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Abstract: Factors leading to coal and gas outbursts are complicated, and the accuracy of predicting
outbursts remains difficult to achieve. Therefore, coal and gas outburst risk are still a scientific
challenge in the fields of mining, geology, safe engineering, and rock mechanics. Theories explaining
and predicting coal and gas outbursts associated with restored strain and gas energy are hot topics.
Based on numerical modelling, the evolution of a plastic zone ahead of an excavation face with change
of direction and magnitude of regional pre-mining stress field were analyzed. A mechanical analysis
model for the expansionary evolution process of the plastic zone ahead of the excavation face was
constructed, and the expansionary evolution characteristics of plastic zone ahead of the excavation
face were analyzed. The physical and mechanical process and basic conditions for the initiation and
development of coal and gas outbursts induced by evolution of plastic zone were discussed. The
research provides some new insights into the mechanism, prediction, and prevention of goal and
gas outbursts.

Keywords: excavation; gas energy; plastic zone; numerical modelling; expansionary evolution; coal
and gas outburst

1. Introduction

Coal and gas outbursts are the sudden and violent releases of gas and coal, and are one of the
most serious disasters in underground coal mining. Reasonable preventive measures and efficient
management technology must be guided by a complete and mature basic theory. Outbursts are
complicated dynamic events. Geology, stress regime, and gas pressure and content may all be
contributing factors [1].

A great number of theories have been proposed, most of which summarized outburst behaviors,
explained the phenomenon, and discussed precursors, energy sources, and its development. To date,
three main hypotheses have been proposed explaining outburst behaviors: The geo stress leading role
hypothesis, the chemical effect hypothesis, and the combination hypothesis [1–6]. Past theories have
basically shown that coal and gas outbursts are the interactive result of regional quasi-static stress field,
dynamic force source, and coal and rock mass, that is, gas which leads to the sudden failure of coal and
rock mass around the working are and causes comminuted coal and rock, as well as gas, to burst out
abruptly and violently. Elastic energy and gas energy stored within the intact coal and rock mass are
the main sources of energy, and a sudden pressure change induced by the dynamic force source is the
main precursor for occurring of the outburst. Guo et al. [7] studied the evolution of plastic zone around
a roadway using FLAC software and proposed the criteria for underground rock structure failure.
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Zou et al. [8] established a production deployment evaluation system using a Bayesian network with
11 indices for outburst-prone coal mines based on summaries of experts and production experience of
coal mines in Chongqing, China. Based on the Unipore Crank Diffusion Model for spherical grains and
plane sheets, Norbert et al. [9] analyzed the phenomenon of gas emission during a coal and gas outburst.
Using a statistical method, Nilufer et al. [10] employed Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) to identify
the relationship between the parameters (mining depth, coal seam gas content, and moisture content)
and contributing factors (seam thickness, seam inclination, and distance from fault) affecting the coal
and gas outbursts for an underground coal mine in Turkey and to analyze multiple interactions among
them. They found that mining depth is the most significant factor among all factors, and distance
from fault is the most significant contributing factor to outburst. Li et al. [11] investigated the acoustic
emissions (AE) characteristics of coal and rock samples under loading and monitored and predicted
the coal and gas outburst dynamic disasters at the working face using self-developed AE continuous
monitoring and early warning equipment. It was found that coal and gas outbursts occurred in stress
post-peak zone. Lin et al. [12] carried out experiments connected with nitrogen adsorption on coal
samples in order to find out the power source for coal and gas outburst. They reported that the gas
desorption first occurs in a unit, which then triggers a desorption of the neighboring units of coal body.
When it reaches a certain level that can push the coal body forward, the coal and gas outburst will
happen. Gao et al. [13] used RFPA-GAS software to study the dynamic failure mechanism of coal
and gas outburst under the conditions of different support intensity and unsupported conditions and
concluded that the outstanding effect of the roadway without support is similar to that in the field, and
the coal and gas outbursts are obviously weakened in supported roadways.

With respect to soil structure interaction, Ahmadi et al. [14,15] studied normal, rocking, and
torsional forced time-harmonic vibrations of a rigid circular disk in a transversely isotropic full-space
as well as half-space. The relations for the contact stress, the resultant force acting on the disk,
and the dimensionless compliance factor were given for four vibration modes. Eskandari et al. [16]
investigated lateral translation of an inextensible circular membrane embedded in a transversely
isotropic half-space. Chen et al. [17] presented a new high-performance, fine-scale damage analysis
method using efficient and detailed mesh discretization via octree and coupled scaled boundary finite
element (SBFEs) into FEM and parameter matrices (e.g., stiffness, mass, damping) of geometrically
similar elements generated by octree. Ai et al. [18] proposed a coupling method to study the effect of
overlying single-phase soils and the time-dependent response of an axially-loaded pile in saturated
multi-layered soils. These studies provide some insights into outbursts for excavations in soil.

Considering the conditions of methane hydrate existing in coal seam, Shepeleva and Dyrdin et al. [19]
estimated volumes of gas emission in a fractured coal layer upon a drop in the gas pressure and also
provided an assessment of outburst hazard of coal seam edge zone. In Reference [20], Dyrdin indicated
that instantaneous dissociation of crystallohydrates results in coal methane pressure rise, which
intensifies outburst hazard and affects the outburst gas balance. Dyrdin et al. [21] found that the
low-frequency (2.0–4.5 Hz) attenuating vibrations generated in the main roof can induce both secondary
rock mass disintegration, as well as methane desorption and decomposition of gas hydrates (if present)
accompanied by an increases in gas pressure and in number of gas-dynamic events in outer zones of
coal beds.

On the basis of experimental data, Smirnov et al. [22] proposed an equation expressing the amount
of gas hydrate through the sorption capacity and actual humidity of coal and concluded that the high
gradient of gas pressure and high gas content of coal beds along with local disruption of coal and
re-distribution of rock pressure are the major factors causing instantaneous outbursts of coal and gas.
Then, Smirnov et al. [23] experimentally studied the formation possibility of methane hydrate in the
inner space of natural coal of several types and demonstrated that the peak methane emits into the gas
phase when intersecting the curve of the equilibrium of gas hydrates. With the decrease of degree
of metamorphism of coal, the amount of water that is absorbed by natural coal is increased, and a
proportion of water involved in the formation of methane hydrate is decreased. Through experiments,
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Smirnov et al. [24] studied the physical processes occurring in the system of coal-natural gas with a
change in external parameters and showed that decomposition of methane hydrate in coal occurs near
the equilibrium curve, and the process of hydrate formation begins when supercooling by 3/7 ◦C and
lasts several tens of hours.

Meshkov and Sidorenko [25] showed the significant influence of geological and mining conditions
of conducting mining operations on distribution of air streams on longwall panels and effective
management of gas emission. Kazanin and Sidorenko [26] demonstrated that interaction of gas
emission into a goaf and mined-out extraction area with roof caving increments and indicated that
accounting for roof caving increments upon forecast of gas emission and selection of reasonable
management parameters of methane emission into mined-out extraction areas is necessary.

The above studies provide a significant basis for the prediction and prevention of outburst, which
are also a strong basis for the research of this paper. However, due to limitation of the existing theories
and the lack of effective prediction methods, outburst is still not well controlled or managed.

This paper presents a conjecture of explaining the outburst induced by the abrupt change of stress
and failure state in butterfly wing part in the surrounding rock mass based on the butterfly-shaped
plastic zone development around an excavation. Criteria for determining the onset of outburst are
introduced. The key external factors leading to the outburst are proposed and verified. Using the
proposed theory, a number of outbursts were able to be explained that could not be explained in the
past. Then, the indexes for predicting the risk of outbursts are presented. The research is hoped to
provide some insights in outburst prediction and prevention for mining engineers and researchers.

2. Expansionary Evolution of Surrounding Rock Mass Plastic Zone ahead of an Excavation Face

FLAC3D software was used for numerical modelling. Built-in Mohr-Coulomb constitutive model
was used for rock failure, which is a linear failure surface corresponding to shear failure:

fs = σ1 − σ3
1 + sinϕ
1− sinϕ

− 2c

√
1 + sinϕ
1− sinϕ

(1)

where σ1, σ3 is the maximum and minimum principle stress, and C and ϕ is cohesion and angle of
internal friction. Shear yield is detected if f s > 0.

2.1. Numerical Model Development

Numerical modelling was carried out against an excavation in #2-1 coal seam of a coal mine in
China, which is an outburst-prone coal seam. The cover depth of the coal seam was about 800 m. The
average thickness of the coal seam was 4 m. The compressive strength of the coal seam was 3.1–8.2
MPa. The roof mainly consisted of siltstone and fine sandstone. The compressive strength of roof was
23.5–79.9 MPa, which was classified as medium hard-quite hard rock according to roof classification of
China. The floor mainly consisted of siltstone and fine sandstone. The compressive strength of floor
was 22.8–85.89 MPa which was also classified as medium hard-quite hard rock.

According to the geological conditions of the mine, the numerical model was built as shown in
Figure 1. The geometrical measurements of this model was 50 m × 80 m × 50 m (X × Y × Z). The
geometrical measurement of the roadway was 5 m × 4 m. The roadway excavated 20 m along the Y

axis during the simulation.
→

P0 represents the initial pre-mining stress field. P01, P02, and P03 represent
the maximum, intermediate, and minimum principal stresses in the initial geostress field, respectively.
The mechanical parameters for coal and rock are given in Table 1.
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Figure 1. The three-dimensional numerical model.

Table 1. The parameters used for coal and rock.

Lithology Thickness/m Friction
Angle/(◦) Cohesion/MPa Density/(kg/m3)

Shear
Modulus/GPa

Bulk
Modulus/GPa

Fine
sandstone 15 39 11 2800 9.0 9.8

Siltstone 8 38 6 2600 8.0 8.2
III3 Coal 4 30 2 1050 4.8 5.4
Siltstone 5 40 6.5 2700 8.0 8.5

Fine
sandstone 18 41 13 2850 9.2 9.1

2.2. Modelling Plans

Guo et al. [27] studied the characteristics of plastic zone in the surrounding rock mass of roadways
in different stress fields. They concluded that the boundary configurations of the surrounding rock mass
plastic zone of the round roadway are generally circular, oval, and butterfly-shaped. Ma et al [28,29]
investigated the evolution of plastic zone around a roadway with the change of principal stress values
and directions. A cutaway view of a roadway is shown in Figure 2. Assume that a roadway A is
arranged in front of an excavation face perpendicular to the direction of the excavation. The initial
pre-mining stress field for the numerical model were set as follows: P01 = 36.5 MPa, P02 = 20 MPa,
and P03 = 10 MPa. Please note that a new combination may generate different result but with a
similar implication. According to Guo et al. [7], the plastic zone around roadway A is butterfly shaped.
According to the directional characteristics of the butterfly-shaped plastic zone, when the direction of
the pre-mining stress field rotates around the X axis, the plastic zone around the roadway A would
also change correspondingly [28].
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In this section, we propose two modelling plans to investigate the expansionary evolution of
plastic zone ahead of the excavation face by altering the magnitude and direction of the pre-mining
stress field.

(1) Plan 1
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The parameters of the initial pre-mining field for the numerical model were set as follows:
P01 = 36.5 MPa, P02 = 20 MPa, and P03 = 10 MPa. α is the angle formed by P01 and Z axis. In
plan 1, the expansionary evolution of plastic zone ahead of the excavation face under different α
was investigated.

(2) Plan 2

According to the directional characteristics of the butterfly-shaped plastic zone, the butterfly
wing around roadway A was in the coal seam when α = 50◦. Therefore, the parameters of the initial
pre-mining field were set as: P02 = 20 MPa, P03 = 10 MPa and α = 50◦. In Plan 2, the expansionary
evolution law of the surrounding rock mass plastic zone in the excavation face with different values of
P01 was investigated.

2.3. Results and Discussion

(1) Development of the plastic zone ahead of excavation face under different α.

The modelling result of Plan 1 is shown in Figure 3. It shows that with the increase of α, the
range of the plastic zone V ahead of the excavation face increased at first and then decreased. The data
approximately complied with Gaussian distribution. When α = 0◦, 10◦ and 20◦, the range V increased
slightly, but not obviously. In this case, the value of V did not exceed 400 m3. The range V increased
greatly when α = 30◦. The range V peaked when V = 1439 m3 and α = 50◦. The range of the plastic
zone when α = 70◦, 80◦ and 90◦ was not significantly different from the range of the plastic zone when
α = 0◦, 10◦, and 20◦.
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(2) The results of the plastic zone ahead of the excavation face with different P01.

According to Plan 2, as shown in Figure 4, with the increase of the value of P01, the range V of
the plastic zone ahead of excavation face had roughly gone through two stages: (I) The linear growth
stage and (II) the exponential growth stage. In stage I, with the increase of P01, the range V increased
slowly and steadily. P01 increased from 24 Mpa to 32 Mpa, the range V increased from 50 m3 to 140 m3.
In stage II, the range V increased rapidly and sharply. The range V increased to V = 1439 m3 when
P01 = 36.5 MPa. It is also noted that there was a critical value P01 satisfying the relationship V →∞
when P01 was around 37 MPa.
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3. Expansionary Evolution Characteristics of the Plastic Zone ahead of an Excavation Face

3.1. Mechanical Analysis Model for the Expansionary Evolution of Plastic Zone ahead of an Excavation Face

As shown in Figure 5, the mechanical analysis model for the expansionary evolution of plastic
zone ahead of an excavation face was established according to the characteristics of surrounding rock
and the stress environment based on actual production. The model mainly included the basic elements,

including the dynamic force source ∆
→

P , the regional static stress field
→

P0, the regional transient stress

field
→

P , the roadway, and the coal and rock mass containing gas. The whole model can be divided into
two submechanical models: The anterior plastic zone model and the transient plastic zone model.

(1) The dynamic force source

For a specific coal seam roadway in production practice, the dynamic force source ∆
→

P is generated
by trigger events such as earthquake, fault activation, roof periodic weighting, moving abutment
pressure, mining activities, etc. Although the size, time, and location of the generation have many
uncertainties, the dynamic force source is the direct influencing factor for the extension of plastic zone
around and excavation.

(2) The regional static stress field

The disturbance to the pre-mining stress field due to excavation of the roadway is negligible at a
distance of more than five times the radius of a roadway from the center of the hole. Therefore, it can
be considered that before the dynamic force influences, the stress field outside five times the radius of
a roadway is regional static stress field applied to the surrounding rock around the roadway. This
regional static stress and the surrounding rock mass in the tunneling process are objectively existed,
which constitute the anterior mechanical model of plastic zone. This model is mainly used to explain
the plastic failure of coal and rock mass ahead of the excavation face under the action of the regional

static stress field
→

P0, which is also called anterior plastic zone.

(3) The regional transient stress field

The regional transient stress field
→

P is formed by disturbance of dynamic force field ∆
→

P on the

regional static stress field
→

P0, which is mainly the vector superposition of the above stress fields, that

is,
→

P0 + ∆
→

P →
→

P . The transient mechanical model of plastic zone is the mechanical response of the

mechanical model of the anterior plastic zone under the action of regional transient stress field
→

P . It is
formed by the transient expansion of the plastic zone ahead of the excavation face in the mechanical

model of the anterior plastic zone under the action of the regional transient stress field
→

P .
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3.2. Expansionary Evolution Characteristics of the Plastic Zone

During the coal mining, there are large differences in the regional principle stress field and
the source of the disturbed load at different locations and during the different mining periods [30].
According to the above numerical modelling results and the mechanical analysis model, four typical
events are listed to analyze the expansionary evolution characteristics of the plastic zone, as follows:

(1) Event I

Before event I, the parameters of the regional static stress field at the location where the excavation
is located were P01 = 21 MPa, P02 = 20 MPa, P03 = 10 MPa, and α = 50◦. The range of the plastic

zone ahead of the excavation face was V0 = 39 m3. The regional transient stress field
→

PI would be

formed if the maximum principal stress of
→

P0 was instantaneously increased by 5 MPa, which is caused

by the dynamic disturbance under the external force ∆
→

PI. Then, the range of the plastic zone extended

to V = 61 m3 under the action of
→

PI. During this process, the range of the plastic zone was expanded
from V0 to V. The numerical result of the expansion process of the plastic zone is shown in Figure 6.
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Figure 6. The expansionary evolution of the plastic zone in event I.

(2) Event II

Before the occurrence of event II, the parameters of the regional static stress field at the location

where the excavation was located were the same as event I. The regional transient stress field
→

PII would

be formed if the maximum principal stress of
→

P0 was instantaneously increased by 10 MPa, which is

caused by the dynamic disturbance under the external force ∆
→

PII. Then, the range of the plastic zone

extended to VII = 120 m3 under the action of
→

PII. During this process, the range of the plastic zone was
expanded from V0 to VII. The numerical result of the expansion process of the event II is shown in
Figure 7.
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Figure 7. The expansionary evolution of the plastic zone in event II.

(3) Event III

Before event III occurs, the parameters of the regional static stress field at the location where the
excavation was located were P01 = 31 MPa, P02 = 20 MPa, P03 = 10 MPa, and α = 50◦. The range of
the plastic zone of coal and rock mass ahead of the excavation face was V0 = 120 m3. The regional

transient stress field
→

PIII would be formed if the maximum principal stress of
→

P0 was instantaneously

increased by 5 MPa, which is caused by the dynamic disturbance under the external force ∆
→

PIII. Then

the range of the plastic zone extended to VIII = 483 m3 under the action of
→

PIII. During this process,
the range of the plastic zone was expanded from V0 to ∆VIII. The numerical result of the expansion
process of the event III is shown in Figure 8.
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(4) Event IV

Before the occurrence of event IV, the parameters of the regional static stress field in the excavation
roadway were P01 = 36 MPa, P02 = 20 MPa, P03 = 10 MPa, and α = 50◦. The range of the plastic zone
of the coal and rock mass ahead of the excavation face was V0 = 483 m3. The regional transient stress

field
→

PIV would be formed if the maximum principal stress of
→

P0 was instantaneously increased by 0.5

MPa, which is caused by the dynamic disturbance under the external force ∆
→

PIV. Then, the range of

the plastic zone extended to VIV = 1439 m3 under the action of
→

PIV. During this process, the range of
the plastic zone was expanded from V0 to ∆VIV. The numerical result of the expansion process of the
event IV is shown in Figure 9.
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Figure 10 shows the modelling data of events I to IV. From the data, for a certain strength of the
surrounding rock mass, the expansionary evolution of the plastic zone has the following characteristics:
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(1) When the regional static stress field
→

P0 is the same, the external dynamic force field ∆
→

P is the key
factor affecting the development of the plastic zone. For instance, in events I and II, the external

dynamic force ∆
→

PI of event I was smaller than the external dynamic force ∆
→

PII of event II with the
same regional static stress field. The range of the plastic zone in the two events were ∆V = 22 m3

and ∆VII = 81 m3. That is, the larger the disturbance caused by the external dynamic force ∆
→

P ,
the larger the expansioned range of the plastic zone ∆V.

(2) When the regional static stress field
→

P0 is different, the plastic zone extends in different ranges
even if the external dynamic force is the same. For instance, in events I and III, the static stress
fields were different and the external dynamic forces were the same. In event III, the expanded
range of the plastic zone was ∆VIII = 363 m3, which was much larger than ∆V.

(3) Under the actions of the different static stress fields and dynamic forces, the expanded range
of the plastic zone has a greater difference. For a certain regional static stress field, even small
external dynamic forces can cause a wide extended range of the plastic zone. For instance, in
events II and IV, the regional static stress fields were different. Although the external dynamic
force of event II was 20 times the external dynamic force of event IV, the extended range of the
plastic zone in event IV reached ∆VIV = 956 m3, which was more than 10 times the extended
range of the plastic zone in event II.
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4. Discussion

4.1. Mechanical Mechanism of Initiation of Coal and Gas Outbursts Induced by Extension of Plastic Zone

According to the expansionary evolution characteristics of plastic zone ahead of an excavation
face, for the gassy coal and rock, when the plastic zone instantly extends in the coal and rock mass and
forms a transient plastic zone, multiple cracks and even crushed rock mass are developed. In this very
short period of time, the adsorbed gas is rapidly desorbed, and the free gas is rapidly accumulated.
That is to say, with the formation of the transient plastic zone, a "gas bulb" is rapidly generated in
the extended plastic zone due to rapid desorption and accumulation of gas in it. If the plastic zone
extension range becomes larger, the elastic energy released from the surrounding rock mass and the gas
energy accumulated in the “gas bag” would be more. When the total released energy is large enough,
the coal and gas outburst will be triggered. Therefore, the expansionary evolution of the plastic zone is
a precursor for the initiation of the coal and gas outburst.

Considering the triggering process of coal and gas outbursts, the physical and mechanical process
of initiation of coal and gas outbursts induced by the expansionary evolution of the plastic zone is
described as follows:

Loading and unloading due to such events as earthquakes, fault activation, roof pressure, abutment
pressure, excavation activities, etc., lead to stress change in a very short time or instantaneously in the
surrounding rock mass around an excavation. This causes the instantaneous expansionary evolution of
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plastic zone ahead of the excavation face. During this period, the failure of the surrounding rock mass
would make the elastic energy and gas energy accumulated within it release rapidly. If the expanded
range of the plastic zone and the total energy released are large enough, then the reverse constraining
force of the comminuted coal and gas against intact surrounding rock is exceeded instantly and burst
coal and gas into the working space of the roadway occurs.

In conclusion, the expansionary evolution of plastic zone ahead of the excavation is the direct
inducement for initiation of coal and gas outburst under disturbance of the external dynamic forces.
It is also the key external factor for coal and gas outburst. The elastic energy and gas energy in the
surrounding rock mass are the energy source for the sustainable development of coal and gas outbursts
after initiation, as well as the key internal inducement of coal and gas outbursts. In other words, if
there are no elastic energy and gas energy, the coal and gas outbursts will not occur, and the rock mass
ahead of an excavation would not have instantaneous expansionary evolution of the plastic zone, i.e.,
with no triggering effect of the expansionary evolution of plastic zone, the coal and gas outbursts will
not occur.

4.2. The Basic Conditions for the Initiation and Development of the Coal and Gas Outburst Induced by the
Expansionary Evolution of Plastic Zone

Based on the expansionary evolution of the plastic zone and the physical and mechanical process
of the initiation and development of coal and gas outbursts, the basic conditions for their initiation and
development induced by the expansionary evolution of the plastic zone are as follows:

(1) Trigger condition

The dynamic force source ∆
→

P(t0) produced by the trigger event at time t0 makes the stress

state of the regional static stress field
→

P0(t0) change abruptly. The regional transient stress field
→

P(t1), which is formed during the dynamic adjustment of regional stress field at time t1, satisfies the
following condition,

→

P0(t0) + ∆
→

P(t0)→
→

P(t1) ∆t = t1 − t0 → 0 (2)

(2) The expansion condition of the failed zone

The expansionary evolution of the plastic zone of surrounding rock mass with a certain strength

mainly depends on the regional static stress field
→

P0(t0), dynamic force ∆
→

P(t0), and regional transient

stress field
→

P(t1). Under the trigger event, the regional transient stress field
→

P(t1) must satisfy that
a plastic failure with a range of ∆V is regenerated in the surrounding rock, which can be expressed
as follows:

∆V = V
[
→

P(t1)
]
−V

[
→

P0(t0)
]
> 0 (3)

where V
[
→

P(t1)
]

is the failed range of the surrounding rock mass ahead of the excavation under the

action of
→

P(t1), and V
[
→

P0(t0)
]

is the failed range of the surrounding rock mass under the action of
→

P0(t0). V
[
→

P(t1)
]

has to be formed by rapidly expansionary evolution from V
[
→

P0(t0)
]

in a short period

of time, i.e., V
[
→

P(t1)
]

is formed instantly.

(3) The stress-strength condition

Before the trigger event occurs, if the stress value of
→

P0(t0) is higher than the peak strength of the
surrounding rock mass in this region, the surrounding rock mass around the roadway will all be in a

state of plastic failure. Obviously, when V
[
→

P0(t0)
]

tends to infinity, ∆V does not exist, and there will be

no regional transient stress field
→

P(t1) that satisfies condition (3). Therefore, the value of regional static
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stress field
→

P0(t0) is expected to be large so that the surrounding rock mass is in the plastic failure state.

At the same time,
→

P0(t0) should be less than the ultimate stress, which completely fails the surrounding
rock mass. This can be expressed as:

0 < V
[
→

P0(t0)
]
< +∞ (4)

(4) The angle condition

The direction of the regional stress field affects the plastic zone of the rock mass ahead of the
excavation face. The generation, location, and size of ∆V are closely related to the direction of principal

stress of the regional transient stress field
→

P(t1). The direction of principle stress
→

P(t1) must satisfy
that ∆V generates in the coal seam of the excavation. Therefore, the maximum and minimum principal

stresses of
→

P(t1) should be within the vertical cross section of the roadway. The angle α between the
maximum principal stress field and the direction perpendicular to the coal seam is:

α = 45◦ ±ω (5)

where ω = 0◦ ∼ 10◦.

(5) The energy condition

From the perspective of energy, coal and gas outburst energy mainly include the elastic potential
energy E1 and gas internal energy E2 in coal and rock mass. During coal and gas outbursts, these
energies are transformed into the following four parts: Work done on crushing coal: W1, work done to
overcome the resistance W2, work done by the comminuted coal travelling in the roadway W3, and
the energy Ex, including friction heat, vibration, and sound energy generated by coal bumping into
the sidewall of the roadway, steel sets, and other obstacles [6]. For a specific project, given certain
parameters of coal and rock mass and gas, after four conditions described above are met, the larger the
expansionary evolution range of the plastic zone ∆V, the more elastic energy and gas energy release

and the higher the risk of outburst. Under the action of the regional transient stress field
→

P(t1), the
following energy condition has to be met:

E1+E2 ≥W1+W2+W3+Ex (6)

The above five conditions are necessary to trigger coal and gas outbursts induced by expansionary
evolution of the plastic zone. When the five conditions are simultaneously satisfied, it will be sufficient
for coal and gas outburst. At the same time, Conditions (1)–(4) are necessary and sufficient for the
key external factors of the instantaneous expansionary evolution of plastic zone. They are also the
conditions for initiation of outburst. It is noted that the key internal factors, the elastic energy, and gas
energy existing in the surrounding rock mass must satisfy condition (5) to trigger the outburst.

5. Conclusions

(1) The numerical modelling was carried out to analyze the evolution of the plastic zone ahead of an
excavation face with the change of the direction and magnitude of the regional pre-mining stress
field. With the increase of the angle α formed by P01 and Z axes, the range of the plastic zone V
ahead of the excavation face increased at first and then decreased, approximately complying with
Gaussian distribution with peak value when α = 50◦. With the increase of the value of P01, the
range V had two stages: (I) The linear growth stage and (II) the exponential growth stage.

(2) A mechanical analysis model for the expansionary evolution process of plastic zone ahead of
excavation face was constructed, and the expansionary evolution characteristics of plastic zone
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were analyzed. The model consisted of dynamic force source ∆
→

P , the regional static stress field
→

P0, the regional transient stress field
→

P , the roadway, and the coal and rock mass containing gas.
The whole model can be divided into two submechanical models: The anterior plastic zone model

and the transient plastic zone model. When the regional static stress field
→

P0 was the same, the

external dynamic force field ∆
→

P was the key factor affecting the development of the plastic zone.

When the regional static stress field
→

P0 was different, the plastic zone extended in different ranges
even if the external dynamic force was the same. Under the action of the different static stress
fields and dynamic forces, the expanded range of the plastic zone had a significant difference. For
a certain regional static stress field, even small external dynamic forces can cause a wide extended
range of the plastic zone.

(3) The physical and mechanical process and the basic conditions for the initiation and development
of coal and gas outburst induced by the extension of plastic zone are discussed. The expansionary
evolution of the plastic zone ahead of the roadway was the direct cause for the initiation of the coal
and gas outburst under the disturbance of the external dynamic forces. The elastic energy and gas
energy in the surrounding rock mass were the energy sources for the sustainable development of
coal and gas outbursts after initiation. To trigger coal and gas outbursts, five conditions have to
be met: Trigger condition, expansion condition of the failed zone, stress-strength condition, angle
condition, and energy condition.
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