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Abstract: Tube walls are an essential part of the thermal power plant boiler. During the operation of
the boiler, the heating surface of the tube walls are exposed to furnace particles, intense heat, and
chemical components resulting from the combustion reaction. These cause corrosion and wear, which
permanently collapse the tubes, and affect the reliability and performance of the boiler. Therefore, a
protection layer of heat and corrosion-resistant material is typically welded on the surface of the tube
walls. In this study, a dedicated weld overlay automatic system is proposed. The downward welding
technique with the pulse gas metal arc welding (GMAW) process is used to accomplish the proposed
approach. The system generates and plans beads sequence based on the analysis of the tube walls
geometry. The inverse kinematic theory was used to calculate the coordinates and transformations of
the welding torch. Then, a mathematical model for the welding torch trajectory was established. A
SIMOTION controller was adapted for motion control. A weld-tracking system based on the adaptive
neuro-fuzzy inference system (ANFIS) was used to solve the welding distortion and the assembly
error. The experiment results show that the proposed design is efficient and reliable compared to
previous methods. The degree of automation and the weld overlay quality of the boiler tube walls
have been notably improved.

Keywords: weld overlay; automatic welding; membrane; tube walls; weld-tracking system

1. Introduction

In recent years, researchers have been interested in studying the design of tube walls because, in the
boiler, tube walls play a vital role. It has a structure formed by several steel tubes welded together and
separated with a membrane joint, as shown in Figure 1. The tube walls are mounted on the furnace of
the boiler, which can simplify the structure and reduce its weight. During boiler operations, the heating
surface of the tube wall is exposed to intense heat and chemical components (including furnace particles
related to the combustion reaction). These lead to corrosion and wear, which permanently damage
the tubes and affect the working life and performance of the tube walls [1–5]. When the corrosion
and wear occur, the tube walls’ thickness is affected, and there is a need to recover the lost thickness.
The lost thickness recovery falls in three ways. The first is to take out the worn tube walls and replace
them with new ones. Meanwhile, this leads to a boiler stoppage and affects its working time and
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productivity. The second way is achieved by reducing the operating temperature of the steam, but this
will affect the production efficiency of the plant [6]. The other way, which is the optimal solution, is
to overlay the surface of the tube walls with a more corrosion-resistant alloy [7]. The overlay can be
used on other parts such as pipes, vessels, valves, and tubes. It is utilized for repairing damaged parts
to improve the reliability of the overlaid components [8]. Different overlay methods are employed
to provide a protective layer such as thermal spraying, shielding manual arc welding, and gas metal
welding. Each of these processes comes with some merits and shortfalls [9]. Nowadays, pulse gas
metal arc welding (GMAW) is considered as the most commonly used technique in the industry to
weld overlay a protection layer for the tube walls with different alloys such as ER309L stainless steel,
Inconel 617 alloy [10], and Inconel 625 [11]. This is due to the easy automation, high productivity,
flexibility (working for most welding positions and material), low heat input, and high deposition
rate [12]. The alloy Inconel 625 is widely used as an overlay material for tube walls due to its corrosive
resistant properties [13]. N. Kumar et al. [14] introduced some studies on nickel-based Inconel 625
hard overlays on AISI 316L plate by gas metal arc-welding-based hardfacing process. The weaving
technique was adopted using robotic gas metal arc welding (GMAW) process to reduce the dilution
percentage and contact angle.
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Figure 1. Schematic diagram of the boiler tube’s wall.

Manual welding requires high labor strength and leads to low quality due to human error.
The quality and productivity improved if the weld overlay process was executed automatically.
Furthermore, the better features of the surface finish are achieved with the smallest dilution rate of the
added material [15]. The automation of weld overlaying for huge dimensions and complex geometry
of the tube walls constitute a major challenge, as shown in Figure 1. Recently, a few studies have
been developed in the automatic welding field to solve such issues. Huilin Z et al. [16] developed an
automatic welding system for a long-distance X-80 pipeline. The design included welding carrier, and
the guide rail and self-shielded flux-cored wires technique. The equipment was designed without
a tracking system. In another work, Li A et al. [17] designed an automatic welding machine based
on programmable logic control (PLC). The design included a manipulator, positioner, and CO2 gas
welding techniques. This design is most suitable for a revolving workpiece. In a related study,
Kim Y-B et al. [18] produced an automatic multilayer welding system for large containerships; the
design included a touch sensor and welding sequence plan. The design is suitable for heavy metal
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plates. While Dinham M et al. [19] implemented an automatic weld seam tracking with an optical
system charged-coupled device (CCD camera) for steel pipe V groove, only suitable for plate butt joint.
K. Xue et al. [20] proposed a robotic seam tracking system based on vision sensing and human–machine
interaction for multipass metal active gas arc welding (MAG). In the design, the industrial camera
was placed in front of the welding torch to monitor the welding area from the upper-left view, which
distorts the welding images in the monitoring interface. Z. Fang et al. [21] introduced a vision-based
robotic laser welding system for insulated mugs with fuzzy seam tracking control. During the welding
process, a seam tracking system with fuzzy logic control method is presented to keep the torch precisely
on the seam. J. Fan et al. [22] proposed a precise seam-tracking method for narrow butt seams based
on a structured light vision sensor. The seam tracking includes a structured light vision sensor with
optical filters, an extra LED light, laser stripe, and narrow butt. Besides, an image processing method
for the vision sensor is designed to obtain welding torch deviations of narrow butt seams both in the
horizontal and vertical directions.

Bug-o Systems [23] designed a portable automatic welding carriage with an adaptable welding
manipulator. Three degrees of freedom (DOF) and pendular motion were implemented in this design.
The carriage was fixed to the tube walls by two horizontal rails. The limitations of the study were
the short stroke of the guide rails, which makes it difficult to overlay the membrane junction area
between the tube surface and the membrane joint. The manipulator needs to reposition manually
according to the desired beads. Furthermore, there is an absence of the weld path and the appropriate
program for overlaying the tube walls of a known length. Dutra JC et al. [15] developed a computer
numeric control (CNC) robot with four DOF to weld overlay the desired area of the tube walls via the
GMAW technique using ER309L stainless steel. The limitations of the study are that the welding torch
was perpendicular to the welded surface during the welding process. Furthermore, the absence of
the weld-tracking system leads to the need to readjust the torch manually for the welding distortion
and assembly error. Moreover, the robot was unsuitable for large workpieces and mass production.
The movement of the welding carriage along the tube walls also can affect the surface finish of the
tube walls.

Based on the literature review described above, there is no dedicated solution that has been
proposed to weld overlay on both sections (membrane joint and tube surface). Therefore, the present
research focuses on a dedicated design for the proposed automatic weld overlay system. To exploit
the high welding speed and low deposition rates with less penetration, the vertical downward weld
overlay approach via the pulse GMAW technique is used. Thus, a spray metal transfer with less
spatters needs to be obtained. The system reduces the overlapping of each adjacent beads during the
welding process by planning beads sequences. That is due to the large amplitudes oscillated by the
welding torch. Thus, the sequence produces a better shape of beads. When the torch oscillates, three
axes (X-motor, Y-motor, and rotation motor) move simultaneously. The distance between the nozzle
end and the tube wall’s surface is permanently unchanged. Moreover, the proposed system is flexible
and programmable; it also allows the correction of welding trajectories.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: Section 2 presents a brief description of
the mechanical system model adopted on our framework. Section 3 demonstrates the proposed
methodology. Section 4 analyzes the mathematical model of automatic welding mechanisms. Section 5
explains the designed weld-tracking system. The control system design is presented in Section 6, while
Section 7 presents the results and discussion. Finally, the main conclusions based on the obtained
findings of our design and future work are described in Section 8.

2. Mechanical Design and Working Principle

The proposed mechanical structure of weld overlaying equipment includes the headframe,
the gantry crane system, welding carriage, and contact-tracking sensor. To fit the requirements of the
arc welding and the dimensions of the boiler tube walls, the model of the proposed automatic welding
system design and analysis is performed using the three-dimensional software SolidWorks (Dassault
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Systèmes, Vélizy-Villacoublay, France). The headframe structure was designed for the installation and
vertical placement of the boiler tube walls to keep it stable during the welding process. The structure of
the headframe was designed as a lattice component. It is supported by square tubes, which generally
increase the rigidity of the structure. The tube walls were placed vertically on the tube holder, which
was hoisted by cylinders, and installed on the headframe. The foundations filled with reinforced
concrete are used to improve the stability of the head frame, as shown in Figure 2a.
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Figure 2. The mechanical structures and components of the proposed system. (a) Headframe; (b)
gantry; (c) welding carriage.

The gantry lattice structures were designed for realizing the multiaxis movement of the welding
carriage. The main components of the gantry part are the cross slider, guide rail, chain, platform, wire
feeder mechanism, and the welding carriage. The welding carriage includes the torch posture, position,
and oscillation mechanisms, which adjust the torch movement, as shown in Figure 2b. The gantry
and its components are driven by motors to realize up and down, front and back, and left and right
rotation of the welding torch. Eight motors are used in the gantry mechanism to realize an automatic
weld overlay. Two vertical motors were placed at the top of the gantry. These synchronously drive the
cross-slider and welding mechanism up and down.

The cross-slider motor drives the lead screw to move the welding carriage left and right. Therefore,
the welding carriage is located near the surface of the overlaying workpiece. The whole gantry is
driven forward and backward by the motor that is placed at the bottom gantry. The workpiece surface
is composed of the plane and circular arc surface. During the welding process, the torch seems to
be perpendicular to the welded surface (from the top view) and is rotated to adjust the posture by
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rotation motor. The swing motor oscillates the welding torch. Finally, two adjustments motors are
used to regulate the welding torch position relative to the boiler tube’s wall in two axes, as depicted in
Figure 2c.

The dimensions of the entire system are described as length ×width × height. The headframe has
dimensions of 3100 mm × 3100 mm × 10,425 mm. The gantry dimensions are 4040 mm × 3500 mm ×
8070 mm, while the welding carriage has dimensions of 500 mm × 933 mm × 769 mm.

3. Weld Overlay Methodology

To realize the automatic weld overlaying and keep the proper overlapping between each two
adjacent beads, it is necessary to plan the welding sequence. The geometry of the workpiece, the nozzle,
overlapping between the adjacent beads, the angle between the wire, and the welded surface are the
main influencing factors for automatic welding via pulse GMAW. The geometry of the boiler tube walls
is considered as membrane joint, membrane junction, and tube surface. The required distance of one
weld overlay cycle is 60 mm. The dimensions of the common nozzle are 20 mm in diameter and 75 mm
in length. When the welding torch oscillates at the amplitude (swing width) of 8 mm, the nozzle will
interfere with the tube walls. To overcome the interference, the dimensions of the nozzle were reduced
to 14 mm in diameter and 100 mm in length. The proposed overlapping width of the beads located in
the membrane joint and membrane junction is 1.5 mm; similarly, it is 2 mm for the tube surface beads.

The proposed beads distributed on the geometry of the tube walls were planned as one bead for
the membrane joint (10), two beads for the membrane junctions (11, 12), and nine beads for the tube
surfaces (1–9). The welding sequence is planned as (1–4), (5–8), 9, 10, (11–12), as illustrated in Figure 3.
The distance between the wire end and the workpiece is 10 mm, and the angle between the welding
wire and the membrane joint is 67.38 degree in the 11 beads. To make the welding torch oscillate
smoothly, the wire does not pass through the center of the tube. The intersection point between the
torch axis and membrane joint plane is 11.47 mm away from the tube center. Besides, the angle between
the welding torch and membrane joint plane is 44.47 degree in the first bead. The beads 1 and 5 are
symmetrical, with the same welding requirements.
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Figure 3. Schematic of weld beads sequence.

For beads 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, and 9, it is not necessary to consider the interference between the nozzle
and the overlays. The welding torch axis passes through the circular center of the tube. Table 1 shows
the angles between the beads and the membrane joint. The angle β represents the rotation angle of
the welding torch between two-weld beads, while θ is the angle between the welding torch and the
membrane joint, as illustrated in Figure 3.
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Table 1. The angles between the beads and membrane joint.

Bead No. 1,5 2,6 3,7 4,8 9,10 11,12

Angle (degree) 44.47 38.34 56.61 74.88 0 67.38

4. Mathematical Analysis of the Automatic Welding Mechanisms

The welding carriage includes weld tracking, posture change mechanisms. These components are
physically connected and run according to the weld trajectory to achieve the weld overlay throughout
the tube walls. According to the weld overlaying requirements, the strokes of x- and y-axes are
analyzed and calculated. The coordinates and transformations of the welding torch were computed
using the inverse kinematic theory [24].

When the welding torch posture and position are adjusted, the cross slider is stationary. Thus,
a rectangular coordinate system was built on the cross slider. The coordinate system {O1} is established
with the centerline of the cross-slider lead screw in the horizontal plane. Y1 indicates the movement
direction of the welding carriage, and X1 represents the direction from the gantry to the head frame.
The lead screw center at the left limit of the cross-slider acts as the origin of coordinates {O1}. Z1 is
the vertical axis through the origin and is consistent with the right-hand rule, as shown in Figure 4.
The center of the main gear is established as the coordinate system {O2}. The directions of the coordinate
{O2} is parallel to the {O1} due to the reason that the center of the rotating table {O2} is z12 away from
the center of the cross slider {O1} in the Z direction.
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Figure 4. The coordinate systems of the cross slider and welding carriage.

The distance between Z1 and Z2 is y12, which is the same as the distance with {O1} and the center
of the main gear in the direction of Y1. During the weld overlaying process, the welding carriage
moves along the cross-slider axis from left to right in the full cycle with y23. Thus, the main gear
center acts as the origin of the coordinate system {O3}. X3 and Y3 in the coordinate system {O3} were
considered as the X2 and Y2 rotating around the Z2 axis by angle θ. The translation distance along
the Y2 axis is y23. The coordinate system {O4} is established as the intersection of the cam center and
the X motor shaft axes. X4 represents the X-motor axis; y4 is parallel to the Y motor axis. In contrast,
the Z4 direction follows the right-hand rule. The distances between {O4} and {O3} origins in X3, Y3,
and Z3 direction are x34, y34, and z34, respectively. The x34 and y34 are the displacement of {O4} origin
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in the X3 and Y3 directions when the welding torch moved from the original position to the M bead, as
depicted in Figure 4. Z34 is the distance between the X motor axis and the main gear. At the origin,
{O4} coordinate values in {O3} are (0, 0, 183) T.

Thereafter, the intersection point of the welding torch center and Y4Z4 plane creates the coordinate
system {O5}. X5 indicates the centerline of the welding torch; the Y5 axis is parallel to axis Y4. During
the movement of the welding carriage, the X5 axis in the coordinate {O5} is parallel to the X-motor
shaft axis.

The origin values of {O5} are (0, y45, z45) T in {O4}. The y45 and z45 are the fixed distances between
{O4} and {O5} in Y4 and Z4 directions, respectively. The fixed distance between the welding torch end
{O6} and {O5} in the X5 direction is X56. Table 2 shows the relative position parameters of the origin of
each coordinate system.

Table 2. The relative position parameters of the origin of each coordinate system (mm).

Parameter y12 z12 z34 y45 z45 x56

Value(mm) 385.00 185.0 183.0 209.7 170.0 338.5

Considering that, the original position of the welding torch is located in bead number 9. The torch
moves from position 1 to position 12 in turn according to the beads sequence trajectory. The displacement
of the torch end {O6} is ∆X1, ∆Y1 in the direction of X1, Y1 with respect to the coordinate system {O1};
Table 3 shows the data values of the angle β, θ, ∆ X1, and ∆ Y1. When the welding torch is adjusted
from the former bead M to the next bead N, as shown in Figure 4, the coordinate value of the welding
torch end {O6} in {O1} is expressed by Equations (1) and (2). The X and Y motors drive the welding
torch to move with displacements x34’ and y34’. Equations (3) and (4) are obtained from Equations (1)
and (2).

∆O1P =



[c(θ+ β) − cθ](x34 + x56)+

c(θ+ β)x′34 − s(θ+ β)y′34−

[s(θ+ β) − sθ](y34 + y45)

[s(θ+ β) − sθ](x34 + x56)+

s(θ+ β)x′34 + c(θ+ β)y′34+

[c(θ+ β) − cθ](y34 + y45)

0


(1)

Table 3. The position change table of the welding torch end {O6} in {O1}.

Bead ∆X1(mm) ∆Y1(mm) θ(Degree) β(Degree)

origin→1 15.67 25.05 0 −45.53
1→2 −4.66 −2.31 −45.53 −6.13
2→3 −6.22 −6.79 −51.66 18.27
3→4 −3.78 −8.40 −33.39 18.27
4→5 14.66 −32.62 −15.12 60.65
5→6 −4.66 2.31 45.53 6.13
6→7 −6.22 6.79 51.66 −18.27
7→8 −3.78 8.40 33.39 −18.27
8→9 −1.00 7.56 15.12 −15.12
9→10 19.00 30.00 0 0

10→11 −0.77 2.34 0 22.62
11→12 0 −4.69 22.62 −45.24

12→origin −18.23 −27.66 −22.62 22.62
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Hint:
cθ = cosθ, sθ = sinθ
c(θ+ β) = cos(θ+ β), s(θ+ β) = sin(θ+ β)

∆O1P =


∆1Px
∆1Py
∆1Pz

 =


∆X1

∆Y1

0


(2)

The related data in Tables 1 and 2 are substituted into Equations (3) and (4), and the adjusted data
of X, Y motors are obtained, as shown in Table 4. Thus, the displacement ranges that X and Y motor
move through the lead screw in X and Y directions are −304.02 to 83.89 mm and −367.88 to 208.62
mm, respectively.

x34
′ = c(θ+ β)∆X1 + s(θ+ β)∆Y1 − (1− cβ)(x34 + x56) + sβ(y34 + y45) (3)

y34
′ = c(θ+ β)∆Y1 − s(θ+ β)∆X1 − sβ(x34 + x56) − (1− cβ)(y34 + y45) (4)

Table 4. The adjusted data of X, Y, and rotating motors.

Weld Bead x34′(m) y34′(mm) Angle
β(Degree)

X Displacement
(mm)

Y Displacement
(mm)

Origin→1 −257.93 207.49 −45.53 −257.93 207.49
1→2 −46.09 1.13 −6.13 −304.02 208.62
2→3 127.95 −40.99 18.27 −176.07 167.63
3→4 108.65 −79.04 18.27 −67.42 88.59
4→5 108.79 −421.69 45.53 41.38 −333.11
5→6 −16.43 −34.77 6.13 24.95 −367.88
6→7 29.80 131.01 −18.27 54.76 −236.87
7→8 −12.77 133.75 −18.27 41.99 −103.13
8→9 −41.98 103.12 −15.12 0.01 −0.01

9→10 19.00 30.00 0 19.01 29.99
10→11 64.88 −153.49 22.62 83.89 −123.50
11→12 −184.39 270.09 −45.24 −100.49 146.59

12→origin 100.50 −146.61 22.62 0.01 −0.02

5. Weld-Tracking System

The weld-tracking system includes the sensor and control algorithm. The sensor detects the
deformation of the tube walls. The sensed deformations are tracked by the control algorithm to keep
the distance between the welding torch and the tube walls unchanged. The weld-tracking system
details are discussed in the following sections.

5.1. Sensor Structure

Concerning the geometry of tube walls, the deviation of the welding torch and workpiece are
certainly sensed. The beads trajectory is tracked to assure a fixed distance between the torch and tube
walls. By collecting and processing the deformation data, the direction and size of the deviation of the
tube walls were calculated. The motors make the corresponding response according to the sensed data
and adjust the distance between the tube walls and the welding torch. Figure 5a shows the scheme
design of the displacement sensor.

As Figure 5b shows, A, B, and C are the three detectors of the displacement sensor. The detectors
touch the tube. The three detectors move through the center of the tube, OC is perpendicular to
the membrane joint. OA and OB are symmetrical to OC. However, the angle between the OA and
membrane joint is α. To prevent the interference between A or B and the adjacent tube, the angle α

value is chosen to be 45 degree.
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5.2. Working Principle of the Sensor

The equivalent circuit of the sensor is illustrated in Figure 6. When the tube offset value changes,
the tracking mechanism regulates the distance between the welding torch and the tube. Therefore,
the welding torch keeps track of the tube with the correct welding location. The sensor is made up of
slider potentiometers linked to the sensor’s detector. The spring is used to keep the detector’s contact
on the tube surface. When the detector of the sensor moves upward and downward along the tubes,
the output voltages UA, UB and UC across the potentiometers change.
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Figure 6. The equivalent circuit of the proposed sensor.

The voltage differences are then compared with a set threshold voltage. The differences are
interpreted as deformations since the sign and magnitude of the voltage difference are proportional to
the direction and value of the detector displacement. The association between the coordinate values (a,
b) of the tube center after deformation and the displacements (∆La, ∆Lb, ∆Lc) of the detectors (1, 2, and
3) can be developed by making computable analysis. For the starting points of the sensor, the center of
the tube is set to be the origin of the coordinate system, the X-axis is parallel to the membrane wall,
and the Y-axis is perpendicular to the tube walls. Therefore, depending on the dimensions of the tube,
the detectors will come into contact with the tube at initial coordinates (A, C, B): (−13.433, −13.433),
(0, −19), (13.433, −13.433). Figure 7 illustrates the sensor schematic diagram with the initial contact
position of the detectors.
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5.3. The Tube Walls Deviation

The presence of deformations in the tube walls changes the relative position of the tube center. As
can be seen in Figure 7, the tube position might be reformed from AB to A′B′ and the displacements
of the detectors from their initial points will be ∆l1, ∆l2, and ∆l3 accordingly. The displacements
have positive and negative values, depending on the detector’s moving direction, with or against the
detector direction. The coordinates of the corresponding three contacts points after deformation (A’,
C’, B’) are as follows:

(−13.433 + ∆l1 cos 45◦,−13.433 + ∆l1 sin 45◦), (0,−19 + ∆l2), (13.433− ∆l3 cos 45◦,−13.433 + ∆l3 sin 45◦)

Here ◦ indicates degree; therefore, the following Equations can be developed as

(−19 cos 45◦ + ∆l1 cos 45◦ − a)2 + (−19 sin 45◦ + ∆l1 sin 45◦ − b)2 = 192 (5)

a2 + (−19 + ∆l2 − b)2 = 192 (6)

(−19 cos 45◦ + ∆l3 cos 45◦ − a)2 + (−19 sin 45◦ + ∆l3 sin 45◦ − b)2 = 192. (7)

Equations (5)–(7) are the three contact points of the detectors after deviation in x- and y-direction.
The variables a and b are the values of the tube center after the deformation with respect to x- and
y-axes. The following results were obtained by solving these Equations:

a =
[∆l32

−∆l22
−38(∆l3−∆l2)]

√
2(38−(∆l3+∆l1)]−

√
2(∆l3−∆l1)[∆l12

−∆l32
−38(∆l1−∆l3)]

[2(∆l3−19)(∆l3−∆l)−(19
√

2−38+2∆l2−2∆l3)
√

2(38−(∆l1+∆l3)]
(8)

b =
[∆l32

−∆l22
−38(∆l3−∆l2)][

√
2(38−(∆l3+∆l1)]−[∆l12

−∆l32
−38(∆l1−∆l3)]

√
2(∆l3−19)]

[2(∆l3−19)(∆l3−∆l)−
√

2(38−(∆l3+∆l1)][19
√

2−38+2∆l2−
√

2∆l3]
(9)

5.4. Control Algorithm (ANFIS)

The fuzzy logic is one of the most effective concepts in control engineering and is widely used
in real-time control systems. Fuzzy logic coupled with neural networks yields substantial results.
The resulting technique inherits the ability of neural networks in learning capability with fuzzy logic for
knowledge representation to create a new technique well known as neuro-fuzzy networks. This hybrid
technique enhances the controller’s reliability and performance in terms of cost [25,26]. The proposed
close loop of the control system combines three parts—namely, adaptive neuro-fuzzy inference system
(ANFIS) as the controller, the sensor in the feedback, and the motor driver connected to the output of
the ANFIS controller. In the ANFIS design, the neural network is matched with a suitable rule base
logic, which is realized using backpropagation (BP). The signals come from the sensor according to the
real status of the deformed place in the tube walls; these signals are then compared with the threshold
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value according to the welding accuracy. The input error signals (a) and (b), and x and y displacements
are the output for the ANFIS controller. Figure 8 shows the close loop control for the proposed system.
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6. Control System Design

The driving and control systems need to be configured to realize the multiaxis movement of the
welding torch via AC drivers. The SIMOTION controller (CU320-2DP and D435-2DP/PN, Munich,
Germany), which is made by Siemens Ltd., was selected to control the multiaxis movement of the
motors. To prevent the interference of the welding torch with the tube walls, the X, Y, and rotation
motor can be moved by interpolation. The two vertical motors placed on top of the gantry should be
moved synchronically to prevent the inclination of the cross slider. The cross slider, swing, and gantry
bottom motors are controlled separately. The load on the controller is eased by using a dual-controller
architecture. The human–machine interface (HMI) is used as the interface to control the welding
parameters and greatly improve its practicality. The position, orientation, and sequence of the beads
are calculated and then sent to the controller. The controller plans the required trajectory then guides
the welding torch. The controller communicates with the welding power via industrial Ethernet to
achieve real-time control of the welding power parameters. Figure 9 shows the structure of the control
system. During the weld overlay process, five motors were realized. When the two vertical motors
run, the welding carriage moves from the up to down position at the appropriate welding speed.
The swing motor makes the torch oscillate at the required frequency according to the required bead
width. The ANFIS algorithm, according to the data acquired from the sensor, would adjust X and Y
motors as the tracking axes. After finishing the weld overlay over the whole tube walls, the bottom
motor should run to move the gantry back with a suitable space, so a new workpiece is then installed.
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7. Results and Discussion

To verify the validity of the proposed system’s aforementioned kinematics and methodology,
several tube walls with dissimilar height were overlaid in the workshop, as shown in Figure 1.
The vertical downward automatic weld overlay was applied for the tube walls via pulse GMAW
technique. An Inconel 625 alloy wire of diameter 1.2 mm was used. The shielding gas is 99.9% Argon.
The welding torch was inclined upward, and the included angle of the welding torch axis with the
vertically downward direction is about 75–80 degrees. The arc force always blows the droplet to the
molten pool. A spray metal transfer with less spatters was obtained.

In the vertical downward welding position, as the deposited material is liquid, the arc acts on the
molten pool surface and the lowest penetration can be obtained in comparison with other welding
positions (such as downhead welding, horizontal position welding, etc.), the low dilution rate will be
achieved. The molten pool is acted by gravity, surface tension, and arc force, which is significantly
influenced by the geometry of the weld beads. The surface tension of the molten pool has a reverse
relationship with the temperature. Once the welding current is high, the temperature of the molten
pool is high and the surface tension is low. Consequently, the molten pool is easy to drop. At the
same time, when the arc force—which is the plasma force—becomes large, the penetration and the
dilution are increased. However, when the welding current is low, the molten pool will not drop,
and small dilution can be obtained with low efficiency. Therefore, when the welding speed is high,
the forward and backward welds will not be smoothly continuous, there will also be a gap between
the two adjacent welds. However, once the welding speed is low, there will be much overlap between
the two welds, and there will be much heat, which distorts the workpiece.

Moreover, the welding torch oscillates to form an enlarged uniform bead. Once the oscillation
frequency is high, the weld unit length receives less heat energy and the penetration is low. Consequently,
the good fusion cannot be achieved; while, when the oscillation frequency is low, the weld unit length
receives much heat energy, so the molten pool will drop and the dilution is high.

The range of the welding parameters used in the experiment is as follows: welding current is
in the range of 120–160 A, welding voltage is in the range of 22–25 V, welding frequency is between
10–12 Hz, and the welding speed is around 0.6–0.8 m/min. The pulsed GMAW process was applied
at the aforementioned parameters to provide a better arc welding stability. The weld overlay of the
vertical tube walls followed the sequence of carrying out the weld beads, starting from the tube, then
directly heading to the membrane joint, and finally, on the membrane junction.
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Thus, all beads have a width of 8–10 mm and an overlay layer thickness measured in the range of
2–2.2 mm, which saves lots of expensive overlay material. The overlapping width of the membrane
joint and membrane junction beads is 1.5 mm; likewise, it is 2 mm for the tube beads, which can fit the
proposed beads analyses. To calculate the quality of the weld overlay, the penetration is measured
in the range of 0.1–0.6 mm, and the dilution is calculated in the range of 2–4%. The surface of the
weld overlay structure has a good finish. The weld overlay results on the tube walls, as depicted in
Figure 10, properly fit the weld overlay requirements for the boiler tube walls.
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Figure 10. (a) The tube walls section; (b) weld overlay result on the tube panels; (c) the entire tube
wall’s surface.

Table 5 shows a comparison between our proposed design and previous related designs. Our
design offers a much-improved functionality. It can be seen that the proposed design achieves a higher
welding speed in the range of 36 m/s to 48 m/s, frequency ranging between 10 Hz and 12 Hz, and
dilution rate in the range of 2% to 4%. However, the Dutra design achieves a lower welding speed
ranging from 21 m/s to 25.2 m/s, frequency up to 3.8 Hz, and dilution rate up to 28%. Based on the
obtained results, it is noted that the proposed design outperforms the Dutra design in terms of welding
speed, frequency, and dilution rate. This is attributed to the fact that the welding torch in our design is
horizontally perpendicular to the welding surface, with a rotation degree of up to 80 degree. Besides,
we exploited the weld-tracking system to control the welding distortion and assembly error using the
ANFIS algorithm, and the DOF adapted by our design is 6. However, in Dutra design, the welding
torch is vertically perpendicular to the welding surface. This, in turn, limits the welding speed and
frequency, and increases the dilution rate. In addition, the DOF used by Dutra is 4.

Similarly, the main results have been compared with the study by P. Kumar et al. [14]. Based on
Table 5, it can be seen that the P. Kumar design achieves a welding speed up to 15 m/s, frequency up to
2 Hz, welding current up to 120 A, and dilution up to 25.51%. It should be noted that Figure 11 shows
the average of the parameters illustrated in Table 5.

Moreover, our design is more advantageous due to the fact that it is suitable for mass production,
while Dutra is limited to small workpieces. Besides, we exploited the weld-tracking system to
control the welding distortion and assembly error using the ANFIS control algorithm. Furthermore,
the proposed design improves the degree of automation and increases the productivity significantly.
Consequently, the system provides advantages such as reducing labor costs and improving the quality



Metals 2020, 10, 1241 14 of 16

of the welded surface finish, achieving a better arc welding stability and reducing the dilution, which
saves lots of expensive overlay material. Finally, this research provides further development for the
automatic welding systems than others.

Table 5. A comparison of the proposed design with some previously published work.

Ref. Welding
Process

Geometry
Parameters

Welding
Speed (m/s)

Frequency
(Hz)

Welding
Current (A)

Dilution
% Material

The proposed design pulse
GMAW

Boiler tube
walls 36–48 10–12 130–140 2–4 Inconel

625

J. Dutra et al. [15] pulse
GMAW

Boiler tube
walls 21–25.2 3.8 127 28

ER309L
stainless

steel

N. Kumar et al. [14] GMAW Thick plate 15 2 120 25.51 Inconel
625
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8. Conclusions

A dedicated automatic weld overlay system is presented to provide an effective protection layer
to reduce the corrosion and wear of the boiler tube walls. The proposed design is comprised of the
headframe, gantry, and welding carriage. The vertical downward weld overlay was applied via the
pulse GMAW technique. Some conclusions are drawn as follows:

• A weld overlay methodology is developed based on the geometry of the tube walls, the number
and sequence of the beads were planned. The SIMOTION controller was employed to control
the welding torch movement according to the weld overlay method and to run the two vertical
motors synchronously, while the X, Y, and rotation motors run by interpolation.

• A weld-tracking system that consists of a contact displacement sensor based on the potentiometer
principle and the ANFIS controller based on the BP algorithm solve the problem of weld distortions,
assembly errors, and the deformation of the tube walls, and correct the offset between the welding
torch and workpiece.

• The experiment results show that the proposed design properly fits the boiler tube wall’s weld
overlay requirements with low dilution in the range of 2–4%, and with good surface finish.
Furthermore, it improves the degree of automation and increases productivity significantly.
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Consequently, the system provides advantages such as reducing labor costs and improving the
quality of the welded surface.

• For future work, we plan to employ the Kalman filter and the laser vision system in designing the
automatic weld-tracking system.
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