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Abstract: Water–gas displacement occurring during the drainage of water-soaked goafs facilitates
the oxidation of water-soaked coal. The characteristics of oxygen migration and the oxidation and
spontaneous combustion (SC) of soaked residual coal during goaf drainage were explored through
laboratory research, water drainage simulation and on-site measurement. The results reveal that
compared with raw coal samples, the amount and rate of gas products of water-soaked coal samples
are higher in the heating oxidation process, demonstrating a strengthened spontaneous combustion
(SC) propensity. Its cross-point temperature falls and the apparent activation energy decreases by
1.43–8.75%, that is, the soaked coal sample is easier to spontaneously combust during the drainage
of water-soaked goafs. Through simulation, it is found that after water is drained, air leakage in
the goaf is significantly intensified, and the pressure difference inside and outside the goaf reaches
498 Pa. By taking the air inlet roadway as the air leakage point for fitting, it is found that the oxygen
concentration in the air leakage range increases to 18% during water drainage. The simulation results
are basically consistent with the on-site measurement. The on-site monitoring result shows that
during water drainage of 7225 goaf in Qinan Coal Mine, water-immersed coal is more prone to
spontaneous combustion, and air leakage leads to low-temperature oxidation of water-immersed coal,
which increases the on-site temperature rapidly and increases the risk of spontaneous combustion
in the goaf. With respect to water drainage in the goaf, an optimization measure of fixed-point and
quantitative nitrogen injection during water drainage was put forward on site.

Keywords: goaf; water-soaked coal; spontaneous combustion characteristics; simulation test;
drainage of goaf

1. Introduction

Fires caused by spontaneous coal combustion have long been one of China’s worst
mine disasters [1,2]. Before the mining of a lower horizontal coal seam, water exploration
and drainage should be carried out on the goaf of the overlying coal seam [3]. During the
drainage period, the water release promotes a pressure difference between the inside and
outside of the goaf, and then causes the external air to enter the goaf along the air leakage
channel, resulting in water–gas displacement [4]. After long-term soaking and air drying,
the residual coal in the goaf will produce new pores and cracks, the number of pores and
cracks will increase, and the physical structure will change [5]. On the other hand, after the
residual coal is immersed in water for a period of time, the swelling effect makes the coal
body expand, and the soluble substances in the coal gradually dissolve under the action
of water, leading to a change of chemical composition, which changes the oxidation rate
and combustion rate of the coal body in the heating process of spontaneous combustion [6].
After long-term immersion, when the residual coal is exposed to the air, the volume fraction
of accessible oxygen keeps rising, and with the temperature of the goaf gradually rising,
the residual coal is prone to spontaneous combustion, thus causing more serious coal mine
fire hazard [7].
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Coal spontaneous combustion is a process of intense oxidation reaction between coal
and oxygen after crushing [8]. The active parts inside the crushed coal first cause physical
and chemical adsorption processes in the external environment, resulting in the release
of heat. The generation and accumulation of heat lead to an increase in the tempera-
ture of the coal, which accelerates the oxidation process and releases more heat. Finally,
reaching the ignition point, the coal spontaneously combusts [9]. It is generally believed
that the higher the spontaneous combustion tendency of coal, the higher the risk of coal
spontaneous combustion. However, in recent years, production practice has found that
although coal has a low tendency to spontaneously combust in many mining areas, coal
immersed in water for a long time is prone to spontaneous combustion after natural air
drying [10]. There is an increasing number of studies on this phenomenon, and many
investigations have been carried out by relevant scholars. Reich et al. [11] studied the
changes of fractal structure on the surfaces of wet coal and dry coal, and found that external
water enlarged coal pores and hence expanded the contact area of coal with oxygen, thereby
accelerating coal SC. Norinaga et al. [12] studied the pore structure changes of flooded coal
and found that the specific surface area of water-leaching coal increased by 1.6–2.7 times
compared with raw coal. Robyn Fry et al. [13] found that the swelling phenomenon was pos-
itively correlated with water absorption through the observation of coal swelling in water.
Hodges et al. [14] studied the influence of moisture content on the heating rate of coal
spontaneous combustion, and the results showed that the heating rate of coal increased
with the increase of air humidity and moisture content in coal. Kucuk et al. [15] investi-
gated the effect of moisture content on the tendency of coal to spontaneously combust
and believed that the tendency to spontaneously combust improved with the increase of
air moisture content. The results showed that the pores of the coal body with long-term
water immersion were more developed, the contact area between coal and oxygen was
increased, and the oxidation rate of coal in the heat accumulation stage of low temperature
spontaneous combustion was improved.

In terms of the changes in SC characteristics of water-soaked and air-dried coal,
Sun et al. [16] studied the types of gases produced by coal samples with different meta-
morphic degrees during low-temperature oxidation. Their research results suggested that
compared with raw coal, the samples that had been soaked for a long time consumed
more oxygen at a higher rate and generated more gas products. Wen et al. [17] studied
the SC hazard of secondary oxidation of water-soaked coal and found that compared with
raw coal, it consumed oxygen and generated characteristic gases faster and had a higher
ultimate heat release intensity during SC. Tang et al. [18] explored the variations of the
microstructure and SC characteristics of different bituminous coals after long-term soaking,
and reached the conclusion that soaked coal corresponded to a lower activation energy
and a higher heat release amount during low-temperature oxidation, that is, water soaking
enhanced the SC hazard. Wang et al. [19] investigated the SC law of residual coal during
water drainage in the goaf and disclosed that water–gas replacement was likely to occur
in this process, hence raising the SC hazard of residual coal. Scholars have injected a
proper amount of nitrogen into goafs by “water–gas replacement” [20] to ensure a positive
pressure difference, so as to cut off the air leakage channels for oxygen supply in goafs and
prevent SC [21].

In summary, at present, scholars have explored the SC characteristics of water-soaked
and air-dried coal in goafs [22]. However, for the study on the law of spontaneous com-
bustion of residual coal after drainage of a water-soaked goaf, most scholars analyze the
influence of water-soaked coal on spontaneous combustion characteristics by soaking coal
for different durations in the laboratory. There is a lack of research on on-site water-soaked
coal. Furthermore, most studies focused on laboratory research failed to carry out actual
observation in the field or to combine experimental research with field tests. Therefore,
we carried out an in-depth study on mine water soaked coal samples. Through similar
simulation and field measurement, we studied whether the spontaneous combustion risk
of residual coal increased in the process of water drainage in goaf [23].
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In this study, the SC characteristics of the raw coal samples from Qinan (QN) 72 coal,
Xutuan (XT) 32 coal, Guobei (GB) 8 coal and the corresponding coal samples soaked with
distilled water and mine water for different times were investigated respectively through
thermal analysis experiments and temperature-programmed experiments. In addition, the
variations of SC hazardous area during drainage were explored by establishing a simulation
test system for goaf drainage in the laboratory. Furthermore, a monitoring system for the
oxidation process of residual coal during goaf drainage was established at the coal mine
site. With reference to the simulation results, the fire prevention and extinguishing measure
in goafs was optimized. The research results provide insights for grasping the variations of
internal SC hazardous area during goaf drainage and optimizing the fire prevention and
extinguishing measures.

2. Study on the SC Characteristics of Soaked Coal

To study how water soaking and air-drying influence the SC characteristics of coal, the
research objects used in this study were raw coal from the 72 coal of QN Coal Mine in Anhui
Province, the 32 coal of XT Coal Mine in Anhui Province, and the 8 coal of GB Coal Mine
in Anhui Province, China. The research cycle was a month, the coal samples were soaked
in distilled water for 30 days and mine water for 60 days. Afterwards, the changes in
parameters for SC characteristics in their oxidation process were tested by thermal analysis
and low-temperature oxidation experiments, and the results were analyzed accordingly.

2.1. Experimental Coal Samples and Methods
2.1.1. Collection and Preparation of Coal Samples

Coal samples were taken from the 7227 recovery face of QN Coal Mine, the 3238
heading face of XT Coal Mine and the 8204 air roadway of GB Coal Mine. The results
of proximate analysis on these three raw coals are given in Table 1. The coal samples
were collected on site, sealed, stored and transported to the laboratory. After having their
outer layers removed, they were ground and screened into coal powder with particle sizes
of 0.180–0.425 mm and below 0.074 mm, respectively. The coal samples were used for
thermogravimetric experiment and low temperature oxidation experiment. Subsequently,
they were soaked in distilled water and mine water for 30 days and 60 days, respectively,
and then were dried in a vacuum for experiment. Raw coal samples were numbered as
QN-0, XT-0 and GB-0, respectively. The coal samples soaked in distilled water and mine
water for 30 days and 60 days were marked as QN-D30, QN-D60, XT-D30, XT-D60, GB-D30,
GB-D60, QN-M30, QN-M60, XT-M30, XT-M60, GB-M30 and GB-M60, respectively.

Table 1. Results of proximate analysis on coal samples.

Coal Sample Moisture Mad (%) Volatile Matter Vad (%) Volatile Matter on the Dry Ash-Free Basis Vdaf (%) True Density ρ (g/cm3) Coal Quality

QN raw coal 1.65 27.58 35.68 1.45 1/3 coking coal
XT raw coal 1.16 33.13 36.55 1.31 1/3 coking coal
GB raw coal 0.88 18.16 23.61 1.50 Coking coal

2.1.2. Experiments on Oxidation Kinetics of Coal

Thermogravimetric experiments were performed on the 15 types of coal powder with a
particle size below 0.074 mm by an HCT-4 comprehensive thermal analyzer. The parameters
were as follows: coal sample mass for each experiment 10 mg; air inlet flow 50 mL/min;
heating rates for each type of coal sample 5 ◦C/min, 10 ◦C/min, 15 ◦C/min, 20 ◦C/min,
25 ◦C/min and 30 ◦C/min, respectively; and heating range of 105–950 ◦C [24].

The experimental data of the 15 types of coal samples at different heating rates were
analyzed, processed and calculated by the Ozawa-Flynn-Wall (OFW) method [25]. The
variations of activation average energy Ea and average pre-exponential factor A of raw coal
samples and coal samples soaked under different conditions were contrastively analyzed.

The OFW method, which is based on Doyle approximation [26], is applicable to the
calculation of kinetic parameters of non-isothermal solid-phase substances with the aid of a
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series of experimental results at different heating rates. It can yield reliable results without
knowing the reaction mechanism. Its Arrhenius formula is:

ln(βi) = ln
(

AEa

Rg(α)

)
− 5.3305− 1.052

Ea

RTαi
(1)

where subscripts i and α are the heating rate and conversion degree of reaction, respec-
tively, and g(α) is a constant at a given conversion degree α. For the first-order reaction,
g(α) =−ln(1−α). ln(βi)− 1000/Tαi can be fitted by this formula, and the fitting results satisfy
a linear regression equation [27]. The activation energy Ea and the pre-exponential factor A can
be calculated through the slope and intercept of the linear regression equation, respectively.

2.1.3. Experiments on Low-Temperature Oxidation of Coal

Low-temperature oxidation experiments were performed on 15 types of coal powder
with a particle size of 0.180–0.425 mm, respectively, with the aid of a ZRJ-II device (data
error value is 1%) for measuring coal SC characteristics. The parameters were as follows:
coal mass for each experiment 40 g, heating rate 0.5 ◦C/min, and dry air continuously
introduced at 50 mL/min. A stable heating rate ensured that the coal sample in the sample
tank was evenly heated. The composition of outlet gas was analyzed every 20 min until the
coal sample was heated to 250 ◦C at the end of experiment. The cross-point temperature
(CPT) in the oxidation-induced temperature rise characteristic curves, the volume fractions
of oxygen at the outlet of the sample tank at 70 ◦C and the oxygen consumption rate were
fitted by the test method of oxidation kinetics because the oxidation at low temperature
(T ≤ 70 ◦C) is the key process on researching the coal spontaneous combustion.

2.2. Change Law of SC Characteristics of Water-Soaked Coal
2.2.1. Analysis on the Changes in Oxidation Kinetic Characteristics

With QN coal samples as an example, the thermal analysis fitting results of raw coal
and water-soaked coal obtained by the OFW method are shown in Figure 1, which satisfy
linear regression equations. The average apparent activation energy and pre-exponential
factor values of coal samples under different heating rates were calculated by the slopes
and the intercepts, respectively. The apparent activation energies and pre-exponential
factors of coal samples under different conversion rates are listed in Table 2.

Table 2. Average values of the activation energy and pre-exponential factor of raw coal and water-
soaked coal samples.

Coal Sample
QN Average Value XT Average Value WB Average Value

Ea (kJ mol−1) A (min−1) Ea (kJ mol−1) A (min−1) Ea (kJ mol−1) A (min−1)

Raw coal 85.48 3,186,352 84.15 1,603,935 86.34 502,540
Soaked in distilled water for 30 d 84.26 2,381,255 78.61 559,647 81.66 283,541

Soaked in mine water for 30 d 83.75 4,582,222 83.00 445,298 81.00 199,779
Soaked in distilled water for 60 d 80.29 823,409 76.79 392,273 79.79 245,456

Soaked in mine water for 60 d 81.04 1,147,829 78.33 392,709 79.78 243,484

With QN coal samples as an example, the average values of apparent activation en-
ergy Ea of raw coal, QN-M60 coal and QN-D60 coal were 85.48 kJ/mol, 81.04 kJ/mol and
80.29 kJ/mol, and their average values of pre-exponential factor A were 3,186,352 min−1,
1,147,829 min−1 and 823,409 min−1, respectively. After 60 days of soaking, the apparent
activation energy Ea and pre-exponential factor A fell significantly, especially for the QN-
D60 coal. The analysis showed that the pore structure of the water-immersed coal sample
changed, the number of pores increased, and the cracks became more developed, which
is conducive to the oxidation of coal. Meanwhile, the water-immersed process led to the
increase of the number and activity of oxygen-containing functional groups on the surface
of coal, so the reaction rate of the water-immersed coal sample was higher than that of the
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raw coal sample. According to Table 2, within 60 days of the research period, the longer
the soaking time was, the smaller the apparent activation energy Ea was. In this case, less
energy was required for coal SC, and the SC hazard was higher.
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2.2.2. Analysis on Low-Temperature Oxidation Experiment Results

To explore the change law of oxidation products of water-soaked coal, change curves
of CO and C2H4 generation with temperature in the oxidation process were obtained by
low-temperature oxidation experiments on the 15 coal samples (Figure 2).

According to Figure 2, compared with raw coal samples, water-soaked and air-dried
coal samples corresponded to higher absolute generation volumes and generation rates
of CO and C2H4 in the low-temperature oxidation process. As the temperature rose, the
volumes of generated indicator gases climbed slowly first and soared later. The low-
temperature oxidation property of coal samples gradually strengthened with the passage of
soaking time. The coal samples soaked in mine water were of the strongest low-temperature
oxidation properties, followed by those soaked in distilled water.
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The oxygen volume fractions, oxygen consumption rates and CPTs at the outlet of the
sample tank at 70 ◦C were obtained by fitting the low-temperature oxidation characteristic
curves of 15 coal samples (Table 3). A contrastive analysis showed that water-soaked coal
samples consumed more oxygen in the oxidation process than raw coal samples. With the
passage of soaking time, the CPT occurred earlier, and the SC propensity strengthened.
Soaking and air drying enhanced the oxidation ability of coal, making it more prone to SC,
especially for coal samples soaked in mine water.

The above experiments show that compared with raw coal, coal that had been soaked
for a long time corresponds to a larger volume of oxygen consumption and gas production
during low-temperature oxidation as well as significantly less energy required for SC.
Therefore, the low-temperature oxidation ability of soaked coal is enhanced, and its SC
propensity increases. By comparing coal samples soaked in mine water and distilled water,
it can be seen that the former oxidizes more intensely than the latter. An analysis explains
that mine water provides a weakly alkaline environment where minerals in coal exchange
more actively with the anions and cations in the solution, and hence more minerals are
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dissolved. The pore-enlarging effect of alkaline water on coal strengthens the oxygen
absorption capacity of coal. Moreover, the contents of aliphatic hydrocarbon groups and
hydroxyl groups in the soaked coal rise. These highly active groups participate in reactions,
release heat, increase the heat release amount during oxidization, reduce the activation
energy and promote coal to heat up and oxidize, thereby enhancing the SC characteristics of
the oxidation of soaked coal [28]. The experiments further verified the SC hazard of soaked
coal. However, at present, the change law of SC hazardous area during goaf drainage
is rarely reported, so a simulation experimental model was established to explore the
characteristics of coal SC during water drainage.

Table 3. Oxygen consumption rates and CPTs of coal samples at 70 ◦C.

Coal Sample Oxygen Concentration at 70 ◦C/% Oxygen Consumption at 70 ◦C 10−9 mol/(m3·s) Tcpt/◦C

QN-0 20.65 717.65 163.2
QN-D30 20.60 770.86 160.8
QN-M30 20.52 824.33 155.4
QN-D60 20.49 932.13 153.7
QN-M60 20.45 1041.05 151.9

XT-0 20.56 200.0 170.3
XT-D30 20.43 250.3 160.6
XT-M30 20.35 300.6 158.5
XT-D60 20.08 362.1 150.4
XT-M60 20.00 422.3 145.4

GB-0 20.50 203.0 180.2
GB-D30 20.18 390.8 170.5
GB-M30 20.25 300.8 175.7
GB-D60 20.13 420.2 150.1
GB-M60 20.10 450.0 145.5

3. Simulation Tests for SC Characteristics during Goaf Drainage
3.1. Establishment of a Test System for Goaf Drainage

The strike and dip of the 7225 goaf in QN Coal Mine are about 1300 m × 180 m in
size, the average mining height is 3 m, and the overburden collapse zone is 12 m high.
The ponding areas are 33,419 m3 in total. According to the volume similarity scale by the
similarity criterion, it is concluded that the volume of water to be injected into the test
model is 36 L.

λl =
l
l′

; λA =
l2

l′2
= λ2

l ; λV =
l3

l′3
= λ3

l (2)

where l is the corresponding length dimension (m), λl is the length ratio, λA is the area
ratio, λV is the volume ratio.

According to the calculation of this proportion, the goaf model volume is 3.6 m3. Consider-
ing the limitations of the test site and the simulation accuracy, the goaf model volume is finally
0.15 m3 after being reduced by 1:25 on the basis of this size. The volume of the goaf model is
0.15 m3 and the overall size is determined as length ×width × height = 1 m × 0.5 m × 0.3 m.

The goaf drainage test system consists of two parts, i.e., a main body and a cover plate
(Figure 3). The main body is equipped with drainage holes, air inlets, gas collect hole and
nitrogen injection holes, and the cover plate contains pressure taps. All the holes are equipped
with a control valve, and the two parts are firmly connected by bolts. Three drainage holes
(spacing 0.1 m) are arranged at the lower part of the main body to control the drainage flow.
One gas collect hole and twelve gas intake points (spacing 0.2 m × 0.15 m) are set on the side of
the main body to collect internal gas during the drainage of the test system. Air inlets (spacing
of 0.4 m) are distributed on the other side of the main body, set on the left and right respectively,
to leak air into the system during drainage. Three nitrogen injection holes (spacing 0.1 m) are
arranged in the upper section of the opposite side of the drainage holes to inject nitrogen into
the system during drainage. Six pressure taps (spacing 0.4 m × 0.3 m) are arranged in the cover
plate to monitor the pressure variation inside the test system during drainage.
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Figure 3. Test system for goaf drainage.

At a height of 5 cm from the bottom, 5 cm thick coal blocks with different particle sizes
were filled as residual coal. The actual piling state of coal and rock in goafs on the coal mine
site was simulated by stacking coal blocks and rocks with different sizes. The void ratio of
the caving coal and rock mass in the goaf gradually decreases from the surrounding to the
center, satisfying the “O” ring theory of goaf [29]. In addition, twelve gas intake points were
arranged at a height of 0.2 m from the model bottom, with a spacing of 0.2 m × 0.15 m. These
gas intake points were fixed with copper pipes which extend from the gas intake holes. The
gas intake holes were sealed with highly waterproof latex to avoid air leakage.

3.2. Test on Basic Parameters of the Drainage Test

U-shaped differential pressure gauges were connected to the pressure taps, and the air
leakage at the air inlet was fixed as 0.1 m3/h. During drainage, the pressure difference was
recorded every 30 s. Finally, the variation of the pressure difference in the test system with
the passage of drainage time was obtained through five repeated tests (Figure 4a). Nitrogen
was injected at the flow rates of 4 L/min, 5 L/min and 6 L/min, respectively, to investigate
the variation of pressure difference in the goaf under different nitrogen injection flow rates.
The variation of pressure difference inside and outside the test system was recorded every
30 s (Figure 4b–d).

According to Figure 4a, in the early stage of drainage, the pressure difference between
the inside and outside of the test system jumped and reached the maximum value of
498 Pa. In the middle stage, it first decreased linearly with the decrease of water level. In
the late stage, after the water level became lower than the drainage hole, it dropped to zero
at a certain rate. When nitrogen was injected at a flow rate below 6 L/min, the pressure
difference reached an equilibrium in the middle stage, and air leakage was effectively
alleviated. When nitrogen was injected at 6 L/min, the maximum value of the pressure
difference was 343 Pa. As water drainage continued for 4 min, the pressure difference
reached an equilibrium. After that, the internal pressure of the system was higher than the
external pressure, forming a positive pressure until the end of water drainage. According
to the air inlet flowmeter, the air leakage was zero, indicating that no gas flowed into the
air inlet. Instead, gas flowed out of the air inlet. Therefore, a good fire prevention and
extinguishing effect could be achieved at a nitrogen injection flow of 6 L/min.
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3.3. Simulation of Migration Characteristics of SC Hazardous Area during Goaf Drainage

The SC hazardous area of the recovery face is classified according to the theory of
SC “three zones” [30,31] which is mainly based on the oxygen concentration, with the
temperature as an auxiliary reference. For sealed goafs where the recovery has been
completed, gas in them changes due to water–gas replacement during drainage, failing to
form a rule for classifying SC hazardous area. Considering the above problem, this study
established a rule for classifying SC hazardous area in goafs.

In goafs of the recovery face, the hazardous area is classified based on 10%–18% oxygen
concentration. In sealed goafs, fire prevention measures are taken and a limited amount
of gas enters the air leakage channels. Therefore, with reference to the classification basis
of SC “three zones” in the recovery face and the actual situation of the drainage process
of water-soaked goafs, 6–18% oxygen concentration serves as the classification basis for
SC hazardous area in water-soaked goafs. Areas with an oxygen concentration below 6%
are determined to be in an inert environment, equivalent to the suffocating zone in the
recovery face, belonging to the safe zone. An oxygen concentration over 18% indicates
intensified air leakage in the goaf during drainage, which raises oxygen concentration and
satisfies the conditions for the SC of residual coal, equivalent to the SC zone in the recovery
face. Hence, areas with an oxygen concentration over 18% belong to the influence zone.
For areas with an oxygen concentration of 6–18%, the oxygen concentration gradually rises
during drainage, and the hazard of oxidation and SC exists. Similar to the oxidation zone
of the recovery face, these areas belong to the transition zone.

Before each test, nitrogen was continuously injected into the system at a certain flow
rate for 15 min, after which the valve was closed for 5 min to ensure a complete inerting
effect in the test system. At the beginning of the test, nitrogen was injected from the 1#, 2#
and 3# nitrogen injection holes at 4 L/min, 5 L/min and 6 L/min, respectively. Meanwhile,
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the 1# and 2# air inlets were opened respectively or together. At the 1st min, 3rd min and
5th min of the water drainage process, gas was sampled and marked at different positions
by a gas sampler through the gas sampling pipeline, and then the concentration of the
collected gas was analyzed by a gas chromatographer.

3.3.1. Migration of SC Hazardous Area in the Goaf under Different Air Leakage Channels

According to the on-site measurement of the 7225 working face in QN Coal Mine, air
leakage channels mainly exist in sealing walls. Therefore, simulation tests have explored
the law of internal gas distribution under different air leakage channels (including air inlet
roadway, air return roadway and the sealing walls of air inlet and air return roadways) in
the goaf drainage process. The 1# and 2# air inlets correspond to the sealing walls of air
inlet and return roadways in the 7225 goaf, respectively. The results are shown in Figure 5.
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According to Figure 5a, when the 1# air inlet serves as the air leakage channel on the
same side with the water outlets, in the initial stage of drainage, gas enters the goaf and
migrates along the channels formed between the air leakage outlet and the water outlets.
In the original goaf inert area, the air flow moves and dilutes nitrogen. Gas migrates
and diffuses slowly due to the small void ratio in the goaf center, forming a relatively
obvious safe zone at the water outlets and the middle upper part of the goaf. In the middle
stage, this area gradually shrinks and moves to the deep part of the goaf. In the late stage,
the low-oxygen-concentration area disappears and the oxygen concentration gradually
increases, resulting in a gradual expansion of the transition zone and the influence zone.

According to Figure 5b, when the 2# air inlet serves as the air leakage channel on a
different side from the water outlets, oxygen diffuses relatively uniformly, and the oxygen
diffusion area gradually expands, yet forming a small safe zone. The gas migration from
the air inlet to the water outlets should pass through the whole goaf. Therefore, the oxygen
concentration displays a fan-shaped distribution, and the whole goaf is located in the
transition zone and the influence zone.

According to Figure 5c, when double-channel air leakage is formed by the 1# and 2#
air inlets, in the initial stage of drainage, an obvious safe zone is formed in the goaf center.
Air flow gradually diffuses to the goaf from the upper and lower sides. In the middle
stage, the safe zone gradually moves to the deep part of the goaf with a shrinking area,
while the oxygen diffusion area gradually expands. The transition zone and influence zone
experience obvious migration and diffusion.
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3.3.2. Migration of SC Hazardous Area in the Goaf under Different Nitrogen Injection
Flow Rates

Nitrogen was injected at 4 L/min, 5 L/min and 6 L/min, respectively. A certain
amount of water was injected into the test system. Meanwhile, the 1# air inlet was opened,
and the flow at the 1# nitrogen injection hole was set to 4 L/min, 5 L/min and 6 L/min,
respectively. A group of gas samples at the 12 measuring points in the system were collected
every 2 min to obtain the distribution of oxygen concentration (Figure 6).
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It can be seen from Figure 6a that when nitrogen is injected at 4 L/min, in the initial
stage of drainage, an influence zone is formed at the air inlet, and the oxygen concentration
falls gradually toward the interior of the goaf. In the middle stage, the volume of gas
entering the air inlet gradually decreases, and the nitrogen diffusion area gradually expands,
diluting the oxygen concentration at the air inlet. In the later stage, the water drainage
volume decreases, and the inert effect by nitrogen diffusion becomes more obvious. The
oxygen concentration at the air inlet decreases from 18.9% to 9.9%.

As presented in Figure 6b, when nitrogen is injected at 5 L/min, in the initial stage
of drainage, the oxygen concentration in the middle of the test system is relatively low,
with a minimum value of 3.4%. In the middle stage, the transition zone and influence
zone gradually narrow while the safe zone gradually expands. The goaf boundary has
a larger void ratio than the central area due to its low compaction degree. Hence, gas is
more likely to diffuse along this area, resulting in an O-shaped ring distribution of the
oxygen concentration. In the later stage, the nitrogen volume gradually grows, and the
whole internal environment gradually become inert. This phenomenon disappears.

As illustrated in Figure 6c, when nitrogen is injected at 6 L/min, the oxygen concen-
tration at the 1# inlet decreases from 14.4% to 5.7%. In addition, oxygen diffuses in a small
range in the whole drainage process, and the whole test system is in a safe zone. Figure 6c
also displays a relatively notable nitrogen diffusion effect. In the late stage, the oxygen
concentration in the whole area is below 6%, realizing the purpose of inerting the goaf gas.

3.3.3. Migration of SC Hazardous Area in the Goaf under Different Nitrogen
Injection Positions

Three nitrogen injection holes were arranged at a spacing of 0.1 m. The 1# nitrogen
injection hole was 0.1 m away from the sealing wall. The 1# and 2# air inlets served as
fixed air inlet channels, respectively, and the nitrogen injection flow rate was 6 L/min.
Nitrogen injection positions were changed to investigate their impact on the distribution
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of oxygen concentration in the goaf. By doing so, the optimal nitrogen injection position
could be determined. The test procedure was identical to that in the previous section, and
the oxygen distribution law is shown in Figures 7 and 8.
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It can be seen from Figure 7 that in the initial stage of drainage, gas gradually diffuses
to the deep part of the goaf in a fan-shaped manner. When nitrogen is injected from the 2#
hole, the oxygen concentration at the air inlet falls from 19.0% to 5.6%, and this area changes
from an influence zone to a safe zone. With the continuous injection of nitrogen, the oxygen
concentration in the whole area is lower than 5.6% in the later stage, illustrating an excellent
inerting effect. When nitrogen is injected from the 3# hole, the oxygen concentration at the
1# inlet declines from 13.7% to 5.0%. However, in the later stage, a transition zone with
an oxygen concentration over 6% is formed between the 1# air inlet and the 3# nitrogen
injection hole, because a vortex is formed when air flow and nitrogen intersect in the
O-shaped ring. In summary, when air leaks from the 1# inlet and nitrogen is injected at
6 L/min, the 2# nitrogen injection hole boasts the most significant nitrogen injection effect.
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As shown in Figure 8, the air leakage channel (the 1# and 2# air inlets) has a great
impact on the distribution of oxygen concentration in the goaf. When the nitrogen injection
hole and the air inlet are on the same side, the interaction of air flow migration routes
leads to faster gas diffusion, and the oxygen concentration at the air inlet plunges. When
nitrogen is injected from the 1# hole, the oxygen concentration in the goaf is below 4.7% in
the later stage, and the whole area is in a safe zone, achieving a good nitrogen injection
effect. When nitrogen is injected from the 2# hole, the oxygen concentration at the air inlet
drops from 11.5% to 2.1%. However, in the later stage, a dead angle of gas diffusion is
formed between the water outlets and the air flow channel, resulting in a transition zone
with a high oxygen concentration at the 1# air inlet. When nitrogen is injected from the 3#
hole, the oxygen concentration at the air inlet decreases from 12.9% to 5.1%. In the later
stage, the whole goaf is in a safe zone, demonstrating a notable nitrogen injection effect. In
conclusion, the 3# nitrogen injection hole boasts the best nitrogen injection effect when the
nitrogen injection hole and the air inlet are on the same side.

4. On-Site Test and Analysis on the Nitrogen Injection Effect

The location of the air leakage channel was determined on site with the aid of SF6
tracer gas, and a monitoring system for the oxidation law of residual coal during goaf
drainage was established. The variations of internal air pressure, gas composition and
temperature during the drainage of the water-soaked 7225 goaf in QN Coal Mine were
measured. (The error value of temperature data is 0.4◦C, the error value of pressure data is
18 Pa, the error value of oxygen concentration data is about zero. The data error is small and
can be ignored.) Next, the SC hazardous area was classified according to the monitoring
results. In addition, according to the change characteristics of SC hazardous area during
drainage, a fire prevention and extinguishing technology with quantitative, fixed-point
and accurate nitrogen injection as the main measure was proposed.

4.1. Establishment of the On-Site Monitoring System during Drainage

To verify the changes of SC hazardous area in the goaf, three measuring points were
arranged to monitor the internal parameters of the goaf during the drainage of the 7225 goaf
in QN Coal Mine. The 1# and 2# measuring points were located at 33 m and 400 m on the
return air side respectively, and the 3# measuring point was located at 32.5 m in front of DL8
in the inner section of the 727 floor roadway. The layout and construction process of the
measuring points are shown in Figure 9. Before goaf drainage, SF6 tracer gas was continuously
released from the sealing wall of the 7225 air inlet roadway. The sampled gas was subject to
gas chromatography analysis. The SF6 tracer gas was only detected in the 1# measuring point,
while it was not detected in the 2# and 3# measuring points. The detection results mean that a
certain degree of air leakage existed in the sealing wall of air inlet roadway, and the influence
range of air leakage was between the 1# and 2# measuring points.

4.2. Monitoring and Analysis on Goaf Temperature, Pressure and Gas during Drainage

The variations of pressure, oxygen composition and temperature at the 1#, 2# and 3#
measuring points during the drainage of the water-soaked 7225 goaf were monitored on
site. Moreover, the simulation results were fitted according to the similar proportion of
time. The changes of the measuring points are shown in Figure 10.

As can be observed from Figure 10a, in the process of water drainage, pressures at the
1#, 2# and 3# measuring points all decline, indicating that water–gas replacement in the
goaf leads to an increase in the pressure difference and aggravates air leakage. After the
drainage, the continuous nitrogen injection in the goaf raises the pressures at the boreholes
notably, reducing the pressure difference inside and outside the goaf. With the initial
value of the on-site measured pressure as the reference point, the change in the laboratory
simulated pressure difference was fitted. It is found that the pressure change is basically
consistent with the on-site measurement results.
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As displayed in Figure 10b, during drainage, the oxygen concentrations at the 1#, 2#
and 3# measuring points jumped up to about 19%, especially at the 2# measuring point.
Before drainage, it was in an inert environment. During drainage, the oxygen concentration
increased sharply due to the air leakage in the air inlet roadway, and a small amount of CO
could be detected in the 2# and 3# measuring points, indicating a certain degree of oxidation
in the goaf. After drainage, nitrogen was injected in time so that the oxygen concentration
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returned to a normal value. According to the variation of oxygen concentration in each
measuring point, the air leakage range in the goaf expanded remarkably in the drainage
process. With 10% of the initial oxygen concentration as the reference point, the simulated
average oxygen concentration variations in the air leakage state (Figure 5a) and after
nitrogen injection (Figure 6c) were fitted, and it was found that they varied basically in the
same manner with on-site results.

From Figure 10c, during water drainage, the temperatures at the 1#, 2# and 3# bore-
holes rose. Those at the 1# and 3# boreholes rose slightly, and the residual coal was oxidized
to a certain extent. In contrast, that at the 2# borehole jumped, and the oxidation and temper-
ature increases of residual coal accelerated. Under the influence of water–gas replacement
caused by water drainage, the SC hazardous area in the goaf gradually expanded, and the
temperature remained basically unchanged after nitrogen injection.

5. Discussion
5.1. Evolution Law of SC Hazard of Residual Coal during Goaf Drainage

According to the SC characteristics of water-soaked coal, the water-soaked and air-
dried coal corresponds to a lower apparent activation energy than raw coal. As the soaking
time goes by, the hazard of coal SC rises. Moreover, the soaked and dried coal consumes
more oxygen and generates more gas during low-temperature oxidation, and its CPT
decreases. Water soaking and air drying enhances the oxidation ability of coal. Water–gas
replacement caused by the goaf drainage contributes to the SC of residual coal.

By establishing a model to simulate drainage tests, we determined that the position of
air leakage channels greatly influences the oxygen distribution during goaf drainage. When
the air leakage channel is on the same side of the drainage hole in the goaf, gas mainly
migrates directly to the drainage hole along the sealing wall, and the air leakage channel rarely
influences the central position in the goaf. When the air leakage channel and the drainage
hole are in opposite position, gas gradually migrates through the central position of the goaf,
resulting in a wide influence range, and a wider SC hazardous area. This conclusion fills the
gap in the research on the SC law of residual coal during goaf drainage.

An on-site monitoring of the variations of internal pressure, gas composition and
temperature during the drainage of the water-soaked the 7225 goaf in QN Coal Mine
verified the simulation results. That is, before drainage, a certain air leakage occurs in
the sealing wall due to the pressure difference between the inside and outside of the
sealing wall. During water drainage, an increase in the pressure difference intensifies the
air leakage of the sealing wall and expands the range of air leakage. The goaf, which is
originally in an inert environment, experiences secondary oxidation after the sudden entry
of oxygen, leading to a considerable temperature rise. After the drainage, the continuous
nitrogen injection raises the internal pressure of the goaf and makes the goaf inert, hence
effectively preventing the oxidation of the deep residual coal in the goaf.

5.2. Dynamic Optimization Technology for Nitrogen Injection

Since the air leakage channel, ponding area distribution, ponding volume and nitrogen
injection parameters in mine ponded goafs differ, the simulation and the results of nitrogen
injection parameters of drainage in a single goaf are not applicable to other goafs. The
nitrogen injection for inerting and air leakage alleviation during goaf drainage should be
formulated according to factors such as the ponding characteristics of the goaf. Therefore,
before goaf drainage, the distribution of ponding area and ponding volume in the goaf
should be accurately explored, so as to determine the drainage borehole arrangement
and drainage time and calculate the drainage flow. According to the similar simulation
experiment described in this paper, it can be concluded that the ratio of nitrogen injection
and water discharge is about 1:1. For safety consideration, the ratio of nitrogen injection
and water discharge is increased to 1.5:1. In addition, the gas migration law in the goaf
and the change law of coal SC hazardous area can be analyzed with the aid of a similar
simulation method. On this basis, a preliminary nitrogen injection scheme during drainage
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is formed according to the simulation results. The model parameters can be optimized with
reference to the formed scheme and the on-site measurement results. Subsequently, the
optimal nitrogen injection parameters for the goaf can be determined before the implemen-
tation of water drainage. In addition, during and after drainage, effect-inspecting holes
can be arranged to monitor and analyze the variations of internal pressure and oxygen
concentration in the goaf in real time, and the prevention measures can be flexibly adjusted
according to the variations of internal gas composition and concentration.

6. Conclusions

(1) Compared with raw coal, water-soaked coal requires notably less energy for
spontaneous combustion (SC). The average apparent activation energy Ea of coal soaked
in distilled water for 60 days is 80.29 kJ/mol, 5.19 kJ/mol lower than that of raw coal,
indicating that water soaking promotes the oxidation ability of coal and enhances its SC
propensity. Water-soaked coal consumes more oxygen in the oxidation process, and its
CPT occurs earlier. With the passage of soaking time, the SC propensity of coal increases
significantly. In addition, coal soaked in mine water poses a greater hazard of SC than that
soaked in distilled water [32].

(2) The simulation results show that after water is drained, air leakage in the goaf
significantly intensifies, and the maximum pressure difference inside and outside the goaf
is up to 498 Pa. The water–gas replacement leads to a higher SC hazard of residual coal,
and air leakage in both air inlet and return roadways at the same time have the greatest
impact on the SC hazardous area in the goaf. When air leaks from a single air inlet, the
air leakage at the air inlet opposite to the water outlet has a greater impact on the goaf.
The oxygen concentration of the test system rises to 18% within the influence range of air
leakage in the air inlet roadway during water drainage. Under the condition of 6 L/min
nitrogen injection, the 1# air inlet and the 2# nitrogen injection hole, nitrogen is distributed
the most uniformly in the model, forming a good inert environment.

(3) The variations of internal parameters during the drainage of the water-soaked 7225
goaf in QN Coal Mine were measured on site. The field measurement results show that the
risk of spontaneous combustion of residual coal increases during the water discharge, and
the temperature inside the goaf increases during the water discharge, which is conducive to
the spontaneous combustion of coal. For safety consideration, the ratio of nitrogen injection
and water discharge was increased to 1.5:1. The spontaneous combustion risk of coal left in
the goaf was eliminated by nitrogen injection.
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