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Abstract

:

The long-term aging of the asphalt mixtures has become a major concern because it decreases the lifespan of the asphalt layer. In this study, the asphalt mixtures incorporating steel slag aggregates were reinforced with synthetic fibers as a novel contribution in terms of decreasing the effect of aging on the performance of the asphalt mixtures. However, different mixtures—namely, Mix0, Mix1, and Mix2—were subjected to long-term oven aging to study the effect of the aging on the performance of the asphalt mixes. Mix0 consisted of coarse and fine granite aggregates, while Mix1 was composed of coarse steel slag aggregate and fine granite aggregate. Mix2 represents the reinforced asphalt mixtures incorporating coarse steel slag aggregate and reinforced with the synthetic fibers of polyvinyl alcohol, acrylic, and polyester at the proportion of 0.3% by weight of the aggregates. The conducted performance tests were resilient modulus, rutting depth, and cracking resistance. The outputs of the performance tests for the unaged asphalt mixes displayed that the mixtures incorporating coarse steel slag aggregate exhibited better performance than the mixtures containing granite aggregate. Meanwhile, the reinforced asphalt mixtures have shown a lower resilient modulus and a higher permanent deformation than the unreinforced asphalt mixes due to the elastic behavior. Otherwise, the reinforced asphalt mixtures have shown superior resistance to cracking in comparison to the unreinforced mixtures. On the other hand, the performance of the aged asphalt mixtures demonstrated that the mixtures containing granite aggregates exhibited a lower susceptibility to aging than the mixtures incorporating steel slag aggregate. Meanwhile, the performance of the aged reinforced asphalt mixtures showed that introducing synthetic fibers has decreased the effect of the long-term oven aging.
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1. Introduction


Bitumen is a critical component in the asphalt mixtures, as some of the damages in the asphalt layer are attributed to the binder performance. The failures of moisture sensitivity, cracking, and permanent deformation might occur due to the loss of the bonding between the aggregates and the bitumen. In some cases, he weakness of the adhesion between the aggregate and the bitumen occurs when the bitumen becomes aged, and thus, the asphalt layer is subjected to longitudinal cracking. However, aging of the asphalt mixtures became the main concern because it decreases the lifespan of the asphalt layer due to the damages associated with aging [1]. The mechanism of the aging is as follows: the asphaltenes content of the bitumen increases due to the aging of the bitumen by the volatilization that occurs due to evaporation of the low molecular weight during production, transportation, and placing of the mixtures; this aging is described as the short-term aging. The long-term aging occurs due to the bitumen oxidation for a long period (more than 5 years). As a result of the increase in the asphaltenes content, the viscosity and softening point of the binder increases, and thus, the bitumen becomes stiff. In addition, aging of the bitumen decreases the content of the maltenes (resins and oils), which are responsible for the elastic behavior of the bitumen. Thus, the mixtures lose their elasticity behavior (ductility) and become susceptible to cracking and permanent deformation [2,3,4].



On the other hand, coarse steel slag aggregates have been used in the asphalt mixtures as a successful approach regarding enhancing the performance of the asphalt mixes [5,6]. In addition, utilizing steel slag aggregates in pavement applications contributes to maintaining environmental sustainability by minimizing the use of natural resources [7,8,9,10]. However, the asphalt mixtures incorporating coarse steel slag aggregate are susceptible to aging in comparison with the conventional asphalt mixtures due to the thermal capacity of the steel slag aggregate [11]. Thus, utilizing steel slag aggregates in asphalt mixtures may have a negative effect in terms of decreasing the service life of the asphalt layer due to the aging.



In this regard, modifying the asphalt mixtures with fibers may produce mixtures that are less susceptible to aging. This is because the microfiber in the diameter works as a filler that passes a sieve size of 0.063 mm, which is used to decrease the effect of the aging in the asphalt mixtures. The mechanism of the filler in the asphalt mixtures is when the filler blended with the bitumen the voids in the mineral aggregate (VMA) that correspond to the volume of the binder, and the air voids in the compacted sample increase due to the increase in the film thickness [12]. The increase in the film thickness is attributed to the high surface area of the filler, and thus, it requires a higher bitumen content. Accordingly, the volume of the bitumen in the mixtures increases. The higher the VMA at the optimum bitumen content, the higher the film thickness and the less susceptible the mixture is to aging [13,14,15,16].



Consequently, it is proven that adding fibers to the asphalt mixtures increases the VMA content at the optimum bitumen content, particularly for the mixtures incorporating a high content of the lightweight fibers [17]. The increase in the content of the VMA in the reinforced asphalt mixtures is attributed to the slight decrease in the density due to the lightweight fibers. Additionally, the fiber-modified asphalt mixtures has a slight effect on the air voids content, while it affects the specific gravity of the mixtures. Thus, the increase in the VMA is attributed to the slight decrease in the density of the reinforced asphalt mixtures. The slight increase in the content of the VMA in the reinforced asphalt mixtures implies that the coated fibers with bitumen increase the film thickness. In addition, the reinforced asphalt mixtures with fibers are characterized by their high elastic (flexible) behavior, which in turn decreases the effect of the aging. This is because the high elastic behavior of the reinforced mixtures improves the ductility of the asphalt mixtures.



Moreover, reinforcing the asphalt mixtures with fibers is one of the common strategies in terms of enhancing the performance of the asphalt mixtures as well as extending the lifespan of the asphalt layer. The main purpose of the fibers as reinforcing materials is to enhance the tensile strength of the asphalt mixtures by improving the energy absorption of the asphalt mixtures [18]. The reinforced asphalt mixture with fibers is characterized by its high elastic behavior compared to the modified asphalt mixtures with the additives of polymer and copolymer. Therefore, the fiber-modified asphalt mixtures have become a focus of the attention of the researchers due to the high performance of the reinforced asphalt mixtures. Kim et al. [19] investigated reinforced asphalt mixtures with polyester fiber at the dosage of 0.3% by weight of the aggregates. They observed that the Marshal properties have increased compared to the unreinforced asphalt mixtures. Similarly, Wu and Li [20] studied the ability of the polyester fiber to enhance the asphalt mixture’s resistance to fatigue. The researchers concluded that adding polyester fiber at the dosage of 0.3% by weight of the aggregates has remarkably enhanced the resistance of the asphalt mixtures to fatigue in comparison with the unreinforced mixtures. Xu et al. [18] indicated that the resistance of the asphalt mixtures to rutting, moisture sensitivity, and the Marshal properties were linearly enhanced by the addition of polyester fiber from 0 to 0.35% by the total weight of the mixture. Moreover, a number of studies have evaluated the performance of the reinforced asphalt mixtures with acrylic fibers. Moreno-Navarro et al. [21] studied the resistance of the reinforced asphalt mixture with acrylic fiber to permanent deformation at the proportion of 0.3% by weight of the mix using immersed wheel tracking and dynamic creep tests. The outputs of the study showed that the fiber-modified asphalt mixtures exhibited a lower permanent deformation than the unreinforced asphalt mixtures. In similar content, Wang et al. [22] modified the asphalt mixtures with acrylic fiber at the proportions of 0.15%, 0.3%, and 0.45% by weight of the aggregates to study the resistance of the modified asphalt mixtures to cracking. The authors concluded that adding acrylic fiber at the dosages of 0.15% and 0.3% have improved the resistance of the asphalt mixes to cracking. Meanwhile, introducing the acrylic fiber at the percentage of 0.45% exhibited the worst resistance to cracking. On the other hand, Alnadish and Aman [23] studied the performance of the modified asphalt mixtures with polyvinyl alcohol fiber (PVA) at the proportions of 0.05%, 0.15%, and 0.3% by weight of the aggregates. The performed tests were dynamic creep and resilient modulus. The study highlighted that the reinforced asphalt mixtures have shown better resistance to the permanent deformation than the reference mixtures. In addition, the resilient modulus of the reinforced asphalt mixtures has slightly increased.



In this study, the asphalt mixtures incorporating coarse steel slag aggregate were reinforced with the synthetic fibers of polyvinyl alcohol (PVA), acrylic, and polyester at the proportion of 0.3% by weight of the aggregates as a contribution in terms of decreasing the effect of the long-term oven aging (LTOA) on the performance of the asphalt mixtures. The asphalt mixtures were evaluated through the tests of resilient modulus at the temperatures of 25 and 40 °C, permanent deformation (rut depth), and cracking test.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Materials


The binder grade used in this study is 80/100 produced by PETRONAS Malaysia (Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia). Electric arc furnace (EAF) coarse steel slag aggregate obtained from NCL chemicals Ltd. chemical products, Singapore was used as a replacement for the natural coarse aggregate (granite aggregates). Meanwhile, the granite aggregates were sourced from Hanson Quarry, Batu Pahat (Johor, Malaysia). Table 1 and Table 2 summarize the properties of the binder, granite, and steel slag aggregates, respectively. The synthetic fibers of polyvinyl alcohol (PVA), acrylic, and polyester were supplied by Taian Tongban Fiber Co., Ltd. (Taian, China). Figure 1 displays the synthetic fibers utilized in this study. Table 3 summarizes the properties of the synthetic fibers as provided by the supplier. The finer gradation for the nominal maximum size aggregate of 12.5 mm was adopted. Figure 2 displays the adopted gradation for this study.




2.2. Preparation of the Samples


In this study, different mixtures were prepared—namely, Mix0, Mix1, and Mix2. Mix0 represents the asphalt mixtures incorporating coarse and fine granite aggregate. Mix1 consists of coarse steel slag and fine granite aggregates, while Mix2 corresponds to the asphalt mixes incorporating coarse steel aggregate and reinforced with the synthetic fibers of polyvinyl alcohol, acrylic, and polyester, respectively. The specimens were prepared in accordance with the Superpave specification (SHRP-A-407) [34]. Prior to mixing, the sieved aggregates were heated at the mixing temperature of 160 °C that produces a kinematic viscosity of 0.17 ± 0.02 Pa·s. Thereafter, the heated bitumen and aggregates were mixed in an auto mixer at the mixing temperature of 160 °C. The bitumen was introduced at different proportions, i.e., 4%, 4.5%, 5%, 5.5% to determine the optimum bitumen content, which produces asphalt mixtures with the air voids content of 4%. The aggregates were mixed with the bitumen in an auto mixer for one minute. Then, the synthetic fibers were introduced to the mix and thoroughly blended with the bitumen and aggregate for another two minutes.



The loose asphalt mixtures were conditioned in the forced draft oven for at least two hours at the compaction temperature of 150 °C that produces a kinematic viscosity of 0.28 ± 0.03 Pa·s. Subsequently, the conditioned mixtures were placed in the preheated molds of the gyratory compactor. The Superpave gyratory compactor (SGC, Controls Group, Milan, Italy) at 600 kPa with 1.25° angle and 30 rpm was employed to compact the loose mixtures to produce samples with the dimensions of 100 mm in diameter and 63 ± 2.5 mm in height. The number of revolutions of 100 at N (des) was selected based on the level of traffic of 10 to <30 million Equivalent Single Axle Load (ESALs).



Prior to the test, the volumetric properties of the mixtures were determined to ensure that they meet the requirement of the Superpave specifications. Table 4 summarizes the volumetric properties of the asphalt mixtures. As reported in Table 4, the optimum bitumen content (OBC) of the asphalt mixtures containing steel slag aggregates was slightly higher than the optimum content of the asphalt mixtures incorporating granite aggregates. This is because the finer gradation have decreased the negative effect of the porosity of the steel slag aggregate on the optimum bitumen content.



On the other hand, the addition of synthetic fibers has slightly increased the optimum bitumen content of the asphalt mixtures in comparison with the control mixtures. Additionally, the voids in the mineral aggregate (VMA) of the reinforced mixtures have increased in comparison with the unreinforced mixes, while the density of the reinforced mixtures was slightly lower than the control mixes. This is because of the slight increase in the thickness of the samples, which slightly decreased the density of the mixtures due to the lightweight and elastic behavior of the fibers. The voids filled with asphalt (VFA) of the reinforced asphalt mixtures were slightly higher than the specification of the Superpave design. This is attributed to the slight decrease in the density of the reinforced asphalt mixtures. Since the VFA is calculated by VMA and the air voids in the asphalt mixtures, as the VMA increase, the VFA increases. Therefore, it is possible to change the content of VFA up to 78%. This is because the VMA content in the mix may change during production due to the generated dust by the broken aggregates because of compaction [35]. In this case, the slight change in the content of VFA is attributed to the slight decrease in the specific gravity of the reinforced asphalt mixtures.



Regarding the long-term oven aging (LTOA), the asphalt mixtures were prepared in accordance with AASHTO R30 [36]. The loose mixes were conditioned in the forced draft oven for at least 4 h at the temperature of 135 °C. This is to simulate the short-term aging. The mixtures were stirred every 60 min to ensure uniform conditioning. Thereafter, the loose mixtures were compacted at the compaction temperature of 150 °C using the Superpave gyratory compactor. The compacted asphalt mixtures were conditioned in the forced draft oven for 5 days (120 h) at the temperature of 85 °C to simulate the long-term aging. Then, the aged compacted asphalt mixtures were removed from the oven, and the tests for the scope of this study were conducted.




2.3. Resilinet Modulus Test


The resilient modulus test is one of the main tests that gives an indication of the performance of the asphalt mixtures. The higher the resilient modulus, the better the performance of the asphalt mixtures. Otherwise, the higher the resilient modulus, the lower the elastic behavior. In addition, the resilient modulus is considered as the main input in the mechanistic-empirical pavement design (MEPD) approach. The resilient modulus is used to calculate the developed horizontal strain at the bottom of the asphalt layer and the vertical strain at the top of the subgrade layer. Accordingly, the thickness and the lifespan of the asphalt layer are determined based on the calculated vertical and horizontal strains [37]. The test of resilient modulus was performed under the specification of ASTM D7369 [38]. This test is non-destructive; the samples were conditioned in the environmental chamber for at least 4 h at the testing temperatures of 25 and 40 °C to ensure temperature equilibrium within the specimens. The applied load with a haversine wave pulse was 1000 N. The load was applied at the frequency of 1 HZ. The frequency consisted of 0.1 s of load width and 0.9 s of the remaining period. However, the linear variable differential transducer (LVDT, Inopave Group, Singapore) was used to measure the horizontal deformation.




2.4. Wheel Tracking Test


Permanent deformation in the asphalt layer is documented as major damage. The distress of permanent deformation occurs through different mechanisms such as densification, lateral flow, and the subsistence of the subgrade layer. The level of permanent deformation that occurs by the dandification is considered low, while the moderate level of the permanent deformation is caused by the lateral flow of the layers due to the repeated heavy loads. The significant rut depth is occurred by the subsistence of the subgrade. The significant permanent deformation in most cases occurs when the asphalt layer is aged [39].



However, the wheel-tracking test is widely used to assess the mixture’s resistance to the permanent deformation due to its ability to simulate the tire pressure of the vehicles on the surface layer. The wheel-tracking device shown in Figure 3 is used to measure the rut depth in the compacted asphalt mixtures. The generated rut depth by the rubber rolling is directly related with a strong relationship to the in-service pavement performance. The single-arm wheel-tracking test was performed according to the procedures stated in BS 598-110 [40]. The test temperature and the applied load were 60 °C and 700 N. The rubber rolling crossed the samples for 45 min. The cycles/passes during the first 35 min represent the preloading to ensure the contact between the samples and the rubber rolling, while the last 15 min corresponds to the actual deformation. The number of passes at the last 15 min is 26.5 passes/min.




2.5. Cracking Test


Cracking in the asphalt layer is one of the major damages that decreases the lifespan of the asphalt layer. The macro-cracks in the asphalt layer are considered critical damage, which requires a full-depth rehabilitation by paving a new layer, while the micro-cracks in the asphalt layer could be treated through paving an overlay (thin asphalt layer). This layer is recommended for the existed asphalt layer that exposed to micro-cracks. Therefore, the asphalt layer should be designed with superior materials to minimize the crack effect on the service life of the asphalt layer as well as to save maintenance costs and contributing toward sustainability [41].



However, the repeated indirect tensile strength is a common test employed to evaluate the mixture’s resistance to cracking due to its availability and lower cost compared to the other devices such as an overlay tester, beam fatigue test, and direct tension. Additionally, it provides results with a good coefficient of variation as well as saves time [42]. The main outputs in this test are the number of cycles that cause the ultimate crack. In addition, the strain is another output if the linear variable differential transducer (LDTVs) are prepared. In this study, the cracking (top–bottom) test using the machine of UTM-5P (Inopave Group, Singapore) shown in Figure 4 with the controlled stress mode pulse was employed to damage the specimens, which is specified in BS EN 12697 BS EN 12697 [43]. The applied stress was 500 kPa at the testing temperature of 25 °C, and the type of the pulse was haversine with the width load of 100 ms and a rest period of 400 ms.





3. Results and Discussion


3.1. Resilient Modulus of the Asphalt Mixtures


Figure 5 and Figure 6 demonstrate the results of the resilient modulus test at the temperatures of 25 and 40 °C. As shown in the figures, Mix1 showed a higher resilient modulus than Mix0. This is attributed to the angular shape and toughness of the steel slag aggregates. The angular shape of steel slag aggregates offers a superior interlocking between the aggregates in comparison with conventional aggregates. However, the reinforced asphalt mixtures (Mix2) have shown a slight decrease in the resilient modulus compared to the unreinforced mixtures. This is because of the elastic behavior of the reinforced mixtures. The higher the elastic behavior, the lower the resilient modulus. On the other hand, Mix0 showed a lower effect of aging than Mix1 by about 3% and 2% in terms of the resilient modulus at the temperatures of 25 and 40 °C, respectively. The susceptibility of the mixes incorporating coarse steel slag aggregate to aging is attributed to the thermal capacity of the steel slag aggregates. Additionally, the high porosity of the steel slag aggregates decreases the film thickness, which increases the susceptibility of the asphalt mixtures to aging.



However, reinforcing of the asphalt mixes that incorporating steel slag aggregates (Mix2) have decreased the effect of the aging on the performance of the reinforced asphalt mixtures. Introducing the synthetic fibers of polyvinyl alcohol, acrylic, and polyester have decreased the effect of LTOA on the resilient modulus at the temperature of 25 °C by 6%, 6.4%, and 4.3%, respectively. In addition, the reinforced asphalt mixtures with polyvinyl alcohol, acrylic, and polyester have reduced the effect of LTOA on the resilient modulus at the temperature of 40 °C by 5.6%, 6.6%, and 4.9%, respectively. This is attributed to the high elastic behavior of the modified asphalt mixtures with fibers that improve the ductility of the asphalt mixes. The higher the ductile behavior, the lower the effect of the aging.




3.2. The Resistance of the Asphalt Mixtures to Permanent Deformation


In this study, the single-arm wheel-tracking test was employed to evaluate the resistance of the asphalt mixtures to permanent deformation (rut depth). Figure 7 displays the outputs of the wheel-tracking test. As seen in Figure 7, the asphalt mixes incorporating steel slag aggregate displayed the highest resistance to permanent deformation than the other mixtures. This is attributed to the angularity of the steel slag that improves the interlocking between the aggregates. Additionally, the reinforced asphalt mixtures with PVA, acrylic, and polyester fibers (Mix2) exhibited higher rutting depth than the unreinforced mixtures. The high rut depth in the reinforced asphalt mixes is attributed to the densification. The densification is caused by the slight decrease in the thickness of the samples, which in turn increases the density of the specimens [44].



On the other hand, Mix0 showed less susceptibility to aging than Mix1 by about 3.2%, while the reinforced asphalt mixtures have shown the lowest susceptibility to aging. This is because of the high elastic behavior of the reinforced asphalt mixtures. Furthermore, subjecting Mix0 and Mix1 to the long-term oven aging has increased the resistance of the mixtures to permanent deformation by 15.2% and 18%, respectively. While the mixtures comprising PVA, acrylic, and polyester showed higher resistance to permanent deformation by 9.8%, 8.8%, and 11.6%, respectively. The higher resistance of the asphalt mixtures to permanent deformation is highly attributed to the oxidation of the bitumen that makes the binder stiff. However, introducing the synthetic fibers of PVA, acrylic, and polyester have decreased the effect of the aging on the asphalt mixtures containing steel slag aggregate by about 9%, 9.2%, and 8%, respectively.




3.3. The Resistance of the Asphalt Mixtures to Cracking


In this study, the resistance of the asphalt mixes to cracking was assessed using the repeated (dynamic) indirect tensile strength. The main parameters in the evaluation are the number of cycles to the failure and the strain. The low number of cycles to failure indicates that the asphalt mixtures are less resistant to cracking. Figure 8 shows the number of cycles to failure. As clearly shown in Figure 8, Mix1 exhibited a higher number of cycles to failure in comparison with Mix0, while the reinforced asphalt mixtures have shown the highest number of cycles to failure. This is because of the high tensile strength of the synthetic fibers that improve the resistance of the asphalt mixes to cracking [45]. On the other hand, the subjected asphalt mixtures to long-term oven aging (LTOA) have increased the number of cycles to failure. As it is shown in Figure 8, the number of cycles to failure for Mix0 has increased by about 16%, while it increased by 18% for the mixture incorporating steel slag aggregate. However, the number of cycles to failure for the aged reinforced asphalt mixtures has increased by 10.3%, 9.5%, and 11.9% compared to the unaged reinforced asphalt mixtures composed of PVA, acrylic, and polyester, respectively.



The high fatigue life of the aged asphalt mixtures is attributed to the mode of the applied load, which was in this study stress-controlled. This finding was similar to the results obtained by Ma et al. [46], in which the stiff asphalt mixtures incorporating 50% of reclaimed asphalt pavement (RAP) exhibited better fatigue life in the stress-controlled mode compared to the reference asphalt mixtures, while it showed the worst fatigue life in the strain-controlled mode. The high stiffness modulus of the asphalt mixtures increases the fatigue life in the stress-controlled mode and decreases the cracking resistance in the strain-controlled mode. Therefore, the type of applying load has a decisive role in terms of evaluating the cracking resistance of the aged asphalt mixtures. Moreover, the high cracking resistance of the aged asphalt mixtures is in good agreement with the findings obtained by Hamedi et al. [47] and Huang et al. [48].



On the other hand, the parameter of strain was studied to evaluate the effect of LTOA on the strain of the asphalt mixtures. The strain of materials describes the deformation that occurs by the applied stress. The strain of asphalt mixtures is one of the most important properties, because it demonstrates the behavior of the asphalt mixtures under applied stress, particularly for the bitumen that becomes stiff due to the aging or because of modifying the binder with certain additives that accelerates the aging of the bitumen. However, strain gives a precise description of two properties for the materials, which are the ductility and brittleness of the materials. Ductility is a measure for the ability of the materials to bear a plastic deformation before failure. In addition, brittle materials fail with a little plastic deformation; in some cases, the plastic deformation does not occur, which implies that it fails at the elastic stage such as glass or ceramic. Therefore, the higher the strain, the higher the ductile (flexible) behavior [49].



Figure 9 describes the strain of the asphalt mixtures. It is manifested in Figure 9 that the reinforced asphalt mixtures exhibited the highest ductile behavior in comparison with the other mixtures. The high generated strain of the reinforced mixtures is attributed to the high elastic behavior of the reinforced asphalt mixtures. However, the high flexible behavior offers better resistance to cracking than the mixtures with less flexibility, because it absorbs the energy generated by the cracks. On the other hand, the reinforced asphalt mixtures have shown the lowest susceptibility to aging, while the mixture incorporating coarse steel slag aggregate exhibited the highest susceptibility to aging. Additionally, introducing PVA, acrylic, and polyester fibers to the asphalt mixtures containing steel slag aggregate has decreased the effect of the LTOA on the asphalt containing coarse steel slag aggregate by about 16%, 19%, and 18%, respectively.




3.4. Aging Index


An aging index is used to compare the effect of the aging among different mixtures. The lower the aging index, the less the extent of aging. Otherwise, a higher aging index for the rutting depth indicates a lower susceptibility to aging. This is because the deformation in the asphalt mixtures is decreased after aging. In other words, the improvement in the rutting depth is described by the decrease in the deformation, while the improvements of the resilient modulus and cracking resistance are illustrated by the increase in the performance. The ratio of the aging index is calculated through Equation (1).


  Aging   index =      Performance   of   the   asphalt   mixtures   after   aging     performance   of   the   asphalt   mixtures   before   aging     



(1)







Table 5 summarizes the aging index of the asphalt mixtures through the conduced performance tests. As summarized in Table 5, the reinforced asphalt mixtures have significantly decreased the effect of the long-term oven aging on the performance of the asphalt mixtures in comparison with the other mixtures. This is because of the high ductile behavior of the reinforced asphalt mixtures. Additionally, reinforcing the asphalt mixtures with acrylic fiber exhibited less potential to aging than the other fibers. This is because of the high elasticity of acrylic fiber as well as its low density, while the modified mixes with polyester fiber showed higher potential to aging than the fibers of PVA and acrylic. This is attributed to the slight softening of the polyester fibers.




3.5. Effect of the Voids in the Mineral Aggregate (VMA) of the Asphalt Mixtures on the Aging Index


The voids between the aggregate and the effective asphalt content in the compacted asphalt mixture are defined as the voids in the mineral aggregate (VMA). The low VMA in the asphalt mixtures implies the insufficient space to add bitumen in order to effectively coat the aggregate, and this, in turn, decreases the mixture’s resistance to cracking. However, the excessive voids content in the mineral aggregate will produce asphalt mixtures with low stability due to the high bitumen content. Therefore, the voids in the mineral aggregate (VMA) have a direct effect on the performance and the durability of the asphalt mixtures. Figure 10 shows the effect of VMA on the aging index of the performance of the asphalt mixes. It is demonstrated in Figure 10 that the fiber-modified asphalt mixtures have shown a lower aging index than Mix0 and Mix1, while Mix1 has a higher aging index than Mix0. Moreover, the reinforced asphalt mixtures exhibit the highest content of voids in the mineral aggregates in comparison with the other mixtures. As also shown in Figure 8, the increase in VMA content is offset by a decrease in the aging index. As the VMA increases, the aging index decreases. Otherwise, the voids in the minerals aggregate of Mix1 were slightly higher than the voids in the minerals aggregate of Mix0; nevertheless, Mix1 exhibited a higher aging index than Mix0. This is attributed to the thermal capacity of the steel slag aggregates. Therefore, it can be noted that VMA has a direct effect on the durability (aging) of the asphalt mixtures. The higher the VMA, the lower the susceptibility to aging.




3.6. The Benefit of Reinforcing the Asphalt Layer with Synthetic Fibers in Terms of Extending the Initial Service Life


It is acknowledged that the asphalt layer should be placed with the air voids content of 7%–8% to increase the lifespan of the asphalt layer. The air voids content in the asphalt layer falls to 4% after 3–5 years of traffic densification [50]. The reduction in the air voids content depends on the volume of the traffic densification. The higher the volume of traffic densification, the lower the air voids content. Placing an asphalt layer with an air voids content of more than 8% produces a permeable asphalt layer, and in turn, this causes the damages of moisture and cracking, and the asphalt layer becomes susceptible to aging as well. Likewise, if the air voids content in the asphalt layer during its service life falls below 2%, the asphalt layer becomes unstable and highly susceptible to rutting. However, the asphalt layer with the air voids content between 3% and 8% is the best compromise of pavement strength, ravelling, fatigue resistance, lower effect of aging, permanent deformation, and moisture damage sensitivity [14]. In this study, the air voids content in the reinforced asphalt mixtures was determined at Nmax (160 gyrations) in order to investigate the extension in the service life. The increase in the initial service life of the asphalt layer can be evaluated through the air voids content, due to the fact that the reduction in the air voids content relies on the traffic densification. The air voids content in the asphalt mixtures at Nmax should be higher than 2%. The air voids content below 2% indicates the terminal condition of the pavement and the point at which the pavement begins to deteriorate. Subsequently, the extension in the service life of the reinforced and unreinforced asphalt was determined based on the air voids content at Nmax. In other words, the higher the air voids content at Nmax, the higher the service life of the asphalt layer.



Figure 11 presents the content of the air voids at Nmax (160 revolutions). As illustrated in Figure 11, the asphalt mixtures containing granite aggregates showed a higher air voids content than the asphalt mixes incorporating steel slag aggregate by 4.3%. On the other hand, the reinforced asphalt mixtures with PVA, acrylic, and polyester fibers exhibited a higher air voids content than Mix1 by about 39%, 43%, and 35%, respectively. The high air voids content at Nmax is attributed to the elastic behavior of the modified asphalt mixtures with synthetic fibers. The elastic behavior is expressed through the recovery property possessed by the reinforced asphalt mixtures. Therefore, the modified asphalt mixtures with synthetic fibers require higher traffic densification than the reference mixtures to reach the critical air voids content (2%).





4. Conclusions


Based on the results of this study, the following conclusions were made:




	
The asphalt mixture incorporating coarse steel slag aggregate has shown better performance than the mixture containing granite aggregate, and it also exhibited a higher potential to aging than the mixture containing granite aggregate;



	
Reinforcing the asphalt mixtures with synthetic fiber has slightly increased the content of the bitumen in comparison with the unreinforced mixtures. Furthermore, the reinforced asphalt mixtures exhibited lower density and higher VMA than the unreinforced mixtures;



	
Regarding the performance of the unaged reinforced asphalt mixtures, adding synthetic fiber to the asphalt mixtures has slightly decreased the resilient modulus at the temperatures of 25 and 40 °C. Additionally, the outputs of the wheel-tracking test showed that the reinforced asphalt mixtures exhibited a higher rut depth than the unreinforced mixtures. On the other hand, the modified asphalt mixtures with fibers exhibited the highest resistance to cracking than the other mixtures;



	
The outcomes of the performance tests of the aged asphalt mixtures demonstrated that introducing synthetic fibers to the asphalt mixtures containing coarse steel slag aggregate has decreased the effect of the long-term oven aging (LTOA) on the performance of the asphalt mixtures. The lower susceptibility to aging is highly attributed to the elasticity of the reinforced asphalt mixtures.
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Figure 1. The synthetic fibers: (a) Polyvinyl alcohol fiber (PVA); (b) Acrylic fiber; (c) Polyester fiber. 
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Figure 2. The finer gradation of the nominal maximum size aggregate of 12 mm. 
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Figure 3. Setup of the single arm wheel-tracking test. 
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Figure 4. Setup of the cracking test. 
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Figure 5. Resilient modulus of the asphalt mixtures at the temperature of 25 °C. 
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Figure 6. Resilient modulus of the asphalt mixtures at the temperature of 40 °C. 
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Figure 7. Rutting depth of the asphalt mixtures. 
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Figure 8. Number of cycles to failure. 
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Figure 9. Strain of the asphalt mixtures. 






Figure 9. Strain of the asphalt mixtures.



[image: Coatings 10 00953 g009]







[image: Coatings 10 00953 g010 550] 





Figure 10. Effect of VMA of the asphalt mixes on the aging index. 
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Figure 11. Air voids content (%) of the mixtures at Nmax. 
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Table 1. The physical properties of the binder.






Table 1. The physical properties of the binder.





	Properties
	Result
	Standard





	Bitumen Grade
	80/100
	–



	Penetration @ 25 °C (0.1 mm)
	93
	ASTM D5 [24]



	Softening Point (°C)
	45
	ASTM D36 [25]



	Ductility @ 25 °C (cm)
	141
	ASTM D113 [26]



	Penetration Index (PI)
	−1
	–



	Viscosity @ 135 °C (cP)
	487
	–



	Viscosity @ 165 °C (cP)
	144
	ASTM D4402 [27]



	Mixing Temperature
	160 °C
	–



	Compaction Temperature
	150 °C
	ASTM D2493 [28]
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Table 2. The physical properties of the steel slag and granite aggregates.
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Properties

	
Result

	
Specification

	
Standard




	
Granite

	
Steel Slag






	
Loss Angeles Abrasion

	
22

	
17.80

	
≤25%

	
ASTM C131 [29]




	
Aggregate Crushing Value (%)

	
25

	
22.60

	
≤25%

	
IS: 2386 (Part IV) [30]




	
Bulk S.G. (g/cm3)

	
2.63

	
3.22

	
N/A

	
ASTM C127 [31]




	
Water absorption (%)

	
0.84

	
2.75

	
≤3%

	
ASTM C127




	
Flat and Elongated (%)

	
8.40

	
3.90

	
≤10%

	
ASTM D4791 [32]




	
Angularity (%)

	
84

	
95

	
≥80%

	
ASTM D5821 [33]




	
Free CaO content (%)

	
–

	
1.17

	
≤4%

	
–
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Table 3. The physical and mechanical properties of the synthetic fibers.
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	Physical Properties
	Polyvinyl Alcohol (PVA)
	Acrylic
	Polyester





	Density (g/cm3)
	1.29
	1.17
	1.38



	Tensile Strength (MPa)
	>1200
	>700
	>500



	Young’s Modulus (GPa)
	>20
	>28
	>7



	Melting Point (°C)
	>200
	>230
	>240



	Color
	Light Yellow
	Yellow
	White



	Length (mm)
	6
	6
	6



	Diameter (μm)
	10–20
	10–25
	10–25
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Table 4. The volumetric properties of the asphalt mixtures. OBC: optimum bitumen content, VFA: voids filled with asphalt, VMA: voids in the mineral aggregate.
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Volumetric Properties

	
Mix0

	
Mix1

	
Mix2

	
Specifications




	
PVA

	
Acrylic

	
Polyester






	
OBC (%)

	
4.78

	
4.90

	
5.10

	
5.20

	
5.20

	
–




	
Air voids (%)

	
4

	
4

	
4

	
4

	
≥4

	
4%




	
VMA (%)

	
15.9

	
16

	
16.20

	
16.53

	
16.13

	
14%




	
VFA (%)

	
74.84

	
75

	
75.30

	
75.80

	
75.20

	
65–75%




	
Density (g/cm3)

	
2.343

	
2.560

	
2.539

	
2.536

	
2.541

	
–
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Table 5. Aging index of the asphalt mixtures.
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Performance Tests

	
Aging Index




	
Mix0

	
Mix1

	
Mix2




	
PVA

	
Acrylic

	
Polyester






	
Resilient Modulus at 25 °C

	
1.15

	
1.18

	
1.10

	
1.09

	
1.12




	
Resilient Modulus at 40 °C

	
1.14

	
1.16

	
1.11

	
1.09

	
1.11




	
Permanent Deformation

	
0.87

	
0.85

	
0.90

	
0.92

	
0.89




	
Cracking

	
1.18

	
1.22

	
1.12

	
1.10

	
1.14
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