement of the steering
edges is performed and the results of the numerical modelling are presented.

In order to numerically investigate the influence of machine steering edges on the expanders
thermodynamic performance, modifications in the initial construction (referred to as 0◦ case) have
been done. Figure 8 presents modified expander construction cases where machine steering edges
are located in different places. Modification consisted in moving only the outlet port by a specified
α angle while the inlet port remained in its initial position. The angle was varied by 22.5◦ and 0◦

corresponds to the initial position of the outlet port. The angles used were: 22.5◦, 45◦, 67.5◦, and 90◦.
For these analysis purposes only, three working fluids were chosen, namely R123, R245fa, and R365mfc.
Boundary conditions for each working fluid were set as stated in Table 2.

Table 2. Boundary conditions and model assumptions

Working Medium
tin pin σ n
◦C bar - rpm

R123
60 ◦C

2.86 3.6
3000R245fa 4.63 4.3

R365mfc 1.97 2.0

The choice of R245fa and R365mfc working fluids is dictated by previous analysis which
showed that from all analysed working fluids these two allows one to achieve the highest efficiency
(see Figure 5). Additionally, R123 was analyzed as a reference working fluid.

Figure 9 shows an exemplary variation of the pressure inside the working chamber against
crank angle for the case of R365mfc and five different angles of the outlet port position. As one can
observe the crank angle that corresponds to onset of expansion is independent of the position angle
α of the outlet port and remains close to φ ≈ 90◦. For the initial case, i.e., α = 0◦, one can see the
recompression effect that was mentioned earlier. When the position angle α of the outlet port increases,
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the recompression of the working fluid reduces and eventually ceases for α ≥ 67.5◦. Simultaneously,
the crank shaft angle at which working fluid is being evacuated from the working chamber decreases
and the area under the curve in the p–V diagram increases, as is shown in Figure 10. Additionally,
the pressure fluctuations described in previous paragraph resulted from improper location of the
machine steering edges are lowered and eventually eliminated for α ≥ 67.5◦.

Figure 8. The modified multi-vane expander’s construction with different locations of machine steering
edges (α = 0◦, 22.5◦, 45◦, 67.5◦, and 90◦).

Figure 9. Pressure variation in a working chamber for R365mfc and different outlet port locations.

Elimination of the recompression effect and pressure fluctuations caused by improper design of
the machine steering edges should result in better working conditions of the expander. To investigate
this feature better, Figure 10 shows the p–V diagram of the expander for R365mfc as a working fluid
and different location of the outlet port. For the initial case, i.e., α = 0◦ the recompression effect
significantly decreases the area under p–V curve and the resulting internal work is also decreased.
For the case of α = 45◦ the area under p–V curve is much bigger due to reduction of the recompression.
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However, it is also observed that moving the outlet port by α angle results in displacement of point
4 (see Figure 7) towards larger volumes. This results in displacement of the onset of compression
stage in the expander which now starts for higher volumes in p–V diagram and the evacuation stage
is decreased. This behavior could be better presented in Figure 11, where the working fluid mass
m0 inside a working chamber is shown. It is visible that increasing α—i.e., moving the outlet port
towards the inlet port—results in reducing the time of residence of the working fluid in the working
chamber. Shorter time of residence of the working medium in the chamber advantageously limits the
impact of the working fluid leakages between the adjacent working chambers. The mass flow into the
chamber is distinctly higher for α < 45◦ due to adverse pressure difference between adjacent chambers.
The high pressure at the chamber–outlet port interface caused by recompression results in increased
leakage at the initial stage of expansion compared to the designs with α ≥ 45◦. Also with increasing
α angle, the mass of the working fluid inside the chamber before the filling phase is increased so the
volumetric efficiency is lower. An earlier start of the evacuation also limits the energy losses related to
recompression of the working fluid. On the other side, the area under p–V diagram is decreased and
smaller internal work can be obtained. Nonetheless, according to Figure 10, for α = 45◦ net gain of
the internal work is still positive. However, for the case of α = 90◦ the point 4 moves considerably on
the right and the loss of the internal work is in this case larger than gain of the internal work due to
elimination of the recompression phenomenon. It suggests the existence of an optimal steering edges
arrangement for which the internal work is maximized.

Figure 10. P–V diagram of the expander for R365mfc and different outlet port locations.

Figure 11. Mass of the working fluid in the working chamber of the expander versus rotor crank angle
and different outlet port locations.
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From the above considerations, one can infer that some optimal α angle should exist for which
internal work and efficiency are the highest. To analyze it better, we calculated the output power and
internal efficiency of the expander which are plotted in Figures 12 and 13, respectively. Figure 12
shows values of output power (bars) and outlet velocity (dashed lines) for all working fluids used and
different discharge port positions. The highest output power is always obtained for R245fa working
fluid. The displacement of the discharge port position results in almost double increase of power
output and outlet velocity for R245fa, compared to R123 and R365mfc working fluids. It is also
observed that in the range of α = 22.5–67.5◦ the maximum of output power exists. This feature is
reflected in Figure 13 where thermal efficiency of the expander is plotted. The optimal parameters
occur for α ≈ 46◦. For R245fa and R365mfc working fluids, the maximum thermal efficiencies are 45%
and 47%, respectively. On the other hand, for R123 the maximum reaches more than 55%. These results
show that modification of the initial construction of the expander via applying proper machine steering
edges position can significantly increase the thermal efficiency.

Figure 12. Output power and outlet velocity for different working fluids and different discharge
port positions.

Figure 13. Variation of thermal efficiency of the expander for different working fluids and different
outlet port positions.



Energies 2018, 11, 892 13 of 16

Such high improvement of the expander’s performance results from the proper arrangement
of the machine steering edges which eliminates recompression and reduces pressure fluctuations.
Additionally, the leakages between neighboring working chambers are limited as well. To understand
it more precisely, Figure 14 shows the comparison of the size of the leakage from the inlet to the
outlet port of the expander. For the initial construction of the expander (left figure) one can see that,
for presented position of the vanes, the inlet and the outlet line are connected through the common
working chamber. In this place, the highest pressure difference occurs and consequently it results
in a large leaking mass flow. On the other side, for the improved construction (right figure) it is
clearly visible that replacement of the outlet port positioning and thus change of the steering edges
arrangement positively limits the impact of this phenomenon.

Figure 14. The visualization of leakage from the inlet to the outlet port of the expander: (a) present
design; (b) improved design.

4. Summary and Conclusions

Three dimensional numerical analysis of a multi-vane expander was performed. The goal was to
study the influence of the working fluid on the expander’s performance. Additionally, an influence
of machine steering edges arrangement on thermo-flow phenomena occurring in the expander was
thoroughly studied. The numerical model was validated against the experiments that were carried out
using a prototype of domestic ORC system equipped with a small multi-vane expander featuring a
power of 300 W and utilizing R123 as a working fluid. The main aim of experimental investigations
was to gather the input data needed for creating a numerical model of the expander and analysis of its
operating conditions with a variety of working fluids.

The geometry of the expander used during the experiments was created and next divided into
small elements that comprised numerical mesh. Governing equations of continuity, momentum,
and energy together with equations of motion of the expander’s elements were solved using
commercial CFD tool. In order to analyze the influence of a working fluid on the expander’s
performance, different working fluids were selected and used i.e., R1234yf, R1234ze, R134a, R245fa,
R236fa, R365mfc, acetone, and propane. During the numerical simulations, the value of temperature on
the expander’s inlet was varied similarly as during the experiments. It was found that for the expander
analyzed and working fluids used, the optimal pressure ratio is in the range of σ = 3–4. Corresponding
efficiency is in the range of 12–35% depending on working fluid. The numerical analysis showed that
the best results were achieved for R245fa and R365mfc working fluids which featured the highest
thermal efficiency.

On this basis R245fa, R365mfc, and R123 as a reference working fluid were used in the further
step which was an attempt to optimize the expanders design in terms of efficiency. Based on calculated
p–V diagrams, the influence of steering edges arrangement was recognized as a principal factor.
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The numerical model has been modified to include variable discharge port position relative to the
rotors eccentricity allowing to control the timing of working fluid evacuation. It was found that an
optimal position of the machine steering edges exists for which the internal work and the thermal
efficiency are maximum. For the analyzed expander’s construction, the optimal position angle was
α ≈ 46◦. The obtained results show that the proper arrangement of the steering edges is crucial factor
influencing the multi-vane expander performance and operating conditions.
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