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SHORT COMMUNICATION

Filtered actuator disks: Theory and application to wind turbine
models in large eddy simulation
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aryian The actuator disk model (ADM) continues to be a popular wind turbine representa-

Correspondence tion in large eddy simulations (LES) of large wind farms. Computational restrictions
*Carl R- Shapiro. Email: cshapir@jhu.edu typically limit the number of grid points across the rotor of each actuator disk and
require spatial filtering to smoothly distribute the applied force distribution on dis-
crete grid points. At typical grid resolutions, simulations cannot capture all of the
vorticity shed behind the disk and subsequently over-predict power by upwards of
10%. To correct these modeling errors, we propose a vortex cylinder model to quan-
tify the shed vorticity when a filtered force distribution is applied at the actuator disk.
This model is then used to derive a correction factor for numerical simulations that
collapses the power curve for simulations at various filter widths and grid resolutions
onto the curve obtained using axial momentum theory. The proposed correction,
which is analytically derived from first principles, facilitates accurate power mea-
surements in LES without resorting to highly refined numerical grids or empirical

correction factors.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Blade-resolved simulations of wind turbines', which can directly calculate the lift, drag, loading, and deflection of the blades,
are computationally costly and thus mostly limited to simulations of a single wind turbine. In wind farm simulations, turbines
are instead represented by actuator models, such as the actuator line model (ALM)?? and the actuator disk model (ADM)*.
Detailed simulations of wake characteristics and loading are provided by ALM, which models the lift and drag along the blades
as a distribution of forces>3. However, the coarse grid resolution needed when simulating very large wind farms, which are
becoming more prevalent,® or applying optimal-control methods® are often too costly for ALM. As a result, ADM, which
distributes the thrust force of the turbine across the swept area of the rotor, remains a popular wind turbine representation’-3?.
For numerical stability of simulations using actuator models, the body force distribution (along the blades in ALM or across
the rotor swept area in ADM) is typically filtered via a convolution kernel '%!11213_ Unless the geometric footprint of the filtered
force properly resolves the smallest scales of the shed vorticity, the induced velocity defect is under-predicted, and hence power
generation is over-predicted '>!'3. A very finely resolved actuator disk will shed a vortex cylinder of infinitesimal thickness at
the edge of the disk*, as shown in Figure 1a. At the coarser resolutions typically used in simulations, an ADM under-predicts
the velocity gradient at the edge of the disk when compared to experiments®, indicating under-resolved vorticity generation.
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(a) Actuator disk (b) Filtered actuator disk

FIGURE 1 (a) Shed circulation 7, per unit length of the vortex cylinder behind an actuator disk (shown in gray) and velocity
induced at the disk éu. (b) Shed circulation distribution per unit area #(r) of the concentric vortex cylinders shed by a filtered
actuator disk (shown in gray). The velocity induced by the filtered force su(r) depends on the radial distance from the center of
the disk. Note that the shed circulation and induced velocity are negative in the coordinate system used.

With only a few points across the rotor, the under-prediction of the induced velocity distribution results in an over-prediction of
power by 10% or more ',

Past ADM studies have primarily focused on wake characteristics or normalized power in a way that obfuscates the power over-
prediction that arises from this modeling approach. Studies that address this power over-prediction typically employ empirical
correction factors that depend on grid size '4. An alternative ADM formulation that uses the Euler equations to directly model the
infinitesimal vortex rings emanating from the actuator disk, mitigates these issues and has power coefficient errors of less than
1% 3. However, such simulations cannot model the turbulent breakdown of the wake or be embedded in large eddy simulations
(LES). Clearly, corrections to ADM are needed to improve power coefficient predictions in LES of wind farms.

In this communication, we develop a correction factor for the power production of filtered actuator disks by examining the
structure of the shed vorticity. First, we derive a vortex cylinder model for filtered actuator disks that predicts the disk-averaged
velocity generated by the shed vorticity and compare these theoretical predictions to simulations. Then, we derive a correction
factor for use in simulations that collapses the power coefficient measured at a range of grid resolutions and body force filter
widths onto the power curve predicted by axial momentum theory. Since this correction factor is analytically derived, accurate
power predictions can be obtained without resorting to highly-refined numerical grids or empirical correction factors. Recent
work on using similar considerations to derive corrections for the ALM approach have led to the filtered actuator line model and
improved results for ALM-LES %13,

2 | THE FILTERED ACTUATOR DISK

Standard actuator disk theory* defines the total thrust force
F= —%anZCTUjo (D

in terms of the thrust coefficient C;,, air density p, radius of the rotor swept area R, and the inflow velocity U, . In simulations of
turbulent flows, however, the inflow velocity U, is difficult to calculate 10.1T Therefore, we will follow the more convenient local
formulation of Meyers & Meneveau '! and Calaf et al. 1°, which writes the thrust force in terms of the local thrust coefficient C}
and disk averaged velocity u,

1
F = —EpﬂRQC}uj. (2)
From standard actuator disk theory, the disk-averaged velocity u, /U, = (1 — a) and thrust coefficient C; = 4a(1 — a) can be
written in terms of a, the induction factor®. Equating (1) and (2) leads to'*!! C}. = C;./(1 — a)* = 4a/(1 — a).
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This thrust force is directed in the unit normal direction of the disk X and is spatially distributed with a normalized (integrates
to one) indicator function R(x)

f(x) = FR(x)X. 3
The disk averaged velocity is expressed as a weighted average of the normal component of the velocity field u(x)
Uy = / R(x)u(x) - X d’x, 4)

with R(x) used as the weighting function. The normalized indicator function for a disk of finite thickness s can be written with

units of inverse volume as ]

smR?
where r is the radial distance along the disk written in terms of the transverse coordinate directions > = y*> + z*> and H(x) is
the Heaviside function. In order to avoid numerical problems, such as unphysical oscillations and instabilities, that arise when
applying sharp forces on grid points, a smoothed indicator function, obtained by convolving 7 (x) with a filtering kernel G(x)

R(x) = / G(x —x)I(x")d*x’' (6)

10,11

3/2 6 2
o =) oo (45

is a Gaussian filtering kernel whose second moment is the same as a box filter of size A . The filter width A = a/ is the product
of a factor of order unity a and the effective grid size" h = \/ Ax2 + Ay? + Az2, where Ax, Ay, and Az are the grid spacings.

For the Gaussian-filtered indicator function R(x), there exists a convenient decomposition that splits the indicator function
into a product of normal and radial components

I(x)=

[H(x+s/2)— H(x —5/2)]| HR-r), o

is typically used. In most implementations

R(x) = R, (x)Ry(F). ®)

The normal component

1/ 6 \'2 ) S ) S (x —x)? ,
reo=1 (o) [l (eg) - (-5 ew (-5 ) o ®
has the analytic solution
Rl(x)zi lerf(% <x+%>>—erf<% <x—%>>] . (10)
The radial component

_ 2 N
Rz(r)=#%//H(R—\/y’2+z’2)exp (—6(y yy +(z-z) > dy dz (1

A2
can be computed numerically or evaluated analytically when A/R << 1 (see Section 4). This decomposition proves useful
for implementing the smoothed indicator function (6) in simulations and computing the vortex cylinder model discussed in the
following section.

3 | A VORTEX CYLINDER THEORY FOR FILTERED ACTUATOR DISKS

To develop the vortex cylinder theory for filtered actuator disks, we use results from blade element methods and the vortex
cylinder model* with modifications to include the indicator function from the filtered actuator disk. For each radial element of
the disk, the lift on the blade per unit radius is given by

I(r) = % pr R*CLUZ R, (r)2xr. (12)

The effective grid size is expressed as the geometric mean 2 = (AxAyAz)'/? of the grid spacings in some formulations®.
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For a large rotational speed Q, the relative velocity over the blade is V' = Qr. Applying the Kuta-Joukowsky theorem!” with
this relative velocity, the circulation distribution is
I(r) 71'2R2C’Tu§722(r)
rm=—m=———.
pV Q
The annular lift and circulation distribution will shed concentric semi-infinite vortex cylinders, as shown in Figure 1b. The
circulation strength per unit radius dI"/dr is shed once per rotation of the rotor. During one revolution of the rotor, the wake
will travel a distance £ ,4,. Assuming that the wake moves uniformly at the disk velocity u,, this advection distance is

13)

adv*

2z
Coav = Uy gy - (14)
Therefore, the shed circulation strength per unit area is
aR?’Cluy dR
n(r)=£L=—Td_2 (15)

dr ¢ 2 dr

For a single semi-infinite vortex cylinder with infinitesimal thickness and circulation strength per unit area of #(r) = 1,6(r—R),
shown in Figure 1a, the only non-vanishing component of the axial induced velocity is within the cylinder itself'8. At the start
of the disk, the axial induced velocity within the cylinder is uniformly #,/2'3. For the circulation distribution in (15), we can
superimpose the induced velocities for each of the shed concentric semi-infinite vortex cylinders. At radial location r, the only
contribution to the induced velocity comes from cylinders with a radius /' greater than r. Integrating the contributions and noting
that lim,_, . R,(r) = 0, the induced velocity éu(r) at the rotor plane and along the radius is given by

adv

ou(r 1 r Cru
U( ) _ S [ ndr= —nRZTTU—dRZ(r). (16)

Asin (4), the disk-averaged velocity can now be found by integrating the velocity at the disk U, + éu(r) weighted by the radial
indicator function

ug _ Uy ,Cr 2
— = [ 1 +6u(M]Ry(r2zxrdr=1—- —|aR"— [ R (r)2zrdr a7
U, U, 4
0 0
o -1
Cl
;Jl_‘; =[1+ ﬂszT / Ry(r2zrdr| . (18)
0

In the limit of a vanishing filter width A — 0, the disk-averaged velocity of a filtered actuator disk (18) tends to the solution of
standard axial momentum theory. In this limit, the filtered indicator function tends to a Heaviside function, i.e. lim,_,o R,(r) =
7' R™H(R — r). Noting that C. = 4a/(1 — a)'®!", the disk-averaged velocity approaches

cN! -1
ii_r}})g—i=<1+TT> =(1+1fa> —(1-a), (19)
as predicted by axial momentum theory*.

The disk-averaged velocity in (18) is compared to simulations of actuator disks under uniform inflow using the pseudo-
spectral code LESGO®. The inflow velocity U, is prescribed using a fringe region forcing that spans 25% of the the domain °.
The actuator disk with diameter D = 2R is placed in a domain L, = 15.36D long with a cross-section with dimensions
L, =L, =576D. The center of the disk is located 3D from the inlet of the domain and in the center of the cross-section. All
simulations have the same grid cell aspect ratio of Ax = Ay = 4Az. The Smagorinsky subgrid scale model with C; = 0.16 is
used for numerical stability; however, the results are not affected by the value of C,. Molecular viscosity is neglected. A number
of simulations at various C’T, A, and £ are run and the power coefficient Cp = C}(ud / Uoo)3 1'is computed from the simulation.
Simulations are performed up to C. ~ 2 (a = 1/3), where actuator disk theory is known to work well*.

Despite the large domain, the simulations experience some blockage effect with the velocity slightly accelerating at the edges
of the domain. To correct for this blockage, we assume that the streamwise pressure gradient will distribute the total mass flow
rate lost at the rotor disk pz R*(U,, — u,) equally across the cross section of the domain; i.e. the velocity far from the rotor is
U,+WU, — ud)er2 / (LZLy), very close to what we observe in simulations. To obtain u, at the rotor, we need to subtract the
extra velocity, and so the resulting corrected disk-averaged velocity is u; — (U, — u,)x R*/ (L, L,). This correction is small;
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FIGURE 2 (a) Comparison of power coefficient Cp = C}(ud / Uoc,)3 curves for filtered actuator disk simulations (symbols),
filtered indicator function theory using (18) to compute u, ( ), and axial momentum theory (- - - - - ). (b) Comparison of the
Cp curve for filtered actuator disk simulations with correction factor (symbols) and axial momentum theory (- - - - - ). Colors
denote filter widths of A = 0.517D (magenta), A = 0.259D (green), A = 0.129D (blue), A = 0.065D (red), and A = 0.032D
(cyan). Symbols denote grid sizes of A = 0.172D (X), h = 0.086D (+), and A = 0.043D (o).

even for the largest local thrust coefficient C. = 2, the blockage terms correction on the power coefficient is approximately 3%,
which is much smaller than the largest filter-related power coefficient error.

The vortex cylinder theory described herein is compared to axial momentum theory and simulations with various filter widths
and grid resolutions in Figure 2a. All simulations over-predict the power coefficient compared to axial momentum theory. The
magnitude of this over-prediction is primarily dependent on the filter width A and relatively insensitive to resolution; i.e. for a
given filter width A = ah, all simulations collapse onto the same curve regardless of a. Furthermore, the power curves predicted
by the filtered vortex cylinder model largely agree with the simulations, with some discrepancy at coarse resolutions with large
local thrust coefficients.

4 | CORRECTION FACTOR FOR SIMULATIONS

The theory in Section 3 provides a means for correcting the disk-averaged velocity computed in simulations. Instead of directly
averaging using the filtered indicator function, as in (4), we introduce a correction factor M to compute the disk-averaged
velocity as

U =M / R(x)u(x) - R d’x. (20)
The correction factor M is found by ensuring that the disk-averaged velocity for the force satisfies the momentum equation
Ccorr
d 4
4 _ _—(l-a)= ——. 21
v, T @b
Replacing f R(x)u(x) - R d>x in (20) with (17) expressed using the corrected disk-averaged velocity u "
Corr C/ ucorr *
5_00 =M|1- nRZTTg_m / R3(r)2nrdr]|, (22)
0
and replacing u?" /U, with (21), we can solve for the correction factor
c! r
M =1+ TT 1-zR? / R2(r2xrdr|. (23)
0

Figure 2b compares Cp computed using u,; from simulations evaluated as in (20) and with M given by (23) to the result of
axial momentum theory. Except for the correction factor, the simulations are identical to those of Section 3. As already noted in
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FIGURE 3 Correction factors (23) computed numerically (-) compared to the approximate expression (26) (——) for C} =1
(red), C;. = 3/2 (green), and CJ. = 2 (blue).

Section 3, for the uncorrected simulations, the power coefficient depends on the filter width and in cases with large filter widths,
greatly exceeds the Betz limit. After applying the correction factor in (20), the dependence on the filter width is eliminated.
Furthermore, the power measurements collapse onto a single curve that differs only slightly from the axial momentum theory
predictions.

For small filter sizes, we can expand the integral in (23) using a Taylor series expansion in A around A = 0 and recalling that
the integral is unity at A =0

d

7R? / Rg(r)2mdr=1+AE 7R? / R2(M2ardr|  +O(AY). (24)
0 0

A=0
When A/R << 1, the curvature of the disk is negligible when evaluating the convolution (11), and the solution for
a Gaussian filter is equal to the one-dimensional convolution of the Gaussian with the Heaviside function, i.e. R,(r) =

% [1 —erf (\/g% )] Replacing this equation into (24), making a change of variables & = \/g(r - R)/A

d 2/ ) 21 / ~ _§2< A >
LR | RAr2ardr=1] =~ [ [l—erf@1ee [ 1+ —2—¢) de, 25)
dA 2 37 R

., 3 T \/ER

and evaluating at A = 0 yields 4/ %% f_°:o [1—erf(&)] ée‘fz dé = —ﬁ. Therefore, for small A/ R the correction factor can

-1
C/
M=<1+—TLA> . (26)
4 . R

The approximate correction factor is compared to numerical integration of (23) in Figure 3, showing that the approximation of
M using the Taylor series expansion of the integral in (23) is valid up to A/ R = 1.25 and widely applicable for most LES grids.

1
7R?

be written as

S | CONCLUSIONS

The filtered ADM, which is often used in simulations of large wind farms, over-predicts power production, particularly at coarse
grid resolutions. This discrepancy arises because the filtered body force does not adequately resolve the semi-infinite vortex
cylinder shed behind the actuator disk, which in turn under-estimates the velocity defect induced at the rotor plane. The theory
derived in this communication accurately predicts the disk-averaged velocity induced by the concentric semi-infinite vortex
cylinders shed behind the turbine when compared to numerical simulations. The theory then provides a means for correcting the
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disk-averaged velocity in LES, which return the expected power curve from axial-momentum theory for various grid resolutions
and filter widths.

6
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