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Featured Application: A new approach for investigating snowdrifts around buildings and snow
loads on building roofs based on a new facility named the “snow–wind combined experimental
facility” is proposed in this paper. First, the method proposed in this paper is convenient and
economical, and also the experimental results prove that the method is feasible and reliable.
In this paper, only experiments on snowdrift around a cube were chosen for the verification for
the sake of generality, but this method could also be adopted for the prediction of snowdrift
around complex building environments and snow loads on various shapes of building roofs.

Abstract: Unbalanced, or non-uniform, snow loads caused by snow drifting or sliding in cold regions
with heavy snowfalls, can be a serious problem for the building industry. However, the methods for
predicting snow distribution still need to be improved. Field observation is the most direct and reliable
method to study snow distribution, but because the natural environment is uncontrollable and varies
dramatically, sometimes conclusions may be confused under the influence of the many variables in
the investigation. This paper proposes a snowing experiment approach using an outdoor snow–wind
combined experiment facility for the study of snow distribution. The facility can produce a stable
and controllable wind field and snowfall environment. Experiments which focused on snowdrift
around a building were conducted during the winter to make an evaluation of the repeatability and
reliability of the new approach. Finally, from the analysis of results, it was demonstrated that the
experimental facility was stable and that the similarity criterion adopted for the snowing pattern
was reliable. Especially, the minimum value of the friction speed ratio was suggested to ensure the
test accuracy.

Keywords: snow–wind combined experiment facility; snowdrift; field observation; scale experiments;
similarity criterion

1. Introduction

Since ancient times, buildings have been constructed to protect people from the natural
environment. The environment dictates what type of building should be constructed, and snow loads
are one of the dominant live loads that should be considered in the design of buildings in cold regions
with a severe winter climate. Investigations show that snow loads are usually unbalanced, due to the
action of the wind. And snowdrifts around buildings may cause problems for the vehicular traffic
and pedestrians.

Currently, field observations, numerical simulations, and wind tunnel tests are the three main
methods to estimate snow distribution, and much work has been undertaken to explore how the wind
affects snow distribution.
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Field observation is the most direct and reliable approach for obtaining information on snow
distributions. Investigations of snowdrifts around an isolated building or group of buildings have
been carried out in several previous studies [1,2]. Thiis and Gjessing [3] investigated the snowdrifts
around three different model buildings in a valley in Spitsbergen, Norway, and the results showed
that a change of roof shape could lead to large differences in snow distribution around the building.
Beyers et al. [4] carried out research to investigate the snowdrift around a 2.0 × 2.0 × 2.0 m3 cube at the
SANAE IV research station, Antarctica, during the summer of January 2002 and verified the accuracy
of a numerical simulation model using the results of field observations. Høibø [5,6] measured snow
loads on nearly 200 building roofs under different wind and sun/shade environments from 1966 to
1986 in southern Norway. This method has strict requirements on the environment of the test site,
such as wind velocity, temperature, humidity, and snowfall, but these important parameters in the
observation were unstable and uncontrollable.

In 1991, Uematsu [7] first used numerical simulation to analyze snowdrifts, and now this method
is widely used by researchers. Tominaga et al. [8] analyzed the snowdrift around an actual apartment
building using the revised k-ε model. Beyers et al. [4] predicted transient snowdrift around a cubic
structure using the standard k-ε model. And a large amount of numerical work has been done
recently due to its significant advantage in efficiency and convenience [9–12]. However, only a few
attempts have been made to apply CFD (Computational Fluid Dynamics) to roof loading so far [13].
Thiis et al. [14,15] predicted the snow distribution on a curved roof of a sports hall located in Oslo
and compared the results with measurements. Some researchers are confused by the selection of the
turbulence models, hence there is no approved and unified model.

Wind tunnel testing [16–18] is the most effective method for investigating snow distribution under
the action of airflow. Kind [19,20] identified the important similarity criteria by analyzing the saltation
process and discussed the necessary compromises in the modeling procedures. Delpech et al. [21]
used artificial snow to simulate snow drifting around buildings for the Antarctic Concordia research
station. Okaze et al. [22] investigated the development of drifting snow in a boundary layer wind
tunnel. LÜ et al. [23] conducted a series of experiments in a wind tunnel to investigate the motion
of natural snow and found that the threshold wind speeds for fresh and old snow were 6.2 m/s and
6.8 m/s (at 10 m height). Zhou et al. [24,25] investigated the snow distribution on a stepped flat roof
using different granular materials in an open straight-circuit wind tunnel and also conducted a series
of experiments on snow loads on flat roofs using high-density silica in the open test section of a
boundary-layer wind tunnel. However, the snowdrift simulations in a boundary-layer wind tunnel
struggle with scaling issues and similarity criteria. Some previous experiments on snowdrifts using
wind tunnels have used bran, or other particles, as a substitute for natural snow, but these cannot
completely replicate the distribution of natural snow. Tests have been carried out in advanced climate
wind tunnels [26], where the influencing factors that may affect the results, such as the wind speed,
temperature, and snowfall rate, are fully controllable. However, they are very expensive and not
readily available for most researchers.

Snowdrift loads around buildings or on the roofs, which have a great impact on functionality
and security of buildings, require particular attention. However, for the existing research methods,
numerical simulation still needs to be improved with data from field observations and wind tunnel tests.
Field observations are rarely available when considering security and technical issues, even though
they should provide the most reliable data. Wind tunnel tests are the main source of data, but the
expense of experiments in climate wind tunnels is so high that few experiments are reported, and it
has restricted further studies. What is more, the wind speed and direction of field observations vary
dramatically, so some conclusions may be confused when the natural environment is problematic.
Hence, this paper proposes a new approach to investigate the snowdrift loads with a facility in which
the wind speed and direction are controllable and a snowing environment, just like natural snowfall,
is available.
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The purpose of this facility is to provide a new approach to study snow distribution under
the action of wind. In comparison with traditional wind tunnel tests, there will be a 90% or more
decrease in the construction cost because the facility need not be equipped with a refrigerating system.
Besides that, the operating expense of the facility is much lower than climate wind tunnels.

Transportation of snow particles can be classified into three processes, i.e., creep, saltation,
and suspension. Saltation, which is widely accepted as contributing most to the total transfer volume,
is a process in which snow particles move with repeated leaping up, or jumping, on the snow surface.

The height of saltation is usually below 0.1 m. Generally, the length of saltation L [27] is suggested
to be

L � 10 h. (1)

Yet, to ensure that the saltation process could be accurately reproduced on the roofs or around the
building, it is suggested that the characteristic length of the prototype model is larger than the length
of saltation L.

In this study, the design parameters of the facility, experiment method, and the adopted similarity
criteria are introduced and discussed. Finally, a prototype model with external dimensions of
1.0 × 1.0 × 1.0 m3 was selected, taking both economy and theory into consideration, to study the
surrounding snow distribution and evaluate the repeatability and reliability of the new approach.

2. Design of the Snow–Wind Combined Experiment Facility

2.1. Brief Introduction of the Facility

In the study of snow distribution, numerical simulations and wind tunnel tests should be verified
by field observations. For this purpose, a snow–wind combined experiment facility as shown in
Figure 1a has been constructed at the Harbin Institute of Technology (HIT) to produce stable wind
fields to investigate snow distribution [28] The climatic characteristics of the winter months in Harbin
provide convenient conditions for the experiments. Harbin has a long winter, which can last for almost
six months, with snowy conditions and a temperature range from −30 ◦C to 0 ◦C. The location of the
facility is shown in Figure 1b. Because the facility was to be sited outdoors, a narrow strip between
two buildings was chosen to reduce the interference of the external environment. The dimension of
available ground is 12 m × 20 m, and the heights of the surrounding buildings are all greater than 10 m.
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2.2. Introduction of the Main Component

The facility, as shown in Figure 2, consists of a power section, a flow conditioning section,
an experimental section, and a snowfall simulator.
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The power station is the 3 × 2 fan-matrix, and the area affected by the model during a snowdrift
is thought to be about three times larger than the characteristic length of the model [27]. Therefore,
the cross-section of the facility was designed to be 4.5 × 3.0 m2. Considering the fact that there are
usually light winds when it is snowing, the facility was designed to be able to produce a stable wind
field for a specific duration with a range of speeds from 0.5 to 11.5 m/s. Wind pressure is the main
indicator of the output of the fan-matrix and is defined as

P =
ρkU0

2

2
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where P is the wind pressure; ρ is the density of air, and ρ = 1.395 kg/m3 when the temperature is
−20 ◦C; k is the resistance coefficient of pressure of the flow conditioning section, which is defined as
the ratio of the outlet area of the facility to the total outlet area of the six airflow fans, and k = 1.734; U0 is
the wind speed at the outlet or immediate output from the fan matrix, and Umax, which is measured at
the section 4 m away from the outlet, is regarded as the available maximal wind speed of the facility
and Umax = 11.5 m/s for design purposes.

Because the facility is open to the natural environment, a numerical simulation was undertaken
to explore the relationship between U0 and U, where U is the wind speed at the experiment section.
Based on the environment of the experimental site, a calculation model of the facility, with a
computational domain of 10 × 10 × 20 m3, was formulated. The result showed that when the
initial velocity of the wind export of the facility was 15 m/s, the uniform wind speed in the range of
4–20 m was about 11.5 m/s, hence, the value of U0 is approximately equal to 15 m/s.

Accordingly, the minimum wind pressure is 272.1 Pa by calculation, and a fan with 286 Pa wind
pressure was chosen. The maximum speed measured in the field was 11.5 m/s, which reasonably meets
the requirements of the experiments.

The flow conditioning section, which stabilizes and smooths the airflow produced by the fan, is a
combination of the draft tube, the honeycomb, and the damping net. Two pieces of damping net were
stuck on both import and export sections of the honeycomb, and the draft tube served as connection
between the power section and the honeycomb. The flow conditioning section was designed to be
short to reduce the loss of wind power because of the open experimental environment. Considering the
square pattern of the cross-section and the design experience from the wind erosion tunnel designed
by Saxton [29], a square cross-section with the dimension of 30 × 30 mm2 was chosen as the single unit
of the honeycomb with a length of 300 mm. The experimental section is a platform with a circular dial,
which is used to fix the model at the required angle.

Snowfall suitable for the experiments was not always available, so to accumulate a large amount
of data on snow distribution, it was necessary to find a way to simulate snowfall using natural or
artificial snow particles.
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In this work, a snowfall simulator situated 1 m away from the wind export was designed to
simulate snowfall during the experiments. Before the experiments started, snow, which had been
collected in heat-insulation boxes, was placed in a metal box with wire gauze on the bottom. Then,
shaking the metal box with an eccentric motor to generate friction between the snow and wire gauze,
made snow particles fall from the mesh into the stable wind field caused by the fan-matrix so that a
snowfall environment was formed in the test section. Different snowfall conditions are available using
different kinds of wire gauze with varied vibration frequency. There are three different kinds of the
aperture of wire gauze, 2 mm, 3 mm, and 5 mm, and the vibration frequency ranges from 1 to 5 Hz.
The metal box, which is 5 m wide, can be raised and lowered freely in the range of 0.5–3 m.

2.3. A Brief Introduction to the Experimental Procedure

Figure 3 shows a sketch of the experimental procedure. The facility can provide a controlled
snowfall environment in the test section so that experiments examining snow distribution around the
building or on roofs can be undertaken.

Appl. Sci. 2019, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 18 

collected in heat-insulation boxes, was placed in a metal box with wire gauze on the bottom. Then, 
shaking the metal box with an eccentric motor to generate friction between the snow and wire 
gauze, made snow particles fall from the mesh into the stable wind field caused by the fan-matrix 
so that a snowfall environment was formed in the test section. Different snowfall conditions are 
available using different kinds of wire gauze with varied vibration frequency. There are three 
different kinds of the aperture of wire gauze, 2 mm, 3 mm, and 5 mm, and the vibration frequency 
ranges from 1 to 5 Hz. The metal box, which is 5 m wide, can be raised and lowered freely in the 
range of 0.5–3 m. 

2.3. A Brief Introduction to the Experimental Procedure 

Figure 3 shows a sketch of the experimental procedure. The facility can provide a controlled 
snowfall environment in the test section so that experiments examining snow distribution around 
the building or on roofs can be undertaken. 

When an experiment is going to be conducted, there are four steps: First of all, enough snow 
should be put into the box of the snow simulator, next the model should be fixed according to the 
experiment design along with an anemograph for monitoring the wind speed at the reference point; 
then the fan-matrix is started and adjusted until the wind speed reaches a given value, and then the 
snow simulator can be turned on for the required duration; finally, the snow load is measured after 
all of the equipment has been turned off. 

 
Figure 3. A sketch of the experimental procedure. 

3. Verification of the New Approach 

3.1. Field Measurements of Wind Field Produced by the Facility 

Obviously, the wind field has a significant impact on the results of the experiments, so field 
measurements of the actual wind field were also made to investigate it and determine the best 
location of the experimental platform. 

Figure 4 shows the method for measuring the wind field. Because the cross-section is 
symmetrical, the measuring points are arranged symmetrically in the full section. The wind speed 
was measured by a hot-wire Thermo-Anemometer and each measuring point was measured at least 
30 s with a sampling frequency of 1 Hz. The vertical and horizontal measurement points in each 
cross-section formed a matrix of 13 × 9. Before the measurements, a design speed U was defined. If 
the measured wind speeds at the 1.5 m point on the first line of the five sections were all between 
0.9~1.1 U, this would be recognized as the design speed U. Five cross-sections were measured with a 
design speed (U) of 3.0 m/s and the distance between them and the export was 1 m, 3 m, 4 m, 5 m, 
and 7 m. 

Figure 3. A sketch of the experimental procedure.

When an experiment is going to be conducted, there are four steps: First of all, enough snow
should be put into the box of the snow simulator, next the model should be fixed according to the
experiment design along with an anemograph for monitoring the wind speed at the reference point;
then the fan-matrix is started and adjusted until the wind speed reaches a given value, and then the
snow simulator can be turned on for the required duration; finally, the snow load is measured after all
of the equipment has been turned off.

3. Verification of the New Approach

3.1. Field Measurements of Wind Field Produced by the Facility

Obviously, the wind field has a significant impact on the results of the experiments, so field
measurements of the actual wind field were also made to investigate it and determine the best location
of the experimental platform.

Figure 4 shows the method for measuring the wind field. Because the cross-section is symmetrical,
the measuring points are arranged symmetrically in the full section. The wind speed was measured by
a hot-wire Thermo-Anemometer and each measuring point was measured at least 30 s with a sampling
frequency of 1 Hz. The vertical and horizontal measurement points in each cross-section formed a
matrix of 13 × 9. Before the measurements, a design speed U was defined. If the measured wind
speeds at the 1.5 m point on the first line of the five sections were all between 0.9~1.1 U, this would
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be recognized as the design speed U. Five cross-sections were measured with a design speed (U) of
3.0 m/s and the distance between them and the export was 1 m, 3 m, 4 m, 5 m, and 7 m.Appl. Sci. 2019, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 6 of 18 
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Figure 5a shows that the mean wind speed on the first line of five cross-sections varies with height;
the Y-axis represents the height of the cross-section and the X-axis represents the ratio between U*
(the measured wind speed) and U. Figure 5b shows the turbulence intensity of wind on each measuring
point. It is apparent that the turbulence intensity is higher in the section before 3 m and the wind is
more uniform in the range 3–7 m; this was also shown in the numerical simulation. However, the wind
speed decreased faster with increasing distance from the export, which is slightly different from the
numerical simulation. To ensure a stable and uniform wind field during the experiments, the effective
range of the experimental section was 3–7 m away from the wind export.
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Figure 6a shows how the mean wind speed varies with width in the cross-section 4 m away from
the export, and Figure 6b shows the turbulence intensity of wind on each measuring point. And from
the results, it is apparent that the wind speed decreased rapidly close to the edge of the cross-section.
To ensure the veracity of the experiments, the effective width of the experimental section was 4 m.

From a comparison of the measured wind speed with the normalized wind speed in the atmospheric
boundary layer, the discrepancy above 1.5 m is non-negligible, but it is relatively acceptable for the
given experiment. The turbulence intensity was small except at some points close to the wind export
and at the edges of the cross-section, which indicates that the quality of the flow field in the open test
section was reasonable and acceptable.

During the experiments, temperature, the natural wind field, and humidity were measured on a
PC-4 automatic weather station, which is located on the side of the facility, to rectify the experimental
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wind field. This has three anemometers, at heights of 0.5 m, 1.5 m, and 2.0 m, and the sampling interval
was 1 min.Appl. Sci. 2019, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 18 
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Figure 6. Wind field on the section which is 4 m away from the outlet: (a) mean wind and
(b) turbulence intensity.

3.2. Physical Properties of Snow

Properties of snow particles have a great influence on the result of the test [23] so that the physical
properties of the stored natural snow particles were measured before the experiments. The diameter
and shape of the snow particles were observed by an optical microscope and the angle of repose was
decided from accumulated experimental observations. The terminal velocity of the snow particles
was decided by measuring the time that the snow particles freely fell from 2 m to the ground level.
A comparison of the physical parameters of the snow particles is given in Table 1.

Table 1. Comparison of the physical parameters of the snow particles.

Reference Density (kg/m3) Terminal Velocity (m/s) Diameter (mm) Angle of Repose (◦)

Field observation of fresh
snow in this paper 100~150 0.30 0.15~1.0 65

Stored snow in this paper 220~310 0.50 0.2~0.5 55

Thiis and Ramberg [14] 50 0.50 0.20 —

Tominaga and Okaze [30] 150 0.20 0.15 —

Oikawa and Tomabechi [27] 50~150 0.20 0.15 60

3.3. Experiments for the Verification of Repeatability

To confirm the repeatability of the new approach, 20 repetitive experiments using stored snow
on the snowdrift surrounding a 1 m cube were undertaken. Environmental conditions, namely
temperature, humidity, and natural wind field were measured by an automatic weather station that was
sited nearby the test section and results are shown in Table 2. The reference point for the experimental
wind speed was set at 1 m in front of the model and 0.5 m above the ground. The snowing rate was
defined as the accumulated snow depth on the ground in unit time and it was determined by the kind
of wire gauze and vibration frequency. For the 20 experiments, the snowing rate was controlled to be
the same. Figure 7 shows some photos of the experiment results.

Figure 8 gives the distribution of average snow depth and the standard deviation of each measured
point along lateral and streamwise lines crossing the model. It is clear that the distribution of snow
depths in the 20 experiments is relatively stable. The Pearson Correlation Coefficient for any two
experimental results along the measuring lines shown in Figure 8 was above 0.90, which indicates that
there is a strong correlation between the results from the 20 experiments.
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Table 2. Environmental conditions of the 20 repetitive experiments.

Experiment
Wind Speed Temperature Humidity Max Natural

Wind
Bulk Density

of Snow
Testing
Time

2.5 m/s 0 ◦C 78% 0.13 m/s 250.6 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s 0 ◦C 78% 0.30 m/s 260.2 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −1 ◦C 76% 0.28 m/s 255.8 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −1 ◦C 76% 0.19 m/s 236.7 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −1 ◦C 76% 0.22 m/s 227.5 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −1 ◦C 76% 0.23 m/s 240.4 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −2 ◦C 74% 0.18 m/s 266.6 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −2 ◦C 73% 0.15 m/s 270.1 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −2 ◦C 73% 0.22 m/s 252.4 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −2 ◦C 68% 0.14 m/s 261.9 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −2 ◦C 68% 0.20 m/s 242.3 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −2 ◦C 67% 0.30 m/s 248.6 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −2 ◦C 68% 0.17 m/s 233.6 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −2 ◦C 66% 0.19 m/s 239.5 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −3 ◦C 64% 0.16 m/s 257.4 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −3 ◦C 63% 0.11 m/s 244.5 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −3 ◦C 63% 0.21 m/s 221.0 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −3 ◦C 61% 0.15 m/s 235.2 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −3 ◦C 60% 0.12 m/s 243.3 kg/m3 1 h
2.5 m/s −3 ◦C 60% 0.12 m/s 266.4 kg/m3 1 h
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From the above analysis, it can be concluded that the results of the 20 experiments, with the same
test conditions, show good correspondence with each other. This indicates that the method provides
good stability and repeatability.

3.4. Experiments for the Verification of Reliability

3.4.1. A Field Observation on the 1 m Cube Prototype Model

To confirm the reliability of the new approach, the comparison of field observations and
experiments should be done. So, the field observation on a 1 m cube prototype model was conducted
on the HIT campus on 11 September 2015 from 0:00 to 6:00. To obtain a reasonably stable wind
direction, the test site was located on a narrow strip between two buildings, as shown in Figure 1b.
Figure 9 shows the method of observation; the wind field and environment conditions were measured
by a PC-4 automatic weather station with a sampling interval of 1 min and the box-type snow flux
trapper draws on the design experience summarized by Kimura [31].
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Figure 9. Abridged general view of field observation.

The weather station and snow flux instrument were all mounted on the centerline of the model.
The wind field during the observation is given in Figure 10. The average snowfall was 29 mm, which
was measured on an open and flat ground 20 m away from the model. Figure 11 shows the photo of
the snow distribution of the field observation.
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3.4.2. Test Similarity Criteria Based on Snowfall Mode

A reliable scale in experimental modeling depends on the right similarity criterion. In order to
reproduce the non-uniform snowdrift phenomena caused by structures with scale models, the widely
accepted fact is that it is necessary to meet geometric, kinematic, and dynamic similitude requirements.

Since the beginning of snowdrift research„ many different similarity criteria have been proposed,
validated, and applied by some famous scholars, such as Strom [32], Odar [33], Calkins [34], Kind [19],
Iversen [16], Anno [35], Isyumov [18], Naaim [36], Delpech [21], Beyers [2], and so on.

However, just as it is not possible to satisfy the Froude numbers and Reynolds numbers
simultaneously [37], it has been proved that some of the similarity criteria reveal incompatibility,
therefore only the most important and widely accepted similarity parameters are selected and discussed.

In the present study, considering the fact that the snow particles falling into the snow bed are
provided by the sowing pattern, the experimental modeling is mainly focused on the reliable simulation
of the Froude number and drifting volume. The original form of the Froude number is defined as

U2

gL
, (3)

where U is the reference wind velocity, g is gravitational acceleration (m/s2), and L is the reference
length (m). But considering the discrepancy of particle density between the prototype and the test,
Odar [33] and Calkins [34] proposed the densimetric Froude number:

ρ

ρp

U2

gL
(4)

where ρ is the air density, and ρp is the particle density. To confirm the reliable simulation of drifting
volume, Anno [35] suggested that the test should satisfy the following time scaling parameter:
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TQη
ρpL2 (5)

where T is experiment time (s), Q is the transport rate of snow (kg/m·s), and η is the snow collection
efficiency. Except for the above similarity, a number of similarity requirements, like the flow field,
ejection process, particle trajectory, and deposition pattern, must be satisfied in the experiments on
snow drifting on roofs to ensure a reliable simulation.

First, the near ground turbulent wind velocity profile for stable atmospheric conditions is

U =
u∗
κ

ln(
z
z0
), (6)

where κ is the Von-Karman constant, u∗ is the friction velocity, z is the height above the surface, and z0

is the roughness height parameter. Geometric similarity should be enforced through the relationship

Dp/L. (7)

Except for the densimetric Froude number expressed as Equation (4), the following Froude
number based on the threshold friction velocity should also be satisfied to simulate the shear stress of
particles near the ground [16]:

ρ

ρp − ρ

u2
∗t

gDp
(8)

where DP is the particle diameter, u
∗t is the threshold friction velocity, and υ is the kinematic viscosity.

To ensure a similar movement trajectory of a particle, Kind [24] indicated that the following
equations must be satisfied:

ρ

ρp − ρ

u2
∗t

gL
, (9)

w f /U, (10)

where wf is the settling velocity of snow particles (m/s). The deposition or erosion mechanisms could
be modeled satisfactorily through the similarity of the particle ejection process [19,38]:

u∗/u∗t. (11)

In the present study, because the simulation of the Froude number is considered to be more
important, the limit of the Reynold number is released. However, to ensure that the inertial forces are
dominating the flow, Kind [19] suggested that the following relationship should be satisfied:

u3
∗t

2gv
> 30. (12)

In summary, the parameter (4) and (5) were adopted for determining the wind velocity and
experiment time, and several similarity parameters were also chosen for evaluating the results when
using a sowing pattern to study snowdrift. In order to verify the reliability of this method, four scale
models were selected for the verification test. The experimental conditions are listed in Table 3 and
the prototype is the field observation presented above. The reference point for the experimental wind
speed was set at 1 m in front of the model along the central line and the height above the ground was
equal to the side length of the model. The major similarity parameters for the prototype and scale
model are given in Table 4.

Snow flux in the vertical plane was measured by additional experiments with only the snow flux
trapper on the testing ground. The snow load coefficient is the ratio of the depth of snow on the roof to
the average snowfall. For the experiments, the average snowfall on the ground was determined by an
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additional experiment conducted for the same duration but without any obstacles in the test section.
After the experiments, the snowdrift geometry was measured with the laser total station for about
200~300 points around the model and the measured snow depth data contributed to the contour maps
of the snowdrift geometry.

Table 3. Environmental conditions of the scale experiments.

Model Scale Velocity (m/s) Snow Mass Flux (kg/m2
·s) Experiment Time (min)

Prototype 2.475 1.93 × 10−3 360
1 3.5 2.81 × 10−2 50

0.5 2.5 1.52 × 10−2 46
0.25 1.8 8.49 × 10−3 41
0.1 1.1 3.68 × 10−3 38

Table 4. Similarity parameters of prototype and scale models.

Similarity Parameters Prototype 1 0.5 0.25 0.1

Dp/L 0.002 0.003 0.006 0.012 0.03
ρ

ρp−ρ
u2
∗t

gDp
0.0116 0.0154 0.0154 0.0154 0.0154

ρ
ρp−ρ

u2
∗t

gL 2.32 × 10−5 4.61 × 10−5 9.23 × 10−5 1.85 × 10−4 4.61 × 10−4

w f /U 0.121 0.143 0.200 0.278 0.455
u∗/u∗t 0.717 0.507 0.362 0.261 0.159

u3
∗t

2gv > 30 - 99.92 99.92 99.92 99.92

3.4.3. Results and Discussion

There are two key factors to evaluate the accuracy of snowdrift given by the experiments.
One is the similarity of the shape of snowdrift; another is the similarity of the snow distribution
coefficient. The distribution coefficient is the ratio of measured snow depth and average snowfall at
any measuring point.

Figure 12 shows the contour maps of the snowdrift geometry around the model of field observation
and scale experiments. The photos of scale experiments are shown in Figure 13. All of the contour
maps showed a similar shape which was formed like a horseshoe, in which snow mainly accumulated
at the front of the windward side and beginning at the two corners of the windward side, there were
two distinct erosion areas near the lateral sides along the downwind direction. From the comparison,
if just focusing on the overall distribution shape of the snowdrift, it seemed that the result when the
scale was 1/10 was more similar to the field observation and the main erosion areas (near the lateral
sides) were larger than field observations for the other scale experiments. The basis for explaining this
phenomenon needs an objective and appropriate understanding of the result of the field observation.
The main erosion is more distinct in the experiment due to the stable wind speed. However, sometimes
there were slight or no wind during the field observation, and snowfall contributes more to decrease
the erosion effect in this condition, which would decrease the non-uniform snow distribution to
some extent.

However, considering that two distinct snowdrifts were formed in front of the windward side,
the results of the 1/1, 1/2, and 1/4 scale experiments had a more similar characteristic of snow distribution.
When the scale was 1/10, the snow only accumulated at the feet of the windward side, indicating that
wind velocity was excessively reduced; the near to the ground reverse flow in front of the windward
side was weak and could not transport snow particles away from the windward side, so that only one
distinct snowdrift was formed.
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Considering that the effect of fluctuant wind velocity in the field observation could not be ignored,
the 1/1 model may be treated as the self-test prototype. In this situation, according to the comparison
of results, the 1/2 and 1/4 scale experiment results would have relatively acceptable accuracy of the
reproduction of the snowdrift shape of the field observation, but the 1/10 scale experiment result would
have a lower precision reproduction.

In order to compare the snow distribution in a more precise method, Figure 14 compares the snow
distributions along lateral and streamwise lines crossing the model.Appl. Sci. 2019, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 18 
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In Figure 14a, it could be seen that the snow distribution of the field observation has obvious
characteristics: Near the windward side, the snow formed a compressed “N” shape, and near the
leeward side, there formed a compressed “U” shape. When the scale was 1/1 and 1/2, the distribution
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results showed a good agreement with the field observation, even though the position where the
extreme value occurred moved towards to the windward side as the scale ratio decreased. But, as the
scale decreased, especially when the scale was 1/10, the snow tended to only accumulate at the foot of
the windward side, and the snowdrift away from the windward side disappeared. As for the snow
distribution near the leeward side, when the scale was 1/1 and 1/2, the experiments could precisely
reproduce the snow distribution, even though the overall value of the coefficient decreased. When the
scale was 1/4 and 1/10, the results gave a lower estimate of the snow accumulation, but for the snow
distribution away from the leeward side, the results showed better agreement with the field observation
both in value and shape.

Snow distribution along the lateral direction is shown in Figure 14b. Except when the scale
was 1/10, the snow distribution showed a U-shaped distribution for both field observation and scale
experiments. For the 1/10 scale experiment, a similar distribution was found, but the location where
the minimum value occurred was much closer to the lateral side. This phenomenon indicates that the
erosion effect was excessively decreased.

In summary, considering both the shape of the snowdrift and snow distribution coefficient, except
when the scale was 1/10, the results of scale experiments reproduce the field observation accurately,
suggesting that the method is reliable.

Especially, it is known that the relationship between friction velocity u∗ and threshold friction
velocity u∗t is of great significance in the study of the snowdrift. From the analysis of the similarity
parameters in Table 4, it could be derived that a too-small value of the parameter u∗/u∗t may adversely
affect the accuracy of reproduction. Therefore, it is recommended to limit the minimum value of the
parameter u∗/u∗t for scale experiments.

Figure 15 shows the Pearson correlation coefficients of the distribution coefficient between the
prototype and scale experiments along the measured line defined as the front, rear, left, and right.
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It could be concluded from Figure 15 that the results are of poor quality when the value of the
parameter u∗/u∗t is lower. Assuming that the experiment results are accepted when the Pearson
correlation coefficient is higher than 0.6, the lower limit values of the parameter u∗/u∗t are 0.353 and
0.287, respectively, when the field observation or 1/1 scale experiment is chosen as the prototype.
At present, the result of the field observation is affected by the adverse effects of the unstable wind field
and the quantitative assessment of the effect is still unclear. So, when giving a suggestion, the analysis
based on treating the 1/1 scale experiment as a prototype should be more respected and, finally, 0.3 is
suggested to be the lower limit value of parameter u∗/u∗t in the present study.
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4. Conclusions

In the present study, a new approach based on a snow–wind combined experiment facility, for
investigating snow distribution, is introduced, including its concept, design, operation, and verification.

According to the above work, the following conclusions could be drawn:

(1) According to 20 repetitive experiments, the results show high correspondence with each other
and this indicates that the experimental conditions provided by the new experiment facility are
stable. From the comparison between field observation and scale experiments, it proves that the
proposed experimental approach and adopted similitude criteria are reliable. The two pieces of
evidence indicate that the new approach is credible and feasible.

(2) The comparison of results from field observations and scale experiments indicate that when the
wind velocity is excessively reduced, the result is not satisfactory. The lower limit value of the
parameter u∗/u∗t is suggested for ensuring the accuracy of the reproduction. In the present study,
taking into consideration the instability of field observations objectively and combining with the
results of scale experiments, 0.3 is suggested to be the lower limit value of parameter u∗/u∗t.

In this paper, only experiments on snowdrift around a cube were chosen for the verification for
the sake of generality, but this method could also be adopted for the prediction of snowdrift around
complex building environments and snow loads on various shapes of building roofs. It could provide
a basis for site selection planning for buildings and the safety design of roof structures in snowy areas.
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