
Citation: Xia, Z.; Deng, Z.; Lu, Z.; Ma,

C. Study on the Macro-Fine

Mechanical Behavior of Ore Flow

Based on the Discrete Element

Method. Appl. Sci. 2024, 14, 3457.

https://doi.org/10.3390/

app14083457

Academic Editor: Tiago Miranda

Received: 13 March 2024

Revised: 16 April 2024

Accepted: 17 April 2024

Published: 19 April 2024

Copyright: © 2024 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

applied  
sciences

Article

Study on the Macro-Fine Mechanical Behavior of Ore Flow
Based on the Discrete Element Method
Zhiguo Xia 1,2, Zhe Deng 1, Zengxiang Lu 1,2,* and Chenglong Ma 1

1 School of Mining Engineering, University of Science and Technology Liaoning, Anshan 114051, China;
xzgyy88@163.com (Z.X.); 18070516733@163.com (Z.D.); machenglong1231@163.com (C.M.)

2 Green Mining Engineering Research Center of Metal Mineral Resources of Liaoning Province,
Anshan 114051, China

* Correspondence: zengxiang_lu@sohu.com

Abstract: The mechanical behavior associated with the flow of ore-rock bulk materials is an important
factor leading to the instability and failure of the shaft wall of the ore storage section in ore passes. It is
of great significance for accurately understanding the stability failure characteristics of the shaft wall in
the ore storage section in the ore-drawing process to understand the flow characteristics and internal
mechanical transfer mechanism of ore-rock bulk. The flow characteristics, contact compactness,
stress distribution characteristics, and contact force probability distribution of the ore-rock bulk are
analyzed by the discrete element method, which realizes the quantitative characterization of the
damage degree of ore-rock flow and reveals the damage mechanism of the shaft wall in the storage
section of the ore pass. The results show that (1) in the process of ore-rock particle flow in the ore pass
storage section, the macroscopic flow pattern of ore-rock particles changes from a “—” shape to a “V”
shape, and the friction between ore-rock particles, particles, and the ore-pass wall is an important
reason for the change of the macroscopic flow pattern; (2) the probability distribution of contact force
strength between the particles decreases exponentially in the whole ore-drawing process, in which
the strong force chains play a major role in the stability of the bulk system; and (3) the overpressure
frequency and overpressure coefficient could be used to quantitatively characterize the wall damage
degree under the action of ore-rock flow. The dynamic lateral pressure fluctuates periodically in
exponential form and decreases, and the dynamic load formed by the ore-rock flow mainly acts on
the lower part of the ore storage section.

Keywords: ore storage section of ore passes; discrete element method; ore-rock flow characteristics;
lateral pressure of shaft wall; wall damage degree

1. Introduction

The wear and damage of the ore-pass wall is a common problem in mine production,
which not only reduces the service life of the ore pass but also greatly increases safety
hazards in mine production. The flow characteristics of ore-rock bulk materials (which
consist of different-sized ore-rock blocks) and their accompanying mechanical behavior are
the main causes of the deformation, instability, and collapse of the ore pass [1–3]. Therefore,
it is of great significance to study the distribution law of the main force sources and the
distribution characteristics of the damaged areas, to reveal the wear mechanism and to
ensure the stability of the ore-pass wall.

In order to improve the service life of the ore pass in mines, many scholars have
conducted in-depth research based on the theories of fluid mechanics, contact mechanics,
and ore drawing. For example, Liu et al. [4] established a theoretical equation under the
non-point drawing-point according to the stochastic medium draw theory, taking the draw-
point as the moving boundary based on the fact of the ore-drawing process. Huang et al. [5]
proposed an experimental technique for the impact damage of rock blocks based on an
impact test, which is helpful in analyzing the fragmentation for impact damage of the
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ore-pass wall under impact load. Chi et al. [6] qualitatively analyzed the migration law of
ore-rocks in the ore storage section via the two-dimensional flow network. Zhao et al. [7],
with the help of Hertz contact theory and kinematics theory, conducted the quantitative
characterization of the volume damage of the shaft wall. Jin et al. [8] studied the charac-
teristics of particle percolation from the perspective of ore drawing. Classical mechanics
has made great achievements in the study of ore-rock flow, but in the actual production
process, the complex geological environment and harsh operating conditions of the ore
pass make it difficult to directly analyze the flow characteristics and mechanical behavior
of the stored materials in the ore pass, which affect the normal production of the mine. For
this reason, it is urgent to seek a new method to analyze the ore-rock flow in the storage
section of an ore pass.

With the rise of simulation in engineering mechanics, the discrete element method
(DEM) has become the mainstream method for studying the mechanical behavior of bulk
particles [9]. Many scholars have carried considerable research on discontinuous media
based on the discrete element method. For example, Yang et al. [10] created storage
materials in the ore pass using randomly distributed spheres and irregular polyhedral
and studied the change rule of the impact force on the ore-pass wall and the materials in
the ore pass storage section, as well as the change of the voidage of ore-rock. Sato and
Tang [11] simulated the characteristics of the ore-rock flow in rectangular and vertical
ore passes by using the 3D discrete element method and found that the square-section
ore pass is preferable. Based on the summary of a series of numerical experiments using
the discrete element method, Hadjigeorgiou and Lessard [12] studied the effects of the
ore pass geometry, shape, and size distribution of ore-rock block on the ore-rock flow
in the ore pass. According to the established SRM model, Esmaieli et al. [13] analyzed
the effects of stress–structure interaction on the stability of the ore pass and the ore-rock
impact on the ore-pass wall. Yuan et al. [14], based on the discrete element analysis
method, found that the change in wheat-grain flow mode was the main reason for the arch
formation inside the bulk and the local overpressure on the silo wall. Montellano et al. [15]
analyzed the flow characteristics of glass beads and corn particles in the central unloading
process from the perspectives of flow pattern, packing density, and stress distribution. By
studying the changes in the force chain network, Pengkai et al. [16] analyzed the mechanism
of the influence of the friction coefficient of the silo wall on the lateral pressure of the
silo wall during the discharge of the rectangular hopper. Cheng et al. [17] analyzed the
variation characteristics of the ore-rock block flow field and the mesoscopic-stress field in
the discharge process of a shallow circular silo and explained the mechanical behavior of the
ore-rock fragment on the silo wall from the perspective of the ore-rock flow. Feng et al. [18]
studied the influence of ore-rock flow on the dynamic lateral pressure of the silo wall and
analyzed the stress characteristics of the silo wall under the arch effect during ore drawing.
Pacheco-Martinez et al. [19] studied the flow characteristics of the ore-rock particles inside
the silos under different vibration frequencies and believed that the tangential motion
of the silo wall effectively contained the formation of the Janssen effect. Using physical
experiments and DEM numerical simulations, David Žurovec et al. [20] experimentally
validated the mathematical derivation of Janssen’s theory, providing important information
and insights for the design of storage facilities. Considering the problem of the static
packing assumption of the Janssen model, Windows-Yule et al. [21] explored the stress
redistribution of particles in a container with a laterally moving sidewall, and extended
and improved the model for characterizing the constrained dynamic system. Haiyang
Zhao et al. [22], using the DEM numerical simulation method, studied the static stress
distribution in confined granular columns, and found that the lateral pressure coefficient is
not a constant value that decreases gradually to a constant with the packing depth.

Presently, research on granular flow and other related aspects mainly focuses on grain
silos, storage bins, and the hanging of the ore pass, and few involve the mechanical damage
of the ore-pass wall. Moreover, the existing research still lacks an understanding of the
macro-flow and micromechanical behavior of ore-rock bulk particles. Therefore, this paper
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analyzes the flow characteristics of ore-rock bulk via the discrete element method. On this
basis, the contact density, internal stress distribution, contact force distribution, and so on
are discussed, and the mechanical evolution mechanism of the bulk system and the stress
characteristics of the ore pass of the storage section are revealed in the process of ore-rock
flow, which lays a foundation for future study on the stability of the ore-pass wall.

2. Physical Test
2.1. Determination of Ore-Rock Particle Parameters

The mechanical parameters (such as density, particle size distribution, grading, internal
friction angle, and cohesion) of the ore-rock bulk materials play an important role in the
overall fluidity of the storage materials and the force condition of the ore-pass wall. In
order to ensure the accuracy of the experimental results, waste rock from a certain mine
was crushed and screened into different sizes in the laboratory to keep its mechanical
properties close to the ore-rock bulk in situ. According to the previous studies on the
physical parameters of bulk materials, the bulk density of the broken stones, which was
obtained by the water injection method [23], was 2050 kg/m3. On this basis, the quartering
method was used to scale the building stone samples, the particle size distribution, and the
mass proportion of the scaled samples were obtained by using different grid screens, as
shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Particle size distribution and mass proportion of ore-rock bulks.

Particle size/mm 5~10 10~15 15~20 20~25 25~30

Quality Percentage/% 15 25 30 20 10

Using the slump test device, as shown in Figure 1, the natural repose angle of the
fine-size particle bulk is 38.6◦, and the internal friction angle and cohesion of the ore-rock
bulk are obtained indirectly by measuring the natural repose angle [24].

Appl. Sci. 2024, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 3 of 17 
 

damage of the ore-pass wall. Moreover, the existing research still lacks an understanding 
of the macro-flow and micromechanical behavior of ore-rock bulk particles. Therefore, 
this paper analyzes the flow characteristics of ore-rock bulk via the discrete element 
method. On this basis, the contact density, internal stress distribution, contact force distri-
bution, and so on are discussed, and the mechanical evolution mechanism of the bulk 
system and the stress characteristics of the ore pass of the storage section are revealed in 
the process of ore-rock flow, which lays a foundation for future study on the stability of 
the ore-pass wall. 

2. Physical Test 
2.1. Determination of Ore-Rock Particle Parameters 

The mechanical parameters (such as density, particle size distribution, grading, in-
ternal friction angle, and cohesion) of the ore-rock bulk materials play an important role 
in the overall fluidity of the storage materials and the force condition of the ore-pass wall. 
In order to ensure the accuracy of the experimental results, waste rock from a certain mine 
was crushed and screened into different sizes in the laboratory to keep its mechanical 
properties close to the ore-rock bulk in situ. According to the previous studies on the phys-
ical parameters of bulk materials, the bulk density of the broken stones, which was ob-
tained by the water injection method [23], was 2050 kg/m3. On this basis, the quartering 
method was used to scale the building stone samples, the particle size distribution, and 
the mass proportion of the scaled samples were obtained by using different grid screens, 
as shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. Particle size distribution and mass proportion of ore-rock bulks. 

Particle size/mm 5~10 10~15 15~20 20~25 25~30 
Quality Percentage/% 15 25 30 20 10 

Using the slump test device, as shown in Figure 1, the natural repose angle of the 
fine-size particle bulk is 38.6°, and the internal friction angle and cohesion of the ore-rock 
bulk are obtained indirectly by measuring the natural repose angle [24]. 

 
Figure 1. Slump test device for measuring the natural repose angle of the stone bulk. The green 
arrow in the figure is the pointer of the protractor. 

2.2. Construction of the Central Unloading Model 
Taking the ore pass of an iron mine in Northeast China as an example, the parameters 

of the ore pass storage section are 32 m high and 6 m in diameter, and the parameters of 
the ore-drawing funnel below the storage section are as follows: height—6.4 m, width of 

Figure 1. Slump test device for measuring the natural repose angle of the stone bulk. The green arrow
in the figure is the pointer of the protractor.

2.2. Construction of the Central Unloading Model

Taking the ore pass of an iron mine in Northeast China as an example, the parameters
of the ore pass storage section are 32 m high and 6 m in diameter, and the parameters of
the ore-drawing funnel below the storage section are as follows: height—6.4 m, width of
ore-drawing port—3 m, and sidewall angle—72◦. Combined with the actual geometric
size and production conditions of the ore pass, the geometric similarity ratio of 1:20 was
selected to construct the physical similarity experiment platform. In the physical model,
the ore-pass storage section and the ore-drawing funnel have the same center line; the
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height of the storage section H is 1.6 m, the diameter D is 0.3 m, the height of the funnel h
is 0.32 m, the width of the ore-drawing port A is 0.15 m, and the angle of the funnel side
wall is 72◦, as shown in Figure 2. In addition, before building the model, the inside of the
acrylic silo was polished with sandpaper to simulate the friction effect of the ore pass on
the ore-rock bulk in the process of ore drawing.
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According to the existing research results, for the central drawing model, the lateral
pressure on both sides of the ore-pass wall was not different [25]. Therefore, in this paper,
nine pressure sensors of the type HZC-TD1-30 KG, which is produced by Chengying Sensor
Ltd. in Bengbu City of China, were uniformly arranged on the left side wall along the
geometric center line of the ore pass to record the change in the lateral pressure on the
ore-pass wall in real time.

3. Construction of the Numerical Model
3.1. Determination of the Contact Model and Detailed Parameters

In the two-dimensional simulation of particle flow, particles are usually simplified to
disc-shaped objects, which is the basis of model iterative calculation and the precondition
of mechanical equilibrium. Because the ore-rock particles in nature are mostly irregular
blocks with sharp edges, this will lead to large errors in mechanical simulation calculation
between ore-rock particles. The calculation time can be shortened, and the results can be
achieved close to the irregular block motion, by adjusting the rolling friction coefficient
between the particles and restricting the rotational ability of the particles [26,27]. Based on
this, the anti-rotation linear contact model and the linear contact model built-in PFC were
selected, respectively, for the ore-rock particles and the wall in this paper.

The anti-rotation contact model, which is based on the linear contact model, mainly
considers the effective modulus, the normal and tangential stiffness ratio K*, and the
anti-rotational friction coefficient of the particles. Specifically, the effective modulus of
the ore material in this study is determined to be E* at 350 MPa according to the elastic
modulus, and the normal and tangential stiffness ratio K* is 1.0. The collapse measurement
model established by PFC was used for determining the anti-rotational friction coefficient,
which is based on the same value of the numerical model’s natural repose angle obtained
according to the physical test. After adjusting the anti-rolling friction coefficient and
different mesoscopic parameters many times, the anti-rotational friction coefficient was
finally determined to be 0.7. The established collapse measurement model is shown in
Figure 3, and the mesoscopic parameters are shown in Table 2.
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Table 2. Mesoscopic parameters of the numerical model.

Types Normal Stiff-
ness/(N/m)

Tangential
Stiffness/(N/m)

Ore-Rock Bulk
Density/(kg/m3)

Friction
Coefficient

Anti-Rotation
Friction

Coefficient
Particle Size/m Number of

Particles/N

Ore particles 3.33 × 109 3.33 × 109 2050 0.7 0.7 0.1~0.6 13,468
Wall 3.33 × 109 3.33 × 109 — 0.65 — — —

It should be pointed out that the ore-rock bulk density given in Table 2 is the same as
the physical experimental value. The main reason for this is that the gravity density of the
waste-rock block measured by the laboratory is 3050 kg/m3. According to the loosening
coefficient of 1.50 of the ore-rock bulk provided by the mine, the ore-rock bulk density is
calculated to be 2033 kg/m3 simply by the gravity density of the waste rock being divided
by the loosening coefficient. Considering that there may be some errors in this treatment
method, the ore-rock bulk density is simply adjusted to 2050 kg/m3, as shown in Table 2,
and this is just a coincidence.

3.2. Establishment of the Numerical Model

According to the geometric parameters of the ore pass in situ, as shown in Section 2.2
in this paper, when the numerical model is established, the center of the drawing port is
considered as the coordinate origin, and the total height of the ore storage section and the
ore-drawing funnel is 38.4 m, as shown in Figure 4a. In order to monitor the lateral pressure
of the ore-pass wall, 9 monitoring points, numbered 1–9 from bottom to top, are arranged
along the left shaft wall at 4 m intervals. For observing the flow state of the ore-rock bulk,
the ore-rock particles with different colors are placed in layers every 4 m upward from the
lower to upper in the ore storage section, there are seven layers.

For analyzing the micromechanical changes during the ore-rock bulk flowing in the
ore pass, the ore-rock stress is monitored by the method of measuring the circle [28,29].
A total of 18 columns and 53 measurement circles are arranged in the storage section of
the ore-pass from bottom to top. Columns 1 to 6 are called Group 1; 7 to 12 are named
Group 2; and 13 to 18 are named Group 3. The radius of each measurement circle is set
to 1 m. By using surfer software, the coordination number and internal stress recorded
via the measurement circle were used to draw the stress distribution cloud map in the
Y-direction, so as to quantitatively characterize the micromechanical change characteristics
of the stored ore-rock bulk. By using surfer software, the coordination number and internal
stress recorded by the measurement circle were used to draw the stress distribution cloud
map in the Y-direction so as to quantitatively characterize the micromechanical change
characteristics of the stored ore-rock bulk, as shown in Figure 4b.
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It should be noted that during the physical experiment, the geometric size of the ore
pass and the size of the ore-rock particles in the case mine were scaled according to the
ratio of 1:20. However, in numerical analysis, these were modeled according to the actual
size of the mine, which is very different from the method proposed by Di Renzo, Bierwisch
and Radl et al. [30–32]. The authors’ intention is to verify the consistency of the results of
different methods and to conform to the actual situation of the ore pass in the case mine.

3.3. Reliability Analysis of the Numerical Models

Figure 5 shows the comparison of the static lateral pressures obtained, respectively, by
numerical simulation, the physical similarity experiment, and the theoretical calculation.
The theoretical lateral pressure value of the shaft wall is calculated according to Janssen’s
theory [33].
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Figure 5. Comparison of lateral pressures on ore-pass wall obtained by numerical simulation, physical
test and Janssen theoretical calculation. The green dashed line shows the maximum height of the
ore-rock stored in the ore pass and that in 2D and 3D experiments.

Although this study did not carry out more relevant research based on Janssen theory,
and only compared the lateral pressure calculated results of the Janssen equation with
those of physical experiments and numerical simulations, it can be seen from Figure 5 that
the static lateral pressure values obtained by the three methods have a good consistency.
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Based on the physical similarity experiment, it is found that the maximum errors between
the numerical simulation and the theoretical calculation via the Janssen formula are, respec-
tively, 11.8% and 18.1%; this indicates that the numerical model has a certain reliability in
the process of analyzing the characteristics of the pressure distribution on the side wall of
the ore pass.

Unfortunately, in the physical experiment and numerical simulation, the ore-rock
storage height of the studied ore storage section in the ore pass was limited to 32 m, i.e., the
maximum ore storage height of the ore pass in the case mine site, and the pressure curve
obtained by these two methods did not show the pressure saturation phenomenon.

The pressure fluctuation phenomenon in the experimental curve may be related to the
rotation and mobility of the ore-rock blocks in bulk systems caused by the gravitational
compaction of the stored materials [10,34]. The rotation and mobility of the large and
irregular blocks in the bulk system will change their contact mode (such as point, line,
and surface contact [24]), which results in a decrease in the voidage of the bulk and the
changing of the force transfer effect of granular particles.

4. Flow Characteristics and Stress Distribution of Ore-Rock Bulk
4.1. Flow Characteristics of Ore-Rock Bulk

According to the actual process of ore drawing from the ore pass in the mine, a
numerical simulation of a one-time drawing was carried out. During the ore drawing, the
stored particles leave the ore pass under the action of gravity. When the volume of drawn
ore-rock particles is greater than or equal to 5 m3, the ore drawing is suspended. When the
internal force in the storage bulk reaches a new equilibrium, the one-time ore drawing is
over. Repeating the above process, it is found that the ore-rock particles were completely
drawn out from the ore pass 22 times, and the ore-drawing test is over. When ore drawing
for the 21st time, the ore-rock particles near the pressure measuring point of No. 1 have
been drawn out; therefore, Figure 6 shows the macroscopic flow characteristics of ore-rock
for ore drawing 0~20 times.
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drawing begin; (b) Ore drawing for 5 times; (c) Ore drawing for 10 times; (d) Ore drawing for 15 times
and (e) Ore drawing for 20 times.

Before the ore drawing begins, because the stress between the ore-rock particles is
in a state of equilibrium, there is no movement trend of rotation, slide, slip, etc., and the
ore-rock particles keep the original spatial shape and arrangement mode and distribute
uniformly in the ore pass storage section. Each layer of labeling particles is distributed as a
“—” shape.

At the beginning of the ore drawing, the ore-rock at the ore-drawing port is drawn out
first and releases a certain space. Due to the influence of the interaction force between the
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particles and the friction resistance of the shaft wall, the velocity of the ore-rock decreases
with the increase in the distance from the ore-drawing port. As a result, the ore-rock flowing
inside the ore pass and the funnel presents the characteristics of high velocity of the ore-rock
near the geometric center of the storage section; the low velocity of them near the shaft
wall; and leads the labeling-particle layers distributed as a “U” shape. The distribution of
labeling-particle layers within the height range of 0 m~10 m in the upper storage section of
the drawing funnel is in the transition from a “—” shape to a “U” shape, but within the
height range of 10 m~24 m, they are still distributed in the character similar to a “—” shape.
With the increase in the ore-drawing times, the “U”-shaped distribution characteristics of
each labeling layer become more and more obvious. Due to the influence of the interaction
force between the ore-pass wall and the ore-rock particles inside the drawing funnel, and
the extra boundary constraints by the funnel, the shape of the labeling layer leads to a
change from a “U” to a “V” distribution. Finally, the labeling particles layer is drawn out
from the funnel as a “V”-shape flow characteristic.

4.2. Stress Distribution of the Ore-Rock Bulk
4.2.1. Contact Density of Ore-Rock Bulk

The coordination number (Zi) is the average contact number between the particles
of the ore-rock bulk, which reflects the quality and density of the internal contact of ore-
rock particles to a certain extent. Therefore, the evolution law of internal micromechanics
in ore-rock particles’ flow process can be directly studied by analyzing the coordination
number [35]. The formula for calculating coordination number is as follows [36]:

Zi =
2NC
NP

(1)

where NC is the actual contact number of bulk particles (normal contact force is greater
than 0) and NP is the total number of particles in the bulk.

It should be noted that when the number of contacts of a single particle is only 1,
or there is no other particle in contact with it, it is considered that this particle has no
contribution to the micromechanics of the entire particle system and should be ignored. In
order to facilitate the statistics of the coordination number changes in each labeling layer,
the average value of the coordination number Za is introduced, and its calculation formula
is as follows:

Za =

3
∑

i=1
Zi

3
(2)

According to the coordination Za obtained by the monitoring during the numerical
simulation, the change curve of the average value of the labeling-particle layer at different
ore-drawing times was drawn, as shown in Figure 7. The coordination numbers monitored
by 1~6 measurement circles were divided into Group 1, those measured by 7~12 were
divided into Group 2, and those measured by 13~18 were divided into Group 3.

It can be seen from Figure 7 that the average coordination numbers at different po-
sitions in the ore-rock bulk are different to some extent during the whole ore-drawing
process—the closer to the bottom of the ore pass, the greater the average coordination
number, which also indicates that the ore-rock bulk is more compact. This phenomenon
reflects the influence of the action of ore-rock particles’ gravity.

It can also be seen from Figure 7, that before the ore drawing begins, the average
coordination number of Groups 1 to 3 is about 3.84~4.15, 3.72~3.2~4.05, and 3.21~3.68,
respectively. The change relationship of the coordination numbers of different groups
is Group 3 > Group 2 > Group 1, while the corresponding coordination number of each
group has the opposite fluctuation rule. When the ore-rock was drawn five times, the
coordination numbers of Group 1 gradually increased from 3.41 to 3.87, that of Group 2
fluctuated to decrease and was similar to the change rule of the coordination numbers
without ore drawing, and that of Group 3 decreased rapidly from 3.54 to 0. When ore
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drawing 10 times, the coordination numbers of Group 1 increased from 3.44 to 3.85, and
those of Group 2 and Group 3 decreased exponentially with the increase in the number of
measurement circles and finally stabilized at about 0. With the increase in the ore-drawing
times, the change rule of the coordination numbers of each group is almost consistent,
decreasing exponentially to 0.
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Figure 7. Distribution pattern of coordination numbers inside the ore-rock bulk under different
ore-drawing times.

According to the above analysis, it can be seen that due to the effect of the inertia force
generated by the particles flowing and the bulk gravity of ore-rock bulk in the range of
Groups 2 and 3 during the entire ore-drawing process, the ore-rock particles’ coordination
numbers in the range of the measurement circles of Group 1 fluctuate and then decrease.
This indicates that the ore-rock particles in this region tend to have a state of compact
contact with high contact strength compared to that of loose contact with small contact
strength. Affected by the ore-rock drawing out, the coordination number of Group 2 is
lower than that of Group 1, the ore-rock particles move toward having a dense contact
strength with high strength from having loose contact with low strength, but the degree
is not as high as that of Group 1. The coordination number of Group 3 was affected by
the ore drawing (the height of the stored ore-rock declined and there were no ore-rock
particles above Group 3), and the coordination numbers gradually decreased after the ore
drawing began.

4.2.2. Stress Distribution Characteristics of Ore-Rock Bulk

A stress distribution nephogram is a common method used to intuitively analyze
the characteristics of stress changes within the bulk [28]. During stress monitoring, stress
measurement circles are arranged on the surface of ore-rock particles for stress monitoring
and surfer software is used to draw the monitored stress data into a stress cloud map.
According to the data gained by the stress measurement circle, the stress distribution
nephogram is shown in Figure 8.

It can be seen from Figure 8 that, before the ore drawing begins, the ore-rock bulk has
a large stress concentration phenomenon in the range of 0–16 m, and the stress increases
with the increase in the shaft depth. When the ore-rock was drawn 5 times, the stress
value of the ore-rock in the ore pass decreased to a different degree—that is, the high-stress
(blue part) area decreased. this indicates that the decrease in the amount of ore-rock in the
storage section is the main reason for the stress change and the area decrease in the high
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stress. With the increase in the ore-drawing times, the total amount of ore-rock in the ore
pass is constantly decreasing, and the high-stress concentration area is gradually reduced
to the drawing funnel from the range of 0–16 m. When the ore-rock in the storage section
is completely moved into the drawing funnel, the high-stress area in the storage section
completely disappears.
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compressive stress obtained in the PFC numerical simulation is negative, and the tensile stress is
positive [28]. The greater the compressive stress, the brighter the blue and purple color, indicating
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It is worth noting that in the entire process of ore drawing, although the range of the
high-stress concentration area in the ore storage section continues to decrease with the
ore-rock drawing out, the storage section in the range of 0~16 m and the drawing funnel
are the main areas of high-stress concentration. As a result, the ore-pass wall in this area
would bear a larger stress, making it easy to produce a large number of fine cracks and
causing damage to the ore-pass wall.

4.2.3. Contact Force Evolution Characteristics of Ore-Rock Bulk

As a macroscopic expression of microscopic contact force, the force chain can reflect
the microscopic mechanical behavior of ore-rock particles [10,37]. However, due to the
inhomogeneity of the spatial distribution of contact force between the ore-rock particles,
it is very challenging to directly characterize the evolution of the contact force network
quantitatively, and the application of a contact force probability distribution curve can
reflect the distribution of the contact force between particles from the perspective of contact
force [38]. Taking the total contact force F between particles as an example, the normal
and tangential contact force vector and average contact force ⟨ fn⟩ of any particle i in the
ore-rock particle system are normalized. The calculation formula is as follows [39]:

f =
F

⟨ fn⟩
(3)

where f is the normalized processing result of the total contact force, ⟨ fn⟩ is the average
contact force, ⟨ fn⟩ = ∑Ni

i=1 F
/

Ni, i is the random particle number, and Ni is the total number
of particles.

In the process of studying the macro- and micromechanical variation characteristics
of ore-rock bulk, the normalization treatment of the resultant force is used to quantita-
tively analyze the contact force distribution characteristics inside the bulk [23]. Based on
Formula (3), Figure 9 shows the probability distribution curve of the contact force between
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ore-rock particles. The horizontal coordinate, which is divided into several intervals at 0.5
intervals, is the normalized result of the total contact force f, and the numbers of contact
forces in each interval are calculated respectively. The ordinate reflects the normalized
result of the contact force strength, which represents the percentage of the number of
contact forces P(f ) in the f interval of the total number of contact forces.
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Figure 9. Probability distribution of contact force for the bulk system at different ore-drawing times.

There are five curves in Figure 9, which represent, respectively, the change charac-
teristics of contact force before the ore drawing begins and when the ore draws 5, 10, 15,
and 20 times. It can be seen from the probability distribution of contact force strength in
Figure 9 that the contact force strength accounts for 85% in the range of 0.0~2.0, while it
accounts for less than 15% in the range of 2.0~7.0. This shows that the weak force chains
are the main component, while the strong force chain is the important component of the
force chain network, and the strong and weak force chains are interwoven to form the force
chain network, which maintains the stability of the whole bulk system. At the same time,
with the increase in ore-drawing times, the force chains in the whole bulk system continue
to break and recombine under the action of the tangential forces, and the proportion of
weak force chains decreases exponentially, while that of strong chains tends to be stable.
This indicates that the ore-rock particles contained in the weak force chain contribute little
to the stability of the whole system, while those in the strong force chain play an important
role in the stability of the whole system.

It is found that after normalization, the distribution of contact force strength between
ore-rock particles decreased exponentially, which indicates that the ore-rock flow in the
ore-drawing process has a significant effect on the Probability Distribution Function (PDF)
between particles. In addition, according to the variation characteristics of the PDF, the
exponential function y = A1 × e−

x
m + A2 is used to fit it, and the fitted PDF of the contact

force is shown in Table 3. It can be seen from Table 3 that all fitting coefficient R2 is greater
than 0.97, indicating that the PDF of the contact force has a good fitting effect.

Figure 10 shows the characteristics of the contact force chains in ore-rock particles at
different ore-drawing times. In this figure, the deeper the black line, the greater the contact
force of ore-rock blocks. During the entire ore-drawing process, due to the influence of
gravity, the color of the contact force chain gradually deepens from top to down. That is,
the contact force gradually increases. According to the statistics of the strong and weak
force chains respectively, the ratio of the strong and the weak force chains is about 1:17,
which indicates that the weak force chain is the main component of the force chain network
in the contact force chain of ore-rock particles, while the proportion of the strong force chain
is relatively small. The force chain network composed of the strong and weak force chains
interwoven maintains the stability of the whole ore-rock bulk. With the increase in ore-
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drawing times, the strong and weak force chains inside the particle system continuously
break and transfer under the action of ore-rock flow, and the proportion of the weak
force chains decreases exponentially, which indicates that the number of ore-rock particles
contained in the weak force chains increases gradually, but contributes less to the stability
of the whole bulk system. Meanwhile, the number of ore-rock particles contained in the
strong force chains gradually decreases but contributes more to the stability of the whole
bulk system.

Table 3. Fitting function for the probability distribution of the internal contact force of the bulk at the
partial different ore-drawing times.

Ore-Drawing Times/Time Fitting Functional Equation Fitting Coefficient R2

0 y = 0.37387 × e−
x

1.13352 − 0.00329 0.996
5 y = 0.40365 × e−

x
0.85799 − 0.00615 0.988

10 y = 0.41238 × e−
x

0.80218 − 0.00789 0.987
15 y = 0.42004 × e−

x
0.79039 − 0.00720 0.995

20 y = 0.48422 × e−
x

0.49188 − 0.01676 0.971
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Figure 10. Distribution of force chain contact morphology in ore-rock particles at different ore-
drawing times. The red dotted lines in (b–e) show where the arch might be formed under the action
of the strong force chains. (a) Before ore drawing begin; (b) Ore drawing for 5 times; (c) Ore drawing
for 10 times; (d) Ore drawing for 15 times and (e) Ore drawing for 20 times.

It can also be seen from Figure 10 that the distribution characteristics of the strong and
weak force chains show that the contact strength between ore-rock particles increases with
the increase in the depth of stored ore-rock, and the contact between ore-rock particles be-
comes closer; especially the characteristic before ore drawing is obvious. This phenomenon
reflects that the contact strength between ore-rock particles is obviously affected by the
ore-rock’s gravity compaction. The effect of gravity compaction, based on the study results
of Tempone, P., et al. [40], is mainly manifested in that it changes the contact mode between
irregular ore-rock particles and reduces the voidage of the particle system.

It seems that the material stored in the ore pass has a strong compression effect before
the ore drawing, which is only a manifestation of the gravity compaction of the stored
materials. Before ore drawing begins, as shown in Figure 10a, the stored ore-rock material
in the ore pass seems to be in a static state, but in fact, due to the irregularity of the ore-rock
blocks, the geometric center of each block does not coincide with its gravity center, resulting
in the rotation and movement of the ore-rock block in the particle system and constantly
changing its spatial arrangement form and the contact mode between particles until it
can no longer overcome the resistance from the other particles. As a result, the contact
strength between the ore-rock blocks reaches the maximum value, and the voidage of the
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bulk system reaches the minimum value. As shown in Figure 10b,c, with the ore-rock near
the funnel port drawing out, the upper ore-rocks continue to move toward the funnel, the
void ratio of the stored materials in ore pass increases, and the contact degree of ore-rock
blocks decreases. So, the distribution state of strong and weak force chains also changes
before and during ore drawing.

4.3. Lateral Pressure Distribution of the Shaft Wall in the Storage Section

In the storage section, the important reason for the change of ore-rock stress on both
sides of the ore-pass wall is that the particles change their internal spatial distribution
and flow characteristics during the flow process [41]. However, because of the effect of
the discontinuity of contact between the ore-rock bulk and the ore-pass wall, it is difficult
to accurately characterize the change mechanism of the wall stress by the change of the
dynamic lateral pressure of the shaft wall. The overpressure coefficient and overpressure
times can be used to reveal the mechanical mechanism of the stress change of the ore-pass
wall. According to the elevation position of each measuring point, measuring points 1–4
and 5–9 are divided into the lower and the upper part of the storage section, respectively,
and the change characteristics of the lateral pressure at each measuring point are gained in
real time, as shown in Figure 11.
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Figure 11. Characteristics of the dynamic lateral pressure change at each measuring point of the
shaft wall.

It can be seen from Figure 11 that, in the process of ore drawing, the dynamic lateral
pressure on the shaft wall of each measuring point basically fluctuates exponentially and
decreases, and the pressure value increases gradually from top to bottom (point 9 to 1),
while that of some measuring points (point 1 and 3~7) increases significantly compared
with the static lateral pressure before ore drawing. The maximum pressure value appears
after a period of ore-drawing time, and not at the moment of initial drawing. At the
beginning of ore drawing, the loose ore-rock body will produce the phenomenon of the
particles’ rotation, and they will slip under the action of their own gravity, which breaks the
initial mechanical equilibrium and causes the mechanical behavior of “arch forming-arch
collapsing” continuously inside the stored materials. The formation of the arch, which
may be instantaneous and unstable, causes the increase in the lateral pressure value of
the measuring point near the arch foot—that is, the “over-pressure phenomenon”. The
collapse of the arch leads to the instantaneous decrease in the lateral pressure value near the
measuring point. The phenomenon of “arch forming- arch collapsing” occurs alternately
in the process of ore-rock flow, which results in the exponential fluctuation decreasing of
dynamic lateral pressure at each measuring point and the peak lateral pressure appearing
after a period of time. This is consistent with the results of previous research on bulk and
spontaneous arch formation during ore-rock flow [42,43].

Also, the overpressure data at each measuring point of the ore-pass wall under differ-
ent ore-drawing times are counted in real time, which is shown in Table 4.
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Table 4. Overpressure data of each measurement point under different ore-drawing times.

Region Measurement Point
Number

Number of
Overpressure/Time

Maximum
Overpressure Factor

Lower part of the
storage section

1 15 6.4
2 0 0
3 3 1.42
4 1 1.07

Upper part of the
storage section

5 1 1.16
6 1 1.21
7 1 1.06
8 0 0
9 0 0

It can be seen from Table 4 that the degree of the overpressure phenomenon at each
measuring point is different under different ore-drawing times. In the 1~9 measuring
points, the accumulated overpressure of point 1 is 15 times, that of point 3 is 3 times, and
that of points 4~7 is only 1 time. This indicates that the frequency of the overpressure
phenomenon in the lower part of the storage section is much greater than that in the upper
part, and the closer the measuring point at the bottom of the storage section, the greater
the frequency of the overpressure phenomenon. This is due to the speed and acceleration
gradually increasing and the movement intensity of ore-rock particles gradually rising
when the ore drawing began. At this time, a strong dynamic load is generated on the wall
of the ore storage section, causing the phenomenon of overpressure and the increase in
dynamic lateral pressure on the wall. With the continuous increase in ore-drawing times
(the total amount of the ore-rock in the shaft is constantly reduced), the dynamic lateral
pressure of the wall will inevitably decline even if the movement of the ore-rock particles
is intense. When the lower area of the storage section bears the secondary impact load
caused by the broken arch in the ore-rock bulk, and the additional gravity compaction
of the upper covered ore-rock particles, the dynamic lateral pressure, overpressure co-
efficient, and overpressure frequency of the shaft wall are led to increase. As a result,
the overpressure coefficient of measuring point 1 is the largest, followed by the point 3.
The peak overpressure coefficient of measuring point 1 is about five times that of point
6; this further indicates that the overpressure coefficient is positively correlated with the
storage depth in the process of ore-rock flow. In a word, with the largest overpressure
frequency and the largest overpressure coefficient, the damage degree of the ore-pass wall
will be greater. The deeper the storage depth, the greater the overpressure coefficient. The
phenomenon of overpressure occurs the most frequently, and in the measuring point area
where the overpressure coefficient value is the largest, the damage degree of the well wall
will be greater. Therefore, from the perspective of overpressure frequency and overpressure
coefficient, the damage degree of the lower storage section is much greater than that of the
upper storage section.

5. Conclusions

Based on the discrete element analysis method, the flow characteristics, the mechan-
ical evolution mechanism of the ore-rock particles in the ore-drawing process, and the
stress characteristics of the wall of the ore-pass storage section are studied. A method for
characterizing the damage degree of the ore-pass wall using the overpressure coefficient
and overpressure frequency is proposed. The main conclusions of this study are as follows:

The important factors affecting the ore-rock’s macroscopic flow pattern are the friction
between ore-rock particles, particles, and the shaft wall, and the constraint of funnel
boundary. In the ore-drawing process, the macro-shape of rock particles with different
flow rates gradually changes from a “—” shape to a “U” shape, and finally, a “V” shape is
drawn out.

The study of coordination number variation characteristics between ore-rock particles
shows that under the different ore-drawing times, the average coordination numbers
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between ore-rock particles near the bottom of the ore pass are larger than that in the upper
part of the ore pass. When the ore is drawn 5 times, the average coordination number of
measuring circles No. 1–6 (near the bottom of the ore pass) increased from 3.41 times to
3.87; after ore drawing 10 times, it increased to 3.85; and the average coordination numbers
measured by measuring circles No. 7–18 (located in the upper part of measuring circles
No. 1–6), depending on the position of the measuring circle, decreased continuously from
the top to the bottom, until they were 0. This causes the density and stress concentration
to become more and more obvious, and the range of the high-stress concentration area
decreases with the decrease in the total amount of stored ore-rock. The shaft wall and
funnel at the bottom of the storage section are under the action of high stress, which makes
it easy to produce a large number of fine cracks, causing damage to the ore-pass wall.

With the increase in the ore-drawing times, the probability distribution of the contact
force strength decreases exponentially. The strong and weak force chains in the ore-rock
bulk constantly break and transfer under the action of ore-rock flow, and the number of
ore-rock particles contained in the weak force chains gradually increased, while that in the
strong force chains gradually reduced. However, the strong force chains play a leading role
in ensuring the stability of the whole bulk structure system.
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