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Abstract: Unstable combustion phenomena such as flame flashback, flame liftoff, extinction and
blowout frequently take place during the operation of the bluff-body stabilized burner. Therefore,
flame state monitoring is necessary for the safe operation of the bluff-body stabilized burner. In the
present study, an electrical capacitance tomography (ECT) system was deployed to detect the permit-
tivity distribution in the premixing channel and further characterize the flame states of stabilization,
flashback, liftoff, extinction and blowout. A calderon-based reconstruction method was modified
to reconstruct the permittivity distribution in the annular premixing channel. The detection results
indicate that the permittivity in the premixing channel increases steeply when the flame flashback
takes place and decreases obviously when the flame lifts off from the combustor rim. Based on
the varied permittivity distribution at different flame states, a flame state index was proposed to
characterize the flame state in quantification. The flame state index is 0, positive, in the range of
−0.64–0, and lower than −0.64 when the flame is at the state of stable, flashback, liftoff and blowout,
respectively. The flame state index at the flame state of extinction is the same as that at the flame
state of liftoff. The extinction state and the blowout state can be distinguished by judging whether
the flame flashback takes place before the flame is extinguished. These results reveal that the ECT
system is capable of monitoring the flame state, and that the proposed flame state index can be used
to characterize the flame state.

Keywords: flame state; electrical capacitance tomography; flame flashback; flame liftoff; flame
state index

1. Introduction

Bluff body stabilizes the flame by creating a recirculation zone, and has been widely
applied in industrial systems, including gas turbines, industrial furnaces and scramjet
engines [1]. With the increasing attention to environmental protection, lean premixed
combustion has been widely adopted to reduce the NOX emissions [2]. However, the lean
premixed combustion is susceptible to flame flashback [3], flame liftoff [4] and blowout [5].
During the operation of the combustor, the flame usually presents four states, including the
stable flame, the flame flashback, the flame liftoff and the blowout. When the flow velocity
is lower than the flame propagation speed at the burner outlet, the flame propagates
upstream into the premixing channel [6]. When the flow velocity is so large that the fresh
reactants cannot be ignited at the outlet by the hot mixtures in recirculation zone, the
flame propagates downstream and lifts off from the burner rim [7]. The flame liftoff height
increases when the airflow rises, and the flame extinguishes when the flame liftoff height
exceeds a certain critical value [8].

Processes 2023, 11, 2403. https://doi.org/10.3390/pr11082403 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/processes

https://doi.org/10.3390/pr11082403
https://doi.org/10.3390/pr11082403
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/processes
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7786-761X
https://doi.org/10.3390/pr11082403
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/processes
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/pr11082403?type=check_update&version=1


Processes 2023, 11, 2403 2 of 14

Flame flashback and flame liftoff can cause considerable mechanical damage to the
combustion system, while the blowout may cause the in-flight shutdown of the aero-
engine [9]. Therefore, monitoring the flame state in real time is significant for the operation
safety of the combustors. A lot of studies have been done in the flame state monitoring. For
the flame flashback, Christodoulou et al. detected the dynamics prior to flame flashback of a
bluff-body burner using a pressure transducer [10]. They found that subtle changes occur in
system dynamics seconds before the actual flashback event [10]. Eichler et al. studied flame
flashback in wall boundary layers using a particle image velocimetry system (PIV) [11].
They found a backflow region upstream of the flame during the process of the flame flash-
back, and that backflow was caused by the imbalance between the pressure upstream of the
flame and in the boundary layer [11]. Ebi et al. obtained the 3D flashback flame topography
using a tomographic PIV [12]. For flame liftoff, Yon et al. monitored the liftoff height of an
oxy-fuel burner using a PIV system [13]. They found that the addition of hydrogen caused
the decrease in flame liftoff height [13]. Zheng et al. detected the flame liftoff location using
a high speed camera and studied the influence of the gasoline proportion in gasoline-diesel
mixtures on flame liftoff height [14]. Li et al. simultaneously captured spray length and
flame liftoff length using a high-speed camera and a Mie-scattering system [15]. For the
flame blowout, Nair et al. detected the blowout of a swirl-stabilized combustor using a
condenser microphone [16] and a photo-multiplier tube (PMT) [17]. Li et al. researched
the combustion instability of a swirl flame as approaching lean blowout by the method of
diode-laser absorption [18]. It was found that the low-frequency temperature fluctuations
increase as the flame approaches lean blowout [18].

These works used acoustic or optical technologies to detect only one of the flame
states. The acoustic and optical technologies need the opening hole and the observation
window, which confines the acoustic and the optical techniques in laboratories rather than
in practice [19,20]. A technique with simple structure, no need of observation window and
applicability in practice is highly needed to monitor the flame state. In addition, monitoring
all the flame states including the steady flame, the flame flashback, the flame liftoff and
the flame blowout just using a flame measurement method can dramatically improve the
safety of combustor. This is the primary motivation of the present study.

Electrical capacitance tomography (ECT) is a non-invasive measurement technology
and has been proved the ability to monitor the fluid in tube no matter whether the premixing
channel is transparent or not [21]. Consequently, the ECT is suitable for detecting flame
flashback inside the premixing channel with no need for an observation window and
opening hole. In the process of experiment, we found that ECT systems can also be used
to detect flame liftoff and blowout by combining the fringe effect of the ECT sensor [22].
Therefore, monitoring all the flame states with only one measuring technique can be
realized via the ECT system. In this study, the ECT system was used to detect the flame
under various flame states, and a flame state index was proposed to characterize these
different flame states.

2. Methodology
2.1. Flame State of Bluff-Body Stabilized Burner

For a fixed fuel flow, the flame state of the bluff-body stabilized burner varies with
the airflow. Figure 1 shows the flame photos taken by a high-speed camera at the fuel
flow of 60 mL/min and the airflow of 1.3 L/min, 1.36 L/min, 2.48 L/min, 3.0 L/min and
3.25 L/min. The flame is stably anchored to the edge of the burner and the equivalence
ratio is 1.27 when the airflow is 1.3 L/min. Under the airflow of 1.3 L/min, the flame is
stable in the fuel-rich condition and the flame state is defined as fuel-rich stable state. When
the airflow increases to 1.36 L/min, the flame propagates upstream into the premixing
channel, presenting a flashback state as shown in Figure 1b. When the airflow further
increases to 2.48 L/min, the flame reattaches to the edge of the burner and the equivalence
ratio is 0.72. Under this condition, the flame presents a fuel-lean stable state. When the
airflow reaches 3.0 L/min, the flame presents a liftoff state as shown in Figure 1d. The
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flame liftoff height increases with the increase in airflow. When the airflow is greater than
3.25 L/min, the flame cannot be anchored by the bluff body and the flame is blown out by
the flow.
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Figure 1. Flame photos taken by a high-speed camera at Qfuel = 60 mL/min and Qair = 1.3 L/min,
1.36 L/min, 2.48 L/min, 3.0 L/min and 3.25 L/min. (a) 1.3 L/min; (b) 1.36 L/min; (c) 2.48 L/min;
(d) 3.0 L/min; (e) 3.25 L/min.

Table 1 lists the flame states as the airflow increases from 0 L/min to 3.25 L/min at the
fuel flow of 60 mL/min. When the airflow is lower than 1.36 L/min, the equivalence ratio
is greater than 1.3 and the flame is stable in the fuel-rich condition. When the airflow is in
the range of 1.36 L/min and 2.48 L/min, the equivalence ratio is in the range of 0.72–1.27.
In this condition, the flame propagation speed is relatively large and the flame is in the
flashback state. When the airflow is in the range of 2.48–3.0 L/min, the equivalence ratio is
in the range of 0.59–0.72 and the flame is stable at fuel-lean condition. When the airflow is
in the range of 3.0–3.25 L/min, the equivalence ratio is in the range of 0.54–0.59 and the
flame is in the liftoff state. When the airflow is greater than 3.25 L/min, the equivalence
ratio is lower than 0.54 and the flame is in the blowout state.

Table 1. Flame states at Qfuel = 60 mL/min and Qair = 0–3.25 L/min.

Airflow (L/min) Equivalence Ratio Flame State

<1.36 >1.27 Stable flame at fuel-rich condition
1.36–2.48 0.72–1.27 Flame flashback
2.48–3.0 0.59–0.72 Stable flame at fuel-lean condition
3.0–3.25 0.54–0.59 Flame liftoff

>3.25 <0.54 Blowout

2.2. Flame State Monitoring

When the flame flashback takes place, the flame propagates upstream into the pre-
mixing channel causing a sharp increase in the permittivity of the flow in the premixing
channel. An electrical capacitance tomography (ECT) system can detect the flashback flame
by measuring the permittivity of the flow in the premixing channel. In addition, the ECT
sensor has the fringe effect by which the medium outside the measurement area has a
certain influence on the measurement results of the ECT system [21]. When the flame
lifts off from the edge of the burner, the distance between the flame and the ECT sensor
increases leading to the decrease in the measurement data of the ECT system. When the
flame blows out, the measurement data of the ECT system further decreases due to the
disappearance of the fringe effect. Therefore, the ECT system can be used to monitor all the
flame state of the bluff-body stabilized burner. The following introduces the ECT system
and the fringe effect of the ECT sensor briefly.

2.2.1. Electrical Capacitance Tomography System and the Modified Reconstruction Method

Figure 2 shows the schematic diagram of the ECT system for flame state monitoring.
The ECT system mainly consists of three parts: the ECT sensor, the data acquisition system
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and the computer. In this study, the ECT sensor is made up of eight copper electrodes to
detect the permittivity distribution in the region of interest (ROI). The electrodes of the ECT
sensor are pasted on the outside surface of the premixing channel to detect the permittivity
distribution in the premixing channel. Impedance between all pairs of the electrodes is
acquired by the data acquisition system and is further transferred to the computer through
a USB cable.
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Figure 2. Schematic diagram of the electrical capacitance tomography system for flame state monitoring.

The cross-sectional permittivity distribution image is reconstructed using the Calderon-
method based image reconstruction algorithm on the computer [23]. The traditional
reconstruction method is usually used for reconstructing the permittivity distribution of
a circular region [24–26], while the measurement area in the present study is an annular
region with a rod in the center to support the bluff-body. Therefore, the reconstruction
method needs to be modified. According to the structure of the bluff-body burner, the
scattering transform of the permittivity distribution in the region of central rod is first
calculated by:

t0(s) ≈ −2|S|2
x

ΩC
εc × e−i(−2s1,2s2)·(x,y)dxdy (1)

where S is the coordinates in frequency domain, ΩC is the region of center rod, εc is
the permittivity of the central rod and s1 and s2 are the real and imaginary parts of S,
respectively.

The scattering transform of the measured data is calculated by:

tm(s) = A
2π

N
E∗1 (Λε −Λ1)E1

T (2)

where E1 =
[
ei(k1+ik2)eiθ1 , ei(k1+ik2)eiθ2 , . . . , ei(k1+ik2)eiθN

]
, N is the number of electrodes, E∗1

is the conjugate of E1, E1
T is the transpose of E1 and Λε is the Dirichlet-to-Neumann map

when the permittivity is ε.
Combing t0 and tm, the variation of permittivity for the annular region can be deduced

by the two-dimensional inverse Fourier transform:

ε(x, y) ≈
x

Ds

t0(s) + tm(s)

|S|2
e−2i(s1x−s2y)ds1ds2 (3)

where ε(x, y) is the reconstructed permittivity value at abscissa of x and ordinate of y for
the annular region.

2.2.2. Fringe Effect of Electrical Capacitance Tomography Sensor

Figure 3 shows the schematic diagram of the fringe effect of the electrical capacitance
tomography (ECT) sensor. The ECT is based on ‘soft-field’ sensing, and the electric field
line can be either a straight line or a curve [27]. For a pair of parallel electrodes, the inner
electric field lines are straight and parallel, while the electric field lines at both ends of the
electrodes are curved and spread to a large outer space [28]. This field distribution at the
ends of all the pairs of the electrodes is referred to as the fringe effect of the ECT sensor [29].



Processes 2023, 11, 2403 5 of 14

Processes 2023, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 14 
 

 

line can be either a straight line or a curve [27]. For a pair of parallel electrodes, the inner 
electric field lines are straight and parallel, while the electric field lines at both ends of the 
electrodes are curved and spread to a large outer space [28]. This field distribution at the 
ends of all the pairs of the electrodes is referred to as the fringe effect of the ECT sensor 
[29]. 

 
Figure 3. Schematic diagram of the fringe effect of the electrical capacitance tomography sensor. 

When the flame blows out, there is no flame in the whole electric field and the meas-
urement data of the ECT system is relatively low. When the flame is attached to the edge 
of the burner, the electric field lines at the ends of the electrodes pass through the flame, 
resulting in the increase in the measurement data of the ECT system. When the flame lifts 
off from the edge of the burner, the electric field lines passing through the flame decrease, 
resulting in the decrease in the measurement data of the ECT system. Therefore, the ECT 
system has the potential to detect the flame liftoff and blowout with the fringe effect. 

2.3. Flame State Characterization 
The measurement data of the ECT system is quite different at different flame states. 

This results in the great distinction of the permittivity distribution reconstructed by the 
ECT system at different flame states. Therefore, the mean permittivity value can be used 
to characterize the flame state at the corresponding moment, and can be calculated by: 𝐸ത(𝑡) = 1𝑀 න න 𝜀(𝑥, 𝑦, 𝑡)𝑑𝑥𝑑𝑦ோ

௬ୀିோ
ோ

௫ୀିோ  (4)

where 𝐸ത(𝑡) is the mean permittivity value at the time of t, 𝜀(𝑥, 𝑦, 𝑡) is the permittivity 
value at abscissa of x, ordinate of y for the time of t, R is the radius of the region of interest, 
M is the total number of reconstructed pixels in an image. Three threshold lines: flashback 
determination threshold (TF), liftoff determination threshold (TL) and blowout determina-
tion threshold (TB), are set to determine the flame state. The flame is in the state of flash-
back, steady, liftoff and blowout when the mean grapy value is greater than TF, in the 
range of TL and TF, in the range of TF and TB and less than TB. 

To characterize the flame state and evaluate the unstable intensity of the flame over 
a period of time, the flame state index (FS) is introduced and defined as: 

𝐹ௌ = ׬ {[𝐸ത(𝑡) − 𝑇ி]𝑏[𝐸ത(𝑡) − 𝑇ி] + [𝐸ത(𝑡) − 𝑇௅]𝑏[𝑇௅ − 𝐸ത(𝑡)]}௧భ௧బ 𝑑𝑡𝐸ധ ∙ {𝑡[𝐸ത(𝑡) > 𝑇ி] + 𝑡[𝐸ത(𝑡) < 𝑇௅]}  (5)

where 𝐸ധ is the mean value of 𝐸ത(𝑡) during the time period from t0 to t1, b[𝐸ത(𝑡) − 𝑇ி] is 
the binary conversion of 𝐸ത(𝑡) − 𝑇ி (1 if 𝐸ത(𝑡) > 𝑇ி and 0 otherwise) and is used to include 
the data only when the flame flashback takes place, b[𝑇௅ − 𝐸ത(𝑡)] is the binary conversion 
of 𝑇௅ − 𝐸ത(𝑡) (1 if 𝑇௅ > 𝐸ത(𝑡) and 0 otherwise) and is used to include the data only when 
the flame liftoff takes place. t0 and t1 should be chosen as the adjacent intersection between 
the mean permittivity and all the threshold line. The flame state index is similar to the 

Electrode

Electric field line

Figure 3. Schematic diagram of the fringe effect of the electrical capacitance tomography sensor.

When the flame blows out, there is no flame in the whole electric field and the mea-
surement data of the ECT system is relatively low. When the flame is attached to the edge
of the burner, the electric field lines at the ends of the electrodes pass through the flame,
resulting in the increase in the measurement data of the ECT system. When the flame lifts
off from the edge of the burner, the electric field lines passing through the flame decrease,
resulting in the decrease in the measurement data of the ECT system. Therefore, the ECT
system has the potential to detect the flame liftoff and blowout with the fringe effect.

2.3. Flame State Characterization

The measurement data of the ECT system is quite different at different flame states.
This results in the great distinction of the permittivity distribution reconstructed by the
ECT system at different flame states. Therefore, the mean permittivity value can be used to
characterize the flame state at the corresponding moment, and can be calculated by:

E(t) =
1
M

∫ R

x=−R

∫ R

y=−R
ε(x, y, t)dxdy (4)

where E(t) is the mean permittivity value at the time of t, ε(x, y, t) is the permittivity
value at abscissa of x, ordinate of y for the time of t, R is the radius of the region of
interest, M is the total number of reconstructed pixels in an image. Three threshold lines:
flashback determination threshold (TF), liftoff determination threshold (TL) and blowout
determination threshold (TB), are set to determine the flame state. The flame is in the state
of flashback, steady, liftoff and blowout when the mean grapy value is greater than TF, in
the range of TL and TF, in the range of TF and TB and less than TB.

To characterize the flame state and evaluate the unstable intensity of the flame over a
period of time, the flame state index (FS) is introduced and defined as:

FS =

∫ t1
t0

{[
E(t)− TF

]
b
[
E(t)− TF

]
+
[
E(t)− TL

]
b
[
TL − E(t)

]}
dt

=
E·
{

t
[
E(t) > TF

]
+ t
[
E(t) < TL

]} (5)

where
=
E is the mean value of E(t) during the time period from t0 to t1, b

[
E(t)− TF

]
is the

binary conversion of E(t)− TF (1 if E(t) > TF and 0 otherwise) and is used to include the
data only when the flame flashback takes place, b

[
TL − E(t)

]
is the binary conversion of

TL − E(t) (1 if TL > E(t) and 0 otherwise) and is used to include the data only when the
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flame liftoff takes place. t0 and t1 should be chosen as the adjacent intersection between the
mean permittivity and all the threshold line. The flame state index is similar to the flame
flashback index introduced in our previous work and represents the normalized mean
value of the E(t) greater than TF or less than TB in a period of time.

3. Experiment

The experiment was carried out on a bluff-body stabilized combustor using the de-
veloped ECT system. The experimental system mainly contains a bluff-body stabilized
combustion system, a high-speed camera and an ECT system, as shown in Figure 4. The
combustion system includes an air tank, a fuel tank and a bluff-body burner. The burner
mainly includes a conical bluff body, a supporting rod and a circular tube. The bluff-body
with a diameter of 8 mm and a height of 3.5 mm is concentrically fitted within the tube and
mounted on the rod with a diameter of 1 mm. The inner diameter of the premixing channel
is 10 mm, and the blockage ratio is 0.64. The fuel used in this study is made up of 80%
butane and 20% propane. The fuel and the air are controlled by two mass flow controllers
(MFC, Sevenstar-CS200A).
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Figure 4. Schematic diagram of the experimental setup.

The ECT sensor is composed of eight electrodes and a ground shield. The sensor with
eight electrodes has been proven to be effective in measuring the flame in our previous
work [21]. Due to the conical structure of the bluff-body, the ECT sensor is attached to the
outer surface of the premixing tube with a distance of 4 mm from the outlet, ensuring that
the detection region of the sensor is annular. The height of the shield electrode is 1 mm,
and the height of the electrodes is 20 mm. The data acquisition system uses 100 kHz AC
voltage excitation on all electrodes, and the imaging rate of the ECT system is 3125 frames
per second (fps). A high-speed camera (FASTCAM SA-Z) was used to take the transient
flame photo to validate the flame image reconstructed by the ECT system.

During the experiments, the fuel flow remained at 60 mL/min while the airflow was
increased from 0 L/min until the flame was blowout. The measurement data of the ECT
system when the flame is stable was set as the reference. All the measurement data of the
ECT system were processed by using the modified image reconstruction method based
on the reference data. Therefore, the permittivity obtained in this study is a relative value.
When the flame flashback takes place, the measurement data is greater than the reference
and the permittivity value in the image reconstructed by the ECT system is positive. The
permittivity increases as the intensity of flashback enhances. When the flame lifts off from
the burner edge, the measurement data is less than the reference and the permittivity
reconstructed by the ECT system is negative. The permittivity decreases as the height of
the flame lifts off from the burner rim increases. When the flame blows out, the permittivity
reconstructed by the ECT system is stable and is much less than that of when the flame is
in the liftoff state.
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4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Flame Images Reconstructed by ECT System at Different Flame States
4.1.1. Flame Images Reconstructed by ECT System at Fuel-Rich and Fuel-Lean Stable States

For the fuel flow of 60 mL/min, the flame is stable when the airflow is in the range of
0–1.3 L/min and 2.48–3.0 L/min. When the airflow is lower than 1.3 L/min, the equivalence
ratio is greater than 1.27 and the flame state is named fuel-rich stable. The flame state is
named fuel-lean stable when the airflow is in the range of 2.48–3.0 L/min. The measurement
data at the airflow of 2.48 L/min is set as the reference data, considering the fuel-lean
combustion is adopted frequently and the flame state transforms from the flashback state
into the stable state at this condition.

Figure 5 shows the photos taken by the camera and images reconstructed by the ECT
system at the fuel flow of 60 mL/min and the airflow of 1.3 L/min and 2.8 L/min. At the
airflow of 1.3 L/min, the flame height is higher than that at Qair = 2.48 L/min as shown
in Figure 1c, resulting in a more intense fringe effect of the ECT sensor. As a result, the
images reconstructed by the ECT system present positive permittivity distributions at
Qair = 1.3 L/min. When the airflow is increased from 2.48 L/min to 2.8 L/min, the flame
is still in the stable state. The flame brightness decreases indicating the chemical reaction
intensity decreases as the airflow is increased from 2.48 L/min to 2.8 L/min. Compared
with the condition at the airflow of 2.48 L/min, the fringe effect of the ECT sensor is
weakened at the airflow of 2.8 L/min. Therefore, the images reconstructed by the ECT
system present negative permittivity distributions at Qair = 2.8 L/min.
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Figure 5. Photos taken by the camera and images reconstructed by the ECT system at
Qfuel = 60 mL/min and Qair = 1.3 L/min, 2.8 L/min. (a) Qair = 1.3 L/min (b) Qair = 2.8 L/min.

Figure 6 shows the time series of the mean permittivity in the image reconstructed by
the ECT system at the fuel flow of 60 mL/min and the airflow of 1.3 L/min, 2.8 L/min. The
mean permittivity is positive and stable, around 1.51, at the airflow of 1.3 L/min. When the
airflow is 2.8 L/min, the mean permittivity is negative and stable around −0.55. Therefore,
the fuel-rich stable state and the fuel-lean stable state can be distinguished according to the
positive value and negative value of the mean permittivity.
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Figure 6. Time series of the mean permittivity in the image reconstructed by the ECT system at
Qfuel = 60 mL/min and Qair = 1.3 L/min, 2.8 L/min.

4.1.2. Flame Images Reconstructed by ECT System at Flashback and Extinction States

For the fuel flow of 60 mL/min, the flame is in the flashback state when the airflow is
in the range of 1.36–2.48 L/min. Figure 7 shows the flame flashback photos taken by the
camera at the fuel flow of 60 mL/min and the airflow of 1.72 L/min. The flame is ignited
at t = 0 s, and then propagates against the incoming flow into the premixing tube. From
the flame photo at 0.024 s to the flame photo at 0.216 s, the time interval between the two
adjacent images is 0.048 s, and the distance between the flame surfaces in the two adjacent
images is approximately identical. This indicates the propagation velocity of the flashback
flame is steady during the flame flashback process. The flame reaches the inlets of the air
and the fuel at t = 0.216 s, and the flame is extinguished because there is not enough time to
make the fuel and the air mix perfectly.
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Figure 7. Flame flashback photos taken by the camera at Qfuel = 60 mL/min and the
Qair = 1.72 L/min.

Figure 8 shows the flame flashback images reconstructed by the ECT system at the
fuel flow of 60 mL/min and the airflow of 1.72 L/min. At t = 0 s, the flame is attached
to the outlet of the burner and the image reconstructed by the ECT system presents a
relatively low permittivity distribution. At t = 0.02 s, the flame propagates upstream
into the premixing channel, and the permittivity in the reconstructed image increases
obviously. As the flame further propagates upstream, the area of the flame entering the
ECT measurement area increases. The permittivity in the reconstructed images increases
to the maximum at t = 0.04 s. Then, the flashback flame further propagates upstream and
begins to leave the measurement area of the ECT sensor, resulting in the decrease in the
permittivity in the reconstructed image. The permittivity in the reconstructed image at
0.06 s is lower than that at 0.04 s. At t = 0.08 s, the flashback flame leaves the measurement
area of the ECT sensor completely and the image reconstructed by the ECT system presents
a low permittivity distribution. It must be pointed out that the interval of the flashback
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images in Figure 8 is inconsistent with the photos in Figure 7 because the ECT sensor can
only detect the initial flashback flame as the height of the ECT is 20 mm. The flashback
images reconstructed by the ECT system after 0.08 s are similar to that at 0.08 s, and are not
shown in Figure 8. In spite of inconsistent intervals, both Figures 7 and 8 indicate that the
flashback flame first enters and then leaves the measurement area of the ECT sensor, which
validates the applicability of ECT in monitoring the flame flashback.
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Figure 8. Flame flashback images reconstructed by the ECT system at Qfuel = 60 mL/min and
Qair = 1.72 L/min.

Figure 9 shows the time series of the mean permittivity in the image reconstructed
by the ECT system at the fuel flow of 60 mL/min and the airflow of 1.72 L/min. It can
be found that during the flame flashback process, the mean permittivity first increases
and then decreases. The flashback flame propagates into the measurement area of the
ECT system and causes the increase in the mean permittivity. The decrease in the mean
permittivity is caused by the leaving of the flashback flame from the measurement area of
the ECT system. When the flame is extinguished, the mean permittivity becomes stable
around −2.5.
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Qfuel = 60 mL/min and Qair = 1.72 L/min.

4.1.3. Flame Images Reconstructed by ECT System at Liftoff and Blowout States

For the fuel flow of 60 mL/min, the flame is in the liftoff state when the airflow is
greater than 3.0 L/min. Figure 10 shows the photos taken by the camera and images recon-
structed by the ECT system at the fuel flow of 60 mL/min and the airflow of 2.93 L/min,
3.0 L/min, 3.2 L/min and 3.25 L/min. When the airflow is 2.93 L/min, the flame is attached
to the burner edge. Because the airflow is higher than that at the reference state, the flame
reaction intensity is reduced and the image reconstructed by the ECT system presents a
negative permittivity distribution. As the airflow is raised from 2.93 L/min to 3.0 L/min,
the flame lifts off from the burner edge causing the obvious decrease in the permittivity
in the reconstructed image. As the airflow is further raised to 3.2 L/min, the flame liftoff
height increases which causes the further decrease in the permittivity in the reconstructed
image. When the airflow is increased from 3.2 L/min to 3.25 L/min, the flame is blown out
and the permittivity in the reconstructed image decreases to the minimum.
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Figure 10. Photos taken by the camera and images reconstructed by the ECT system at
Qfuel = 60 mL/min and the airflow of (a) 2.93 L/min, (b) 3.0 L/min, (c) 3.2 L/min and (d) 3.25 L/min.

When the airflow is 2.93 L/min, the flame is attached to the burner edge. Because the
airflow is higher than that at the reference state, the flame reaction intensity is reduced and
the image reconstructed by the ECT system presents a negative permittivity distribution.
As the airflow is increased from 2.93 L/min to 3.0 L/min, the flame lifts off from the burner
edge causing the obvious decrease in the permittivity in the reconstructed image. As
the airflow is further raised to 3.2 L/min, the flame liftoff height increases and results in
the further decrease in the permittivity in the reconstructed image. When the airflow is
increased from 3.2 L/min to 3.25 L/min, the flame is blown out and the permittivity in the
reconstructed image decreases to the minimum.

Figure 11 shows the time series of the mean permittivity in the image reconstructed by
the ECT system at the fuel flow of 60 mL/min and the airflow of 2.93 L/min, 3.0 L/min,
3.2 L/min and 3.25 L/min. The mean permittivity is negative and relatively stable in the
four conditions. The mean values of permittivity are stable at around−0.6,−0.92,−1.7 and
−2.5 at the airflow of 2.93 L/min, 3.0 L/min, 3.2 L/min and 3.25 L/min, respectively. The
above results indicate that the mean permittivity in the reconstructed image at different
flame states distinguish each other obviously, and the ECT system can be used to monitor
and determine the flame state.

Processes 2023, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 10 of 14 
 

 

 
Figure 10. Photos taken by the camera and images reconstructed by the ECT system at Qfuel = 60 
mL/min and the airflow of (a) 2.93 L/min, (b) 3.0 L/min, (c) 3.2 L/min and (d) 3.25 L/min. 

When the airflow is 2.93 L/min, the flame is attached to the burner edge. Because the 
airflow is higher than that at the reference state, the flame reaction intensity is reduced 
and the image reconstructed by the ECT system presents a negative permittivity distribu-
tion. As the airflow is increased from 2.93 L/min to 3.0 L/min, the flame lifts off from the 
burner edge causing the obvious decrease in the permittivity in the reconstructed image. 
As the airflow is further raised to 3.2 L/min, the flame liftoff height increases and results 
in the further decrease in the permittivity in the reconstructed image. When the airflow is 
increased from 3.2 L/min to 3.25 L/min, the flame is blown out and the permittivity in the 
reconstructed image decreases to the minimum. 

Figure 11 shows the time series of the mean permittivity in the image reconstructed 
by the ECT system at the fuel flow of 60 mL/min and the airflow of 2.93 L/min, 3.0 L/min, 
3.2 L/min and 3.25 L/min. The mean permittivity is negative and relatively stable in the 
four conditions. The mean values of permittivity are stable at around −0.6, −0.92, −1.7 and 
−2.5 at the airflow of 2.93 L/min, 3.0 L/min, 3.2 L/min and 3.25 L/min, respectively. The 
above results indicate that the mean permittivity in the reconstructed image at different 
flame states distinguish each other obviously, and the ECT system can be used to monitor 
and determine the flame state. 

 
Figure 11. Time series of the mean permittivity in the image reconstructed by the ECT system at Qfuel 
= 60 mL/min and the airflow of 2.93 L/min, 3.0 L/min, 3.2 L/min and 3.25 L/min. 

  

Figure 11. Time series of the mean permittivity in the image reconstructed by the ECT system at
Qfuel = 60 mL/min and the airflow of 2.93 L/min, 3.0 L/min, 3.2 L/min and 3.25 L/min.



Processes 2023, 11, 2403 11 of 14

4.2. Determination of Flame State Index

To identify the state of the bluff-body stabilized flame, the threshold-based detection
method is adopted. Figure 12 shows the determination of the threshold of the mean
permittivity for flame state monitoring. When the airflow is 1.3 L/min, the flame is in the
fuel-rich stable state and the mean permittivity is stable around 1.51. As the airflow is
increased to 1.72 L/min, the occurrence of the flame flashback causes the abrupt increase
and decrease in the mean permittivity. The peak of the mean permittivity reaches 23 and is
much larger than the mean permittivity at fuel-rich stable state. The flashback threshold
TF is set as 1.2 times of the maximum of the mean permittivity at fuel-rich stable state.
The flame flashback is identified as beginning when the mean permittivity rises above the
flashback threshold and disappears when it drops below the flashback threshold.
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When the airflow is 2.8 L/min, the flame is at the fuel-lean stable state and the mean
permittivity is stable around −0.55. As the airflow is increased to 3.0 L/min, the flame is
in the state of liftoff and the mean permittivity is stable around −0.92. The difference in
the mean permittivity at the fuel-lean stable state and liftoff state is obvious. The liftoff
threshold TL is set as 0.85 times of the maximum of the mean permittivity at the airflow of
2.8 L/min, when the flame lifts off from the burner rim exactly. As the airflow is increased
to 3.25 L/min, the flame is blown out and the mean permittivity is stable around −2.5.
The blowout threshold TB is set as 0.95 times of the maximum of the mean permittivity at
blowout state. The mean permittivity at extinction state is same with that at blowout state,
and hence the blowout threshold is also used to identify the extinction state.

The mean permittivity above the flashback threshold indicates the occurrence of the
flame flashback. The mean permittivity between the flashback threshold and the liftoff
threshold indicates that the flame is in the stable state. In this condition, the positive
permittivity indicates the fuel-rich stable state, while the negative permittivity indicates
the fuel-lean stable state. When the mean permittivity is in the range of the liftoff threshold
and the blowout threshold, the flame is in the liftoff state. The mean permittivity below the
blowout threshold indicates that the flame is extinguished.

To describe the flame state more conveniently, the flame state index is defined as shown
in Equation (5). The flame state index is calculated by integrating the mean permittivity
above the flashback threshold and below the liftoff threshold. The flame state indexes
under the conditions given in Figure 12 are listed in Table 2. It can be found that the flame
state index is 0 when the flame is in the stable state, positive when the flame is in the
flashback state and negative when the flame is in the liftoff state. When the flame is in the
blowout state, the flame state index is decreased to −0.6444.
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Table 2. Flame state indexes at Qfuel = 60 mL/min and airflows of 1.3 L/min, 1.72 L/min, 2.8 L/min,
3.0 L/min, 3.2 L/min and 3.25 L/min.

Airflow (L/min) Flame State Flame State Index

1.3 Fuel-rich stable 0
1.72 Flashback 0.8452
2.8 Fuel-lean stable 0
3.0 Liftoff −0.1176
3.2 Liftoff −0.4841

3.25 Blowout −0.6444

4.3. Characterization of Different Flame States

Figure 13 shows the variation of the flame state index with the airflow at the fuel
flow of 60 mL/min. The airflow is increased from 0 L/min until the flame is blown out.
When the airflow is in the range of 0–1.36 L/min, the mean permittivity is between the
flashback threshold and the liftoff threshold, resulting that the flame state index is 0. This
indicates that the flame is stable in the airflow of 0–1.36 L/min. When the fuel flow is in the
range of 1.36–2.47 L/min, the flame is in the flashback state and the mean permittivity has
two intersections (denoted as t1 and t2) with the flashback threshold, and one intersection
(denoted as t3) with the blowout threshold. The flame state index calculated using the
mean permittivity in the time range of t1–t2 is positive, indicating that the flame flashback
takes place in the airflow of 1.36–2.47 L/min. After the time of t3, the flame state index
is −0.6444, indicating that the flame is distinguished. When the airflow is in the range of
2.48–2.93 L/min, the flame state index is 0 indicating that the flame is in the stable state.
When the airflow is in the range of 3.0–3.25 L/min, the flame state index is in the range of
−0.6444–0, indicating that the flame is in the flashback state. In addition, with the increase
in airflow, the flame state index decreases steeply. This reveals that the flame state index
can describe the degree of flame liftoff. When the airflow is larger than 3.25 L/min, the
flame state index is −0.6444 indicating that the flame is blown out. Here, the critical flame
state index of −0.64 is used to identify the flame blowout state.
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The flame states monitored by the ECT system with the proposed flame state index
at varied airflow conditions are the same as those monitored by the camera as shown in
Figure 13. This reveals that the ECT system can be used to monitor the flame state, and that
the proposed flame state index can characterize the flame state in quantification.

5. Conclusions

In the present study, an ECT system with the modified Calderon-based reconstruction
method was used to monitor all the flame states and a flame state index was proposed
to characterize the flame state of a bluff-body stabilized burner. It can be found that the
values of the permittivity detected by the ECT system at different flame states evidently
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distinguish each other. The mean permittivity at different flame states can be divided by
the set flashback threshold, the liftoff threshold and the blowout threshold. The flame state
indexes at different flame states conclude that the flame state index of 0 and the positive
flame state index indicate the stable and flashback flame states, respectively. The flame
state indexes in the range of −0.64–0 and below −0.64 indicate that the flame is at the liftoff
state and blowout state, respectively. These results indicate that all the flame states of the
bluff-body burner used in the present study can be monitored and characterized by the
proposed flame state index with the ECT system.
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