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1
ELECTROSTATIC SEPARATION CONTROL
SYSTEM

FIELD OF INVENTION

The present invention relates to process controls and, more
particularly, to process controls for controlling electrostatic
separation for the separation of particulate materials.

BACKGROUND

In principal, dissimilar conductive particles can be sepa-
rated electrostatically by a variety of methods that are well
documented in the literature. One type of electrostatic sepa-
ration method that has achieved the greatest commercial suc-
cess utilizes a triboelectric counter-current belt-type separa-
tor as disclosed in U.S. Pat. Nos. 4,839,032 and 4,874,507.
Such belt separator systems separate the constituents of par-
ticle mixtures based upon the charging properties of the dif-
ferent constituents by surface contact, i.e. the triboelectric
effect. These systems typically utilize parallel spaced elec-
trodes arranged in a longitudinal direction, between which a
belt travels in the longitudinal direction that forms a continu-
ous loop as it is driven by a pair of end rollers. A particle
mixture is loaded into the belt between the electrodes where
it is subjected to the strong electric field generated by the
electrodes. The net result is that the positively charged par-
ticles subjected to the electric field move towards the negative
electrode and the negatively charged particles move towards
the positive electrode. The counter-current action of the mov-
ing belt segments sweep the electrodes in opposite directions
and transport the constituents of the particle mixture to their
respective discharge points on either end of the separator.
Ultimately, each particle is transferred toward one end of the
system by the counter-current moving belt that produces a
certain degree of separation of the particle mixture.

The most established application to date for the triboelec-
tric counter-current belt-type separator system is the separa-
tion of unburned carbon from coal fly ash. Worldwide, tre-
mendous quantities of pulverized coal are burned in boilers to
produce steam that powers turbines for the generation of
electricity. In the boiler, the carbonaceous constituents in the
coal are burned to release heat, and the non-carbonaceous
material remains and is collected as fly ash. The ash content of
normal coals vary, but typically comprise about 10% of the
overall coal content. As a result, fly ash is produced at very
high volumes throughout the industrialized world. Histori-
cally, one of the major outlets for coal fly ash has been as an
additive in concrete products as a replacement for a portion of
the cement. Furthermore, fly ash addition results in enhanced
concrete strength and resistance to chemical attack, thereby
turning a waste material to a valuable by-product. However,
the presence of unburned carbon in fly ash has limited usage
in concrete since implementation of The Clean Air Act of
1990 which required power plants to cut nitric oxide emis-
sions through a variety of approaches including significant
boiler modifications. These changes have resulted in elevated
levels of unburned carbon in the fly ash that has rendered most
materials unusable in concrete production without additional
processing to remove unburned carbon. The counter-current
belt-type separator system has proven to be one of the most
cost-effective and reliable methods for processing fly ash for
carbon removal. This technology typically produces a low
carbon fly ash product, plus a fly ash stream that is enhanced
in carbon content. As discussed, the low carbon product is
ideally suited for use in ready mix concrete applications. On
the other hand, the high carbon content fly ash is a valuable
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by-product due to its high fuel value which can be returned
directly to the boiler for burning with the incoming coal.
Alternatively, high carbon fly ash can also be used in other
combustion applications such as a secondary fuel to cement
kilns.

SUMMARY

In accordance with one or more embodiments, a method
for controlling processing of particulate materials using an
electrostatic separation system is provided. The method com-
prises processing particulate material in an electrostatic sepa-
ration system to recover a first stream that is diluted in at least
one component of an incoming feed, and a second stream that
is concentrated in at least one component of the incoming
feed. The method also comprises determining at least one
input variable of the electrostatic separation process and at
least one output variable indicative of at least one property of
the first stream to be controlled in the electrostatic separation
system. The method further comprises measuring at time
spaced intervals the at least one output variable from the
electrostatic separation system, and selecting a target range
for the at least one output variable. The method still further
comprises comparing the measured output variable with the
target range to generate an output signal, and adjusting the at
least one input variable in response to a process based at least
in part on the output signal.

In accordance with one or more embodiments, an appara-
tus for separating particulate mixtures is provided comprising
a feed point configured to receive particulate material, an
electrostatic separation system, a sensor in fluid communica-
tion with the particulate material and configured to measure
an output variable of the particulate material; and a controller
operatively coupled to receive an output signal from the sen-
sor based at least in part on the measured output variable and
control at least one input variable of the electrostatic separa-
tion system based at least in part on the output signal.

In accordance with one or more embodiments, a conputer
readable medium including computer readable signals stored
thereon defining instructions that, as a result of being
executed by a controller, instruct the controller to perform a
method of controlling processing of particulate materials
using an electrostatic separation system is provided. The
computer readable medium comprises measuring at least one
output variable, comparing the at least one output variable to
atarget range, generating an output signal based on the at least
one output variable and the target range; and adjusting at least
one input variable based at least in part on the output signal.

The control system can maintain the output parameters
within the target range while processing to maximize the
yield of the primary product of interest. The control system
may also control the destination of the primary stream, in
order to divert production to an off-quality location during
periods when the product is not within specification for more
than a predetermined period. Furthermore, the control system
may redirect the destination of the primary stream back to the
quality location, once system changes have returned the out-
put quality back within the target range.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The features, aspects and advantages of the present inven-
tion will become better understood upon consideration of the
following drawings in which:

FIG. 1 is a cross-sectional view showing the general con-
figuration of a counter-current belt-type separator system;
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FIG. 2 is a schematic depicting a feed control system in
accordance with one embodiment;

FIG. 3 is a flow chart that illustrates the procedure of a
process control system for controlling product loss-on-igni-
tion (LOI) during electrostatic separation of unburned carbon
from fly ash while utilizing top-negative electrode polarity, in
accordance with one embodiment;

FIG. 4a is a histogram that illustrates the LOI and yield
capability of an uncontrolled process for electrostatic sepa-
ration of unburned carbon from fly ash;

FIG. 4b is a histogram that compares the LOI and yield
capability of a controlled process for electrostatic separation
of unburned carbon from fly ash, in accordance with one
embodiment;

FIG. 5§ is a histogram that shows the variation in LOI
measurements from truck samples produced by an uncon-
trolled process for electrostatic separation of unburned car-
bon from fly ash compared against data depicting a similar
chart for a controlled process, in accordance with one
embodiment; and

FIG. 6 is a flow chart that illustrates conceptually the pro-
cedure of a process control system for controlling product
LOI during electrostatic separation of unburned carbon from
fly ash while utilizing a scheme of top-positive electrode
polarity, in accordance with one embodiment.

It should be understood that these drawings are not neces-
sarily to scale and that details which may not be necessary or
which render other details difficult to perceive may have been
omitted. It should also be understood that the invention is not
limited to the particular embodiments illustrated herein.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In the electrostatic separation of dissimilar materials using
the electrostatic counter-current belt-type separator system, it
is desirable to control certain output variables from the pro-
cess in order to produce a consistent product quality. How-
ever, input variables and other unmeasurable physical param-
eters of the feed materials that effect processing frequently
fluctuate and influence the output variables that are attempted
to be controlled by the process. In some processing systems,
product samples are taken at spaced intervals, for example,
once every half-hour or hour of operation. The output vari-
ables of interest are measured for each sample. The operator
then adjusts one or more of the input variables after each
sample is tested, with the magnitude of each change deter-
mined by the difference between the sample value and the
target range. The operator’s adjustments are usually based
upon their own experience with the particular system, in an
attempt to try to bring the output variables back toward their
goal values.

One problem with such known methods of controlling the
electrostatic separation process is that the output variables are
not controlled during the time intervals between sampling.
Therefore, if changes in the input variables or other physical
parameters of the electrostatic separation process cause the
value of the output variables to move outside of the desirable
range of values, the changes will not be detected until the next
manual sample is taken. As a result, a substantial amount of
the product produced may not fall within the customer speci-
fication. Yet another problem with such known methods of
controlling the electrostatic separation process is that such
methods rely on the subjective analysis of the operator in
order to adjust one or more input variables, based upon the
values of the laboratory measured output variables. As a
result, input variable adjustments frequently may vary
between operators and, therefore, result in inconsistent prod-
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uct quality. Furthermore, many times the inconsistent
response of operators can adversely impact the product yield,
as incorrect decisions and conservative operation lead to sub-
optimal operation where valuable product is rejected with the
impurities.

In an embodiment, the electrostatic separation process
control system can compensate for variations in the input feed
quality or other physical parameters of the electrostatic sepa-
ration process by adjusting one or more of the input variables
to the process, in order to control one or more output variables
of the process, and thus produce a product stream of consis-
tent quality.

In an embodiment, the control system can have broad capa-
bility and flexibility to handle a wide variety of input feed
materials and separator geometries. Any dissimilar particu-
late mixtures can be separated, for as two particles contact,
the particle with the higher work function gains electrons and
becomes negatively charged while the particle with the lower
work function losses electrons and becomes positively
charged. The particulate mixtures or materials can comprise a
first component at a first percentage of a total weight or
volume of the particulate material and a second component at
a second percentage of the total weight or volume of the
particulate material, wherein the first percentage is greater
than the second percentage. In addition to the separation of fly
ash, the system can be used, for example, to separate flour
from bran and concentrating concentrated fruit juices, as well
as for the beneficiation of a variety of minerals, including
industrial minerals, and ores. Specific mineral applications
include the purification of calcium carbonate minerals com-
prising at least one of calcite, limestone, marble, travertine,
tufa, and chalk through removal of quartz, graphite, pyrites,
dolomite, mica, sulfides, other contaminants, and combina-
tions thereof; dolomite materials through removal of tremo-
lite, quartz, pyrite, other contaminants, and combinations
thereof; talc minerals through removal of sulfides, calcite,
dolomite, magnesite, pyrite, quartz, graphite, carbonates, tre-
mallite, other contaminants, and combinations thereof;
kaolin minerals through removal of iron, quartz, mica, other
contaminants, and combinations thereof; and potash materi-
als through removal of halite, kieserite, other contaminants,
and combinations thereof. Although this provides an indica-
tion of the breadth of possibilities, the technology is not
limited to only these applications, and has wide applicability
where different particulate materials are present in discrete
phases. As the separator processes the material, a first stream
can be generated comprising a first component, such as cal-
cium carbonate, and a second stream can be generated com-
prising a second component, such as a contaminant, for
example quartz.

In an embodiment of the system, the control system can
maintain product quality within a target specification, while
simultaneously maximizing the yield of primary product. The
control system can also automatically divert production of a
primary stream to an off-quality location such as a tank or a
reservoir when product quality has been outside of a target
range for more than a predetermined period and return once
back within specification, thus providing another means of
assuring superior product quality compared to existing meth-
ods.

In one embodiment, a method of controlling processing of
particulate materials using an electrostatic separation system
is provided. This method can include processing particulate
material as shown in FIG. 1.

In FIG. 1, an example of an electrostatic belt-type separa-
tion system 10, in which the process control system can be
employed, is illustrated schematically. Belt separator system
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10 includes parallel, spaced electrodes 12 and 14/16 arranged
in the longitudinal direction defined by longitudinal center-
line 25 and belt 18 traveling in the longitudinal direction
between the spaced electrodes. The belt forms a continuous
loop which is driven by a pair of end rollers 11, 13. A particle
mixture or particulate material is loaded from a source of
particulate material, such as a tank, reservoir, or silo onto the
belt 18 at feed area 26, or feed point that is configured to
receive particulate material, between electrodes 14 and 16.
The source of particulate material can be from a system or
process located upstream of the separation system. Belt 18
includes counter-current traveling belt segments 17 and 19
moving in opposite directions for transporting the constitu-
ents of the particle mixture along the lengths of the electrodes
12 and 14/16.

An electric field is created in a traverse direction between
electrodes 12 and 14/16 by applying a potential to electrode
12 of polarity opposite to potential applied to electrodes
14/16. As the constituents of the particle mixture are trans-
ported along the electrodes by belt 18, the particles become
charged and experience a force in a direction traverse to
longitudinal centerline 25 of system 10, due to the electric
field. This electric field moves the positively charged particle
towards the negative electrode and the negatively charged
particles towards the positive electrode. Ultimately, each par-
ticle is transferred to either the primary product removal
section 24 or the secondary product removal section 22
depending on the charge of the particles and the polarity of the
electrodes. In certain examples, a first component of the par-
ticulate material may charge negative and the second compo-
nent of the particulate material may charge positive. In other
examples, a first component of the particulate material may
charge positive and the second component of the particulate
material may charge negative. In any of these examples, the
electrostatic separation system may operate with negative
polarity on the top electrode panel and positive polarity on the
bottom electrode panel, or positive polarity on the top elec-
trode panel and negative polarity on the bottom electrode
panel. A primary product effluent stream exits the system
from primary product removal section 24, while a secondary
product effluent stream exits the system from secondary prod-
uct removal section 22. The charge that a particle develops
determines which electrode it will be attracted to and, there-
fore, the direction in which the belt will carry the particle. The
magnitude of the particle charging is determined by the rela-
tive electron affinity of the material, i.e. the work function of
the particle. The greater the difference in work function
between the discrete particulate materials, the greater the
driving force will be for separation of the particles.

The overall effectiveness of the separation process can be
influenced by many factors related to the feed constituent
composition for the electrostatic separation process that typi-
cally varies continuously during the course of processing
under normal industrial conditions. In addition, other envi-
ronmental factors that may or may not be controllable can
have a significant impact on the work function of the particles
of the mixture and, hence, overall processability. These envi-
ronmental factors include temperature and relative humidity
of the feed mixture, as discussed in U.S. Pat. No. 6,074,458.
Furthermore, separation can be influenced by the specific belt
geometry, as disclosed in U.S. Pat. No. 5,904,253, as well as
the continual wear of the belt over time. Overall, this combi-
nation of natural variation in feed quality, environmental fac-
tors and on-going wear of the belt 18 creates an environment
where the process must be continually monitored and
adjusted in order to maintain a certain level of separation.
Usually, these adjustments affect not only the product purity,
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but also the yield split between the primary and secondary
product effluent streams. These tradeoffs between purity and
vield can lead to difficulty in optimizing separation at all
times during normal operation. The yield may be defined as
the percentage of the feed stream that is sent to the primary
product effluent stream outlet.

The major process variables that are utilized in practice to
control the electrostatic separation process are also illustrated
by considering FIG. 1. These variables include the choice of
polarity of the electrodes (top positive and bottom negative or
top negative and bottom positive), the speed of the belt 18
sweeping the electrodes, the gap distance in the traverse
direction between the electrodes 12 and 14/16, and the overall
feed rate of the particulate mixture to the system 10. In addi-
tion, another variable that may have an impact on separation
is the location of the feed injection area 26. In one example of
common practice, a system is utilized whereby the feed can
be injected at multiple locations along the longitudinal length
of the separation system, as depicted in FIG. 2. This sche-
matic shows three possible locations for feed introduction
along the longitudinal length of the separation system using a
distributor airslide, which are designated as feedport 1 (FP1),
feedport 2 (FP2) and feedport 3 (FP3). Here FP1 is closest to
or proximate, the discharge point for the secondary product,
and FP3 is closest to, or proximate, the discharge point for the
primary product. However, the feedportlocation can be at one
or more points anywhere along the longitudinal length of the
separation system, including anywhere therebetween feed-
port 1 and feedport 2. For example, the feedport location can
be a feedport location selected from the group consisting of a
location proximate an outlet of the first stream, a location
proximate an outlet of the second stream, a location therebe-
tween, and combinations thereof. The optimum choice of
feedport location and delivery of the particulate material to be
separated to the system will vary depending on the degree of
separation required, in conjunction with specific settings for
the other control variables or input variables of one or more of
electrode polarity, belt speed, feed rate, gap distance, and feed
relative humidity.

In certain embodiments, a controller can facilitate or adjust
the process variable. For example, a controller can be config-
ured to execute the processes illustrated in the flow charts of
FIGS. 3 and 6, discussed below. Through execution of these
processes, the controller can adjust, for example, the belt
speed, distance between electrodes, feed rate, feedport loca-
tion, feed relative humidity, or any other process variable of
the system, to achieve a desired output.

In one embodiment, the electrostatic separation system is
operated by controlling one or more of the input variables to
achieve the desired separation or to achieve a desired concen-
tration or content of a particular component in the primary
product effluent stream or a desired yield. The electrostatic
separation system can be operated at a voltage between about
3 kV and 14 kV, more preferably between about 5 kV and 10
kV. The belt speed can be operated at a speed between about
10 and 70 feet per second, more preferably between about 20
and 50 feet per second. The system can be operated with a gap
range of between about 200 and 1000 mils, more preferably
between about 300 and 600 mils. The feed rate of the particu-
late material that is fed to the separation system can be
between about 10 and 60 tons per hour per foot of electrode
width, more preferably between about 15 and 45 tons per hour
per foot of electrode width. The feed relative humidity can be
between about 1 and 15 percent, more preferably between
about 1 and 4 percent.

A control system that continuously or intermittently moni-
tors the quality of the product streams, and provides at least
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one control system that manipulates, adjusts, or controls at
least one ofor a plurality of primary control variables, or input
variables, in order to keep the products within target specifi-
cation, while simultaneously optimizing the yield split
between the primary and secondary product streams, is pro-
vided. As discussed previously, this is often difficult to
accomplish using existing known technology due to the ever
changing nature of the feed mixture, coupled with the com-
plex interaction between the primary control variables.

In certain embodiments, the method for controlling pro-
cessing of particulate materials using an electrostatic system
comprises processing particulate material in an electrostatic
separation system to recover a first stream, or a first product
stream, that is diluted in at least one component of an incom-
ing feed stream, and a second stream, or second product
stream, that is concentrated in at least one component of the
incoming feed. At least one input variable of the electrostatic
separation process and at least one output variable indicative
of at least one property of the first stream to be controlled in
the electrostatic separation system can be determined. The at
least one output variable can be measured at time spaced
intervals, and a target range for the at least one output variable
can be selected. The measured output variable can be com-
pared with the target range to generate an output signal, and
the at least one input variable can be adjusted based at least in
part on the output signal. This method can be performed using
a control system, and the adjustment of the at least one input
variable can be accomplished automatically.

The time spaced intervals may be any interval suitable for
obtaining measurements that may control the system in a
desired manner, for example to achieve a desired LOI, con-
centration of contaminant, or yield. In certain embodiments,
the intervals can be less than 20 minutes or less than 10
minutes.

Turning to FIG. 3, a flow chart is illustrated that conceptu-
ally describes the procedures utilized by a control system and
which can be implemented by a controller for the electrostatic
separator process, in accordance with one embodiment, as
applied to the removal of unburned carbon from fly ash using
top-negative polarity. Here the main control variables, or
input variables, of the separator are feed rate (FR), belt speed
(BS), electrode gap distance (GAP) and feedport location
(FP). A key output variable governing separator performance
is belt torque, which is continuously monitored (TRQ) and
averaged (TRQ,,,). The output variable of interest in this
particular control system is the loss-on-ignition (LOI), but, in
other examples, can be yield, or concentration of another
component such as a contaminant. The LOI can be defined as
the carbon that is left unburned during the ignition in the
combustion chamber of a boiler in a power plant. In certain
embodiments, it is desirable to maintain the LOI at 2.5% or
less. The LOI measurement provides input to the running
average calculation (LOI,,,.) which, in turn, is used to com-
pare against the targetrange (LOI , toLOI _ ). Other output
variables can be monitored, such as yield related to the per-
centage of the feed stream delivered to the output of the
primary product effluent stream. Adjustments to the main
control variables, or input variables (del FR, del BS, delGAP,
and delFP) are predicted by the control system, as illustrated
in FIG. 3.

In certain embodiments, the system can use one or more of
the input variables, and can adjust one or more input variables
simultaneous or in sequential order. In certain embodiments,
for example, the system utilizes belt speed as a first input
variable that can be adjusted as a primary control parameter.
Gap can be used as a second input variable that can be
adjusted as a secondary control parameter, in certain embodi-
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ments, for example, if the belt speed reaches a maximum
operating range. Feed rate can be used as a third input signal
that can be adjusted as a tertiary control parameter, in certain
embodiments, for example, if the belt speed reaches a maxi-
mum operating range, and the gap reaches a minimum oper-
ating range. The control system makes proper adjustments to
keep a characteristic or property of the primary product
stream, such as LOI, within a target range, while maximizing
the yield of primary product produced.

Turning to FIG. 6, another flow chart is illustrated that
conceptually describes the procedures of the electrostatic
separator process control system which can be implemented
by a controller, as applied to the removal of unburned carbon
from fly ash using top-positive polarity. This control system
utilizes the same main control variables of the separator of
feedrate (FR), belt speed (BS), electrode gap distance (GAP),
feedport location (FP) and belt torque (TRQ and TRQ,, ).
Again the output variable of interest is the LOI, along with
average LOl,,, and target range LOL,,, to LOL,, .. In this
case with opposite polarity, adjustments are made to the pri-
mary variables using del FR, del BS, delGAP, and delFP), as
illustrated in FIG. 6. Here, the system utilizes feedport as the
primary control parameter, and gap as the secondary control
parameter. Again, the control system makes proper adjust-
ments to keep the LOI of the primary product within a tight
target range, while maximizing the yield of primary product
produced. An automatic divert and return control is also
included to assure collection of quality product under all
circumstances. This example provides yet another example of
the control system for electrostatic separation according to
one embodiment.

Successful process control requires accurate, reliable on-
line measurement of the output control variables, or output
variables, of interest. In one embodiment, the on-line mea-
surement can be achieved through the use of at least one
sensor. This raw data can either be used directly (i.e., one
on-line measurement) to compare against a target range or a
running average of two or more measurements can be used to
improve overall accuracy. Any on-line analyzer canbe used to
obtain a desired measurement of, for example, LOI or a
concentration of component or contaminant. For example, an
on-line analyzer that utilizes a high-temperature burning
technique or a microwave technique for assessment of carbon
content of fly ash may be used. If adjustments are indicated,
the control system will determine a new set of optimum
operating conditions and make changes to the major operat-
ing input variables with the goal of bringing the controlled
output variables back within specification. If after a pre-
determined period of time the controlled output variable of
interest is not within specification, the control system may
divert the destination of the convey system for the primary
product from the quality product destination to an off-speci-
fication location to avoid contamination of the quality prod-
uct. Once indicated process changes have resulted in the
quality of the primary stream to come back within specifica-
tion, the control system will return the convey flow backto the
quality silo. This is a significant development for assuring
improved quality for the controlled process.

EXAMPLES

In accordance with an example, the control system is
applied to the product application of removing unburned car-
bon from fly ash. In this case, the process control system is
employed with a belt-type electrostatic separator, as illus-
trated schematically in FIGS. 1 and 2. The exemplary sepa-
rator uses fly ash from a power plant burning bituminous coal
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in tangential-fired boilers equipped with low-NOx controls.
However, it should be understood that the process comntrol
system may be used equally well with fly ashes formed from
other types of feedstocks and power plant configurations. The
specific separator geometry of the present example utilizes
negative polarity on the top electrode panel and positive
polarity on the bottom electrode. The primary product from
the separator is a concentrated fly ash stream and the output
variable of interest is the concentration or percentage of
unburned carbon in the stream, as measured by loss-on-igni-
tion (LOI).

For this example, the initial operating parameters included
a feed rate of 35 tons per hour, a belt speed of 30 feet per
second, a gap between electrodes of 0.450 inches, and a feed
port location of feed port 3, as shown in FIG. 2.

Anon-line LOI analyzer was used to monitor the quality of
the product stream in order to provide discrete LOT measure-
ments at time spaced intervals. A running average of three
measurements was made at about four to seven minute inter-
vals to reduce test variation and help assure representative
sampling. The average value was then compared with an LOI
target range comprised of an acceptable minimum target and
a maximum target. No changes were made to any input vari-
ables if the measured average LOI value was within the target
range. Adjustments were made to the main input variables
based upon rules contained in the separator control system.
This control system was determined empirically for a given
separator geometry and typical incoming feed ash properties
that can be influenced by coal source and the specific power
plant boiler conditions as described.

As shown in FIG. 3, a flow chart is illustrated that concep-
tually describes the procedures utilized by the control system
for the electrostatic separator process, as applied to the
removal of unburned carbon from fly ash using top-negative
polarity, as in this example. Here the main control variables of
the separator were feed rate (FR), belt speed (BS), electrode
gap distance (GAP) and feedport location (FP). A key output
variable governing separator performance was belt torque,
which was continuously monitored (TRQ) and averaged
(TRQ,,,)- The output variable was the loss-on-ignition (LOI)
that provided input to the running average calculation
(LOL,,) which, in tum, was used to compare against the
target range (LOI, ,, to LOI, ). Adjustments to the primary
variables (del FR, del BS, del GAP, and delFP) were predicted
by the control system, as illustrated in FIG. 3. In general, the
system utilizes belt speed as the primary control parameter,
while keeping all other parameters constant. The control sys-
tem made proper adjustments to keep the LOI of the primary
product within a tight target range, while maximizing the
yield of primary product produced. As the belt speed
decreased, the product LOI increased. Additionally, as the
belt speed decreased, the yield increased.

An example showing the significant product quality and
yield benefits offered by the control system are provided
following. A benefit of the control system that was found is
the ability to quickly attain and maintain product quality
within a very narrow target range, which is extremely advan-
tageous for providing a product to potential customers with
consistent product quality.

FIG. 4a provides a histogram of product quality over the
course of a day’s commercial operation for the standard pro-
cess utilizing traditional operator control, compared against a
similar histogram where a separator employs the control sys-
tem, as shown in FIG. 4b. FIG. 4b shows that the control
system offers much quicker response and successfully main-
tains product quality within the target range over the course of
production, while incoming feed quality is continually vary-
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ing. FIG. 4a shows that the conventional process routinely
experiences extended periods where the product quality falls
outside of the target range. Since for this application out of
specification production on the high side of the target is worse
than operating low out-of specification, there is a natural
tendency for the operators to err on the low side of the speci-
fication which is apparent in FIG. 4a. However, there are
normally operating inefficiencies introduced by this practice
resulting in sub-optimal yields. A clear advantage is offered
by the control system that operates under optimum conditions
at all times, leading to the significantly higher yields as dem-
onstrated in FIG. 44 versus FIG. 4a.

In certain embodiments, the control system can also be
capable of consistently offering customers a product with
constant and non-varying product quality. The desired prop-
erty of a more uniform and controlled product is further
illustrated in FIG. 5 which shows histograms of product LOI
for a commercial plant operating with traditional operator
control, along with a histogram for the same plant after full
implementation of the separator control process. These dis-
tributions represent hundreds of truck samples included over
the course of many months. In both cases, the desired target
range for product LOI was 2.0 to 2.5 percent for this com-
mercial operation, and the data collected for the process is
seen to be centered much better within this range and with a
narrower distribution as indicated by the two peaks. A further
benefit of the control system is also derived from a significant
reduction in operating cost for labor through implementation
of automated control. In this case, direct labor was actually
reduced in half for the automated facility compared to the
previous operator control operation. This major improvement
was achieved by reducing the number of samples that opera-
tors manually collect and conduct LOI tests on from 196/day
down to less than 20 periodic check samples, along with
significantly less operator attention for normal separator
operation. This cost reduction is key for assuring that the
electrostatic technology remains economically viable for
separation applications such as this.

What is claimed is:
1. A method for controlling processing of particulate mate-
rials using an electrostatic separation system, the method
comprising;
processing particulate material in a triboelectric counter-
current belt-type electrostatic separation system to
recover a first stream that is diluted in at least one com-
ponent of an incoming feed, and a second stream that is
concentrated in at least one component of the incoming
feed;
determining at least one input variable of the electrostatic
separation process and at least one output variable
indicative of at least one property of the first stream to be
controlled in the electrostatic separation system;

on-line measuring at time spaced intervals the at least one
output variable from the electrostatic separation system
using an on-line analyzer;

selecting a target range for the at least one output variable;

comparing the measured output variable with the target

range to generate an output signal; and

automatically adjusting by a control system the at least one

input variable in response to a process based at least in
part on the output signal.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the at least one input
variable is selected from the group consisting of polarity,
voltage, belt speed, feed rate, feedport location, gap, feed
relative humidity and combinations thereof.
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3. The method of claim 1, wherein processing particulate
material in the electrostatic separation system comprises
operating at a voltage of between about 3 and 14 kV.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the voltage is between
about 5 and 10 kv.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein processing particulate
material in the electrostatic separation system comprises
operating a belt at a speed between about 10 and 70 feet per
second.

6. The method of claim 5, wherein the speed is between
about 20 and 50 feet per second.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein processing particulate
material in the electrostatic separation system comprises
operating the system with a gap between about 200 and 1000
mils.

8. The method of claim 7, wherein the gap is between about
300 and 600 mils.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein a feed relative humidity
is between about 1 and 15 percent.

10. The method of claim 9, wherein the feed relative
humidity is between about 1 and 4%.

11. The method of claim 1, wherein processing particulate
material in the electrostatic separation system comprises
feeding the particulate material at a feed rate of between about
3 and 17 tons per hour per foot of electrode width.

12. The method of claim 11, wherein the feed rate is
between about 4 and 13 tons per hour per foot of electrode
width.

13. The method of claim 1, wherein processing particulate
material in the electrostatic separation system comprises
delivering the particulate material to at least one feedport
location.

14. The method of claim 1, wherein the output variable
comprises the concentration of at least one component of the
incoming feed.

15. The method of claim 14, wherein the time spaced
intervals are less than 20 minutes

16. The method of claim 15, wherein the time spaced
intervals are less than 10 minutes.

17. The method of claim 15, wherein said output variable is
calculated as an average value of at least one on-line mea-
surement obtained at time spaced intervals.

18. The method of claim 17, wherein said output variable
under control is calculated as an average value of at least two
on-line measurements obtained at time spaced intervals.

19. The method of claim 2, wherein the particulate material
is fly ash from coal-fired generation containing un-burnt car-
bon, whereby the first stream is diluted in carbon content and
the second stream is concentrated in carbon content, and the
output variable is a loss-on-ignition (LOT) of the first stream.

20. The method of claim 19, wherein said output variable is
the LOI and the process adjusts based at least in part on a
plurality of input variables.

21. The method of claim 20, wherein the plurality of input
variables are adjusted to obtain a substantially consistent LOI
quality within the target range while simultaneously maxi-
mizing the yield of the first stream that is diluted in carbon
content.

22. The method of claim 19, wherein the on-line analyzer
utilizes a high-temperature burning technique for assessment
of the carbon content of the fly ash at time spaced intervals.

23. The method of claim 19, wherein the on-line analyzer
utilizes a microwave technique for assessment of the carbon
content of the fly ash obtained at time spaced intervals.
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24.The method of claim 19, wherein the electrostatic sepa-
ration system operates with a negative polarity on a top elec-
trode panel and a positive polarity on a bottom electrode
panel.

25. The method of claim 24, wherein the incoming feed is
delivered through a feedport location selected from the group
consisting of a location proximate an outlet of the first stream,
a location proximate an outlet of the second stream, a location
therebetween, and combinations thereof.

26. The method of claim 24, wherein the process uses belt
speed as a primary control variable, and is adjusted by utiliz-
ing the relationship between a target LOI minus an average
value of a measured LOI over a time-spaced interval.

27. The method of claim 26, wherein the process utilizes
gap as a secondary control variable if belt speed reaches a
maximum operating range, and is adjusted by utilizing the
relationship between the target LOI minus an average value of
the measured LOI over a time spaced interval.

28. The method of claim 27, wherein the process utilizes
feed rate as a tertiary control variable if belt speed reaches the
maximum operating range and gap reaches a minimum oper-
ating range, and is adjusted by utilizing the relationship
between the target LOT minus an average value of the mea-
sured LOI over a time spaced interval.

29. The method of claim 19, wherein the electrostatic sepa-
ration system operates with positive polarity on a top elec-
trode panel and negative polarity on a bottom electrode panel.

30. The method of claim 29, wherein the process utilizes at
least one of feedport location and gap as a primary control
variable, and is adjusted by utilizing the relationship between
a target LOI minus an average value of a measured LOI over
a time spaced interval.

31. The method of claim 29, wherein the process utilizes
feed rate as a tertiary control variable if the feedport location
is proximate an outlet of the second stream and the gap
reaches a minimum operating range, and is adjusted by uti-
lizing the relationship between a target LOI minus an average
value of a measured LOI over time spaced intervals.

32. The method of claim 2, wherein the particulate material
comprises a first component at a first percentage of a total
weight of the particulate material and a second component at
a second percentage of the total weight of the particulate
material, wherein the first percentage is greater than the sec-
ond percentage.

33. The method of claim 32, wherein the particulate mate-
rial comprises at least one industrial mineral comprising at
least one contaminant.

34. The method of claim 33, wherein the industrial mineral
comprises a calcium carbonate containing mineral compris-
ing at least one of calcite, limestone, marble, travertine, tufa,
and chalk, and wherein the at least one contaminant com-
prises quartz, pyrites, dolomite, mica, graphite, sulfides, and
combinations thereof, whereby the first stream is concen-
trated in calcium carbonate and the second stream is concen-
trated in the at least one contaminant, and the output variable
comprises a concentration of contaminant of the first stream.

35. The method of claim 33, wherein the industrial mineral
comprises talc, and wherein the at least one contaminant
comprises at least one of pyrite, sulfides, graphite, carbon-
ates, calcite, magnesite, quartz, and tremallite, whereby the
first stream is concentrated in talc and the second stream is
concentrated in the at least one contaminant, and the output
variable comprises a concentration of contaminant of the first
stream.

36. The method of claim 33, wherein the particulate mate-
rial comprises potash, and wherein the at least one contami-
nant comprises halite and kieserite, whereby the first stream is
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concentrated in potash and the second stream is concentrated
in the at least one contaminant, and the output variable com-
prises a concentration of contaminant of the first stream.

37. The method of claim 33, wherein the output variable is
the concentration of contaminant of the first stream and the
process adjusts based on a plurality of input variables.

38. The method of claim 37, wherein the plurality of input
variables are adjusted to obtain a substantially reduced and
consistent contaminant content quality within the target range
while simultanecusly maximizing the yield of the first prod-
uct stream that is diluted in contaminant content.

39. The method of claim 38, wherein the plurality of input
variables comprises polarity, belt speed, feed rate, feedport
location, and gap.

40. The method of claim 32, wherein the concentration of
contaminant is measured using an on-line analyzer.

41. The method of claim 33, wherein the output variable is
calculated as an average value of at least one on-line contami-
nant measurement obtained at time spaced intervals.

42. The method of claim 41, wherein the output variable is
calculated as an average value of at least two on-line contami-
nant measurements obtained at time spaced intervals.

43. The method as defined in claim 32, wherein the first
component charges positive and the second component
charges negative and the electrostatic separation system oper-
ates with positive polarity on a top electrode panel and nega-
tive polarity on a bottom electrode panel.

44. The method of claim 43, wherein the incoming feed is
delivered through a feedport location selected from the group
consisting of a location proximate an outlet of the first stream,
alocation proximate an outlet of the second stream, a location
therebetween, and combinations thereof.

45. The method of claim 43, wherein the process utilizes
belt speed as a primary control variable, and is adjusted by
utilizing a relationship between a target value minus an aver-
age value of a measured value over a time-spaced interval.

46. The method as defined in claim 43, wherein the process
utilizes gap as a secondary control variable if belt speed
reaches a minimum operating range, and is adjusted by uti-
lizing the relationship between a target value minus an aver-
age value of the measured value over a time spaced interval.

47. The method of claim 43, wherein the process utilizes
feed rate as a tertiary control variable if belt speed reaches a
maximum operating range and gap reaches a minimum oper-
ating range, and is adjusted by utilizing a relationship
between a target value minus an average value of a measured
value over a time spaced interval.

48. The method of claim 32, wherein the first component
charges positive and the second component charges negative
and the electrostatic separation system operates with negative
polarity on a top electrode panel and positive polarity on a
bottom electrode panel.

49. The method of claim 48, wherein the process uses
feedport location as a primary control variable, and is
adjusted by utilizing a relationship between the target value
minus an average value of a measured quality over a spaced
interval.

50. The method of claim 48, wherein the process uses belt
speed as a secondary control variable, and is adjusted by
utilizing a relationship between a target value minus an aver-
age value of a measured value over a time spaced interval.

51. The method of claim 48, wherein the process utilizes
feed rate as a tertiary control variable if feedport location is
proximate an outlet of the second stream and gap reaches a
minimum operating range, and is adjusted by utilizing a rela-
tionship between a target value minus an average value of a
measured quality over a time spaced interval.
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52. The method of claim 32, wherein the first component
charges negative and the second component charges positive
and the electrostatic separation system operates with positive
polarity on a top electrode panel and negative polarity on a
bottom electrode panel.

53. The method of claim 52, wherein the process uses
feedport location as a primary control variable, and is
adjusted by utilizing a relationship between the target value
minus an average value of a measured quality over a spaced
interval.

54. The method of claim 48, wherein the process uses belt
speed as a secondary control variable, and is adjusted by
utilizing a relationship between a target value minus an aver-
age value of a measured value over a time spaced interval.

55. The method of claim 52, wherein the process utilizes
feed rate as a tertiary control variable if feedport location is
proximate an outlet of the second stream and gap reaches a
minimum operating range, and is adjusted by utilizing a rela-
tionship between a target value minus an average value of a
measured quality over a time spaced interval.

56. The method as defined in claim 32, wherein the first
component of the mixture to be separated charges negative
and the second component charges positive and the electro-
static separation system operates with negative polarity on a
top electrode panel and positive polarity on a bottom elec-
trode panel.

57. The method of claim 56, wherein the incoming feed is
delivered through a feedport location selected from the group
consisting of a location proximate an outlet of the first stream,
alocation proximate an outlet of the second stream, a location
therebetween, and combinations thereof.

58. The method of claim 56, wherein the process utilizes
belt speed as a primary control variable, and is adjusted by
utilizing a relationship between a target value minus an aver-
age value of a measured value over a time-spaced interval.

59. The method as defined in claim 56, wherein the process
utilizes gap as a secondary control variable if belt speed
reaches a minimum operating range, and is adjusted by uti-
lizing the relationship between a target value minus an aver-
age value of the measured value over a time spaced interval.

60. The method of claim 56, wherein the process utilizes
feed rate as a tertiary control variable if belt speed reaches a
maximum operating range and gap reaches a minimum oper-
ating range, and is adjusted by utilizing a relationship
between a target value minus an average value of a measured
value over a time spaced interval,

61. The method of claim 2, further comprising delivering
the first stream to an off-quality location.

62. The method of claim 61, wherein delivering the first
stream to an off-quality location is based at least in part on
comparing the measured output variable with the target
range.

63. An apparatus for separating particulate mixtures com-
ptising:

a feed point configured to receive particulate material;

a triboelectric counter-current belt-type electrostatic sepa-

ration system;

an on-line sensor in fluid communication with the particu-

late material and configured to measure an output vari-
able of the particulate material; and

a controller operatively coupled to receive an output signal

from the on-line sensor based at least in part on the
measured output variable and control at least one input
variable of the electrostatic separation system based at
least in part on the output signal.



US 8,552,326 B2

15

64. The apparatus of claim 63, further comprising arecycle
line fluidly connected to an outlet of the electrostatic separa-
tion system and an inlet of the system.

65. The apparatus of claim 64, wherein the outlet of the
electrostatic separation system is a primary product outlet.

66. The apparatus of claim 63, further comprising a source
of particulate material from a system located upstream of the
electrostatic separation system.

67. The apparatus of claim 63, wherein the at least one
input variable is selected from the group consisting of polar-
ity, belt speed, feed rate, feedport location, and gap.

68. The apparatus of claim 63, wherein the particulate
material is fly ash from coal-fired generation comprising un-
burnt carbon.

69. The apparatus of claim 63, wherein the on-line sensor
measures loss-on-ignition (LOI) of a stream at an outlet of the
electrostatic separation system.

70. A computer readable medium including computer
readable signals stored thereon defining instructions that, as a
result of being executed by a controller, instruct the controller
to perform a method of controlling processing of particulate
materials using a triboelectric counter-current belt-type elec-
trostatic separation system comprising:

on-line measuring an output variable using an on-line ana-

lyzer;

comparing the output variable to a target range;

generating an output signal based on the at least one output

variable and the target range; and

adjusting at least one input variable based at least in part on

the output.
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