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1. Introduction

Swirling flows are used in a very wide range of industrial applications. In non-reacting cases, 
examples of applications include vortex amplifiers and reactors, heat exchangers, jet pumps, 
cyclone separators, whirlpools, tornadoes, etc. In reacting cases, swirlers are widely used in 
combustion systems, such as gas turbines, industrial furnaces, boilers, gasoline and diesel 
engines and many other practical heating devices. Effects of using swirl on flow and com-
bustion are significant and various and concern, for example, aerodynamics, mixing, flame 
stability, intensity of combustion and pollutant emissions. In this chapter, we are interested in 
the use of swirling flows in combustion systems.

In industrial plants, the geometric methods of flame stabilization are based on increasing the 
residence time of reactive gases either by the wake effect bluff-body burner, by the flow rotation 
of reactants swirl burner or by a combination of these two mechanisms.

Burners with helical flows generally referred to as the swirl burner have very wide applica-
tions in the industrial field. In the literature, many examples of uses of swirling jets are found 
as a means of controlling combustion [1–4]. Other studies focused on the swirl effect on the 
characteristics of lifted flames [5], stabilization and blow-out phenomenon [6–8] and pollutant 
emissions [9–13].

2. Swirl generation techniques

There are several ways to generate the rotation of a flow. They can be classified into three 
main categories:
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• Use of fins or adjustable propellers tangentially deflecting the axial flow. Because of its 
simplicity, this device is generally used in industrial systems, in particular in gas turbines. 
However, this type of device introduces significant head losses, and the intensity of swirl 
is limited (design of fins) [14].

• Rotating mechanical devices which generate a rotational movement to the fluid passing 
between them [10].

• Tangential injection of part or all fluid quantity into a main duct. The intensity of the swirl 
is then determined by the ratio between the flow injected tangentially and that injected 
axially [15, 16].

3. Swirl number

The swirl number (Sn) is a dimensionless number that characterizes the rotating flows. It is 
defined as (Beér and Chigier [1])
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where   G  ϕ    is the axial flux of the tangential momentum,   G  
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  '    is the axial flux of axial momentum 

and R is the exit radius of the burner nozzle. This number determines the intensity of swirl; 
the more this number is higher, the more the swirl effect is strong. The fluxes   G  ϕ    and   G  

x
    are 

given by the following expressions:
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U and W are the axial and tangential components of the velocity, respectively; p is the static 
pressure of the flow.

The introduction of this swirl number is based on   G  ϕ    and   G  
x
    measurements along the axis the 

flow. To experimentally evaluate Sn, it is necessary to have access to the velocity and pressure 
distributions on cross sections of the rotating flow. The swirl number can be calculated geo-
metrically with the dimensions of the swirler and burner, as in [17, 18].

4. Swirl effects on flames

According to some studies as Beér and Chigier [1], for flows with a low swirl number 
(Sn = 0.6), there is no recirculation of the flow (Figure 1). The swirl induces an increase in the 
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entrainment of the ambient fluid and a decrease in the axial velocity of the flow. Axial veloc-
ity radial profiles remain a Gaussian form as long as the swirl remains below 0.5. Velocity 
maximum deviate from the axis when approaching Sn = 0.6. Thus the degree of jet opening 
and the entrained mass flow then increase continuously with the swirl number. From a swirl 
intensity of about 0.6, a recirculation zone appeared in the main flow. The size and position 
of this recirculation zone varies with the intensity of swirl [1, 17]. This zone is an essential 
element for the stabilization of flames because it contains preheated fresh gases and allows a 
better combustion.

The swirl is commonly used in combustion because it has a stabilizing role for the flame [1, 8]. 
Indeed, if the swirl intensity is strong enough, a recirculation zone will appear. The latter is a 
region in which fresh gases and flue gases are well mixed. In addition, swirl improves the entrain-
ment of gases and greatly increases flame-blow limits [3, 7]. Beer and Chigier [1] show the effect 
of the swirl intensity on the behaviour of the flame as shown in Figure 1.

• Case (1): The intensity of swirl is low; the flame behaviour is similar to that encountered 
without swirl. The flame is detached from the burner.

• Case (2): The intensity of swirl is intermediary; the flame is stabilized closer to the burner, 
in the recirculation zone rich in fresh gas. Turbulence levels are high and combustion is 
intense.

• Case (3): The intensity of swirl is high; the interaction of flame/walls is intense; this is in 
generally an undesirable case, except in certain industrial furnaces to obtain an intense and 
uniform radiation.

Many advantages of swirling reacting flows are now well-known and studied, as the flame 
stabilization improvement through the vortex breakdown phenomenon, due to the central 
recirculation zone (CRZ) occurrence [3, 7, 19, 20] and enhancement in turbulent mixing of 
reactants by means of the precessing vortex core (PVC). Authors [21–25] studied the flow 
characteristics and mixing properties of the swirling double concentric jets at low Reynolds 
numbers with control discs. Jourdaine et al. [26], investigated premixed swirling flames 
of CO

2
–CH

4
–O

2
 and CH

4
-air using different optical diagnostics. Benim et al. [27] studied 

numerically turbulent swirling flames in a model gas turbine combustor, using OpenFOAM 
code through the LES approach. Elbaz and Robert [16] investigated non-premixed methane 
swirling flames and particularly the quarl geometry effect on the flame structure. They were 

Figure 1. Swirl effect on flames [1]. (1) Low Sn, (2) intermediary Sn and (3) high Sn.
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interested in the measurements of the turbulent flow field, concentrations of species and 
temperature distribution. Khalil Ahmed and Gupta [28] studied the colourless distributed 
combustion (CDC) combustor. CDC was examined with both swirling and non-swirling 
cases using different injection of velocity to improve distributed combustion. Orbay et al. [29] 

reported experiments and numerical simulations of swirling turbulent flows in non-reactive 
and reactive cases in an academic gas turbine combustor. They conducted PIV-LDV measure-
ments and LES calculations focusing on the characterization of the flow structures, the effect 
of inflow swirl and the heat release in a premixed natural gas-air combustor. Candel et al. [30] 

performed a review of some recent progresses on swirling flame dynamics, particularly with 
the presence of acoustic perturbations. They found that the presence of acoustic perturba-
tions in swirling flows induces a vorticity wave which is convected by the flow. They showed 
that the response of flame is characterized by a combination of heat release rate fluctuations 
generated by the incoming acoustic and convective perturbations. Von Lavante and Yao 
[31] studied numerically different types of axisymmetric internal configurations to examine 
the development of turbulent swirling and non-swirling flows along the flow. A numerical 
algorithm for solving the three-dimensional axisymmetric internal turbulent flows was devel-
oped. Good agreement of the calculation and theoretical results of the velocity profiles and 
pressure distributions was obtained. Iyogun et al. [14] presented an experimental investiga-
tion on the stability of swirling non-premixed CH

4
 flames in a coaxial burner. Measurements 

were conducted for both reacting and non-reacting swirling flows. Cozzi and Coghe et al. 
[32] investigated by stereo-particle image velocimetry (S-PIV) technique the initial region of a 
swirling gas jet on a model burner in isothermal swirling air jets. Their study was interested to 
identify the presence of vortex breakdown, the central recirculation zone (CRZ) and the pre-
cessing vortex core (PVC). Boushaki et al. [13] investigated turbulent flames on a swirl burner 
with a radial injection of fuel (Figure 2). The burner consists of two concentric tubes with a 
swirler placed in an annular part supplying the air. Eight vanes are made to induce a swirl 
intensity variation. The central pipe delivers a fuel radially through eight holes symmetrically 
distributed on the periphery of the tube near the exit burner.

Figure 2. Diagram of the coaxial swirl burner, (a) 3D view of the top part and (b) vertical cross section.
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Experimental and numerical investigations have been performed on this burner configuration 
as shown in Figure 3. On the left of Figure 3 [13], it shows contours of axial (U) velocity up to 
2.5D downstream of the flow in non-reacting and reacting cases with the condition of a swirl 
number Sn = 0.8 and a global equivalence ratio Ф = 0.8. The velocity field is symmetrical about 
the dashed line x = 0. Note that only the left part of the field (x/R

b
: from 0 to −3) is plotted in 

Figure 3. Velocity fields highlight the higher axial expansion induced by the combustion in 
the reacting flow. As expected, with high swirl intensity, an internal recirculation zone (IRZ) 
appeared for non-reacting and reacting conditions. The IRZ becomes larger by the combustion 
due to the change in fluid density and more intense for the reacting case compared to the 
non-reacting case.

On the right of Figure 3, the 3D coherent structures are identified using Q-criterion iso-surface 
for both non-reacting and reacting flows [33]. The iso-surfaces are coloured by the instan-
taneous axial velocity. The Q-criterion identifies vortices of an incompressible flow as con-
nected fluid regions with a positive second invariant of the velocity gradient tensor [34]. The 
3D coherent structures can reveal in a discernible manner the swirling flow instabilities. Two 
similar structures are present in the isothermal and the reacting flows, which are the vortex 
rings and the finger structures. In the near field at the burner exit, each jet is composed of two 
shear layers (ISL and OSL) owing to the annular geometry of the burner. More details about 
these works can be found in the previous paper of the authors [35–37].

5. Swirl effects on pollutant emissions

Schmittel et al. [10] showed that the use of swirl in non-premixed combustion can lead to 
the reduction of pollutant emissions, particularly that of nitrogen oxides. Indeed, under the 
swirl effect and thus the mixing improvement of reactants, the flame temperature decreases 

Figure 3. On the left: fields of axial velocity (U) under non-reacting and reacting conditions (Sn = 0.8 and Ф = 0.8) [13]. On 
the right: snapshot of iso-surfaces of Q-criterion for the non-reacting (a) and reacting (b) cases [33].
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and leads to the decrease of NOx production. In addition, when the intensity of the swirl is 
sufficient, increasing the swirl number induces a reduction of residence time in hot areas. This 
also has the effect of limiting NOx formation. However, it is necessary to find a swirl intensity 
that achieves a compromise between on the one hand the reduction of pollutant emission and, 
on the other hand, the distance flame burner to prevent the flashback. The study of Coghe 
et al. [11] on a lean natural gas burner (ϕ = 0.69) showed that NOx reduction can reach 30% 
for a swirl number between 0.7 and 0.82. Pesenti and Lybaert [38] tested in a 300 kW furnace 
with a swirl burner and an air co-flow by comparing three ratios of tangential airflow to total 
flow (air + natural gas) 0, 0.5 and 1. The authors showed that the optimum in terms of NOx 
emission is obtained when 50% of tangential air is injected. Burguette and Costa [39] evalu-
ated the influence of the swirl intensity on NOx through the angle of the blades constituting 
the swirler. They found that at 45° the NOx rate is the most important; however, at 45° lower 
or higher, NOx emissions decrease. The authors explain these results by the fact that at 45° the 
recirculation zone starts, and therefore the residence time increases close to the burner, thus 
increasing the intensity of combustion and consequently the temperature and NOx forma-
tion. Cozzi and Coghe [12] studied NOx emissions on a coaxial swirled natural gas flame. 
They reported that the swirl intensity has a strong effect on non-premixed flames in which 
very low levels of NOx can be obtained at higher swirl.

Boushaki et al. [15, 40] investigated reacting swirling flows on a burner with triple jets as 
shown in Figure 4. The burner is composed of three nozzles, one central of natural gas and 
two laterals of pure oxygen. Each nozzle is surrounded tangentially by four small jets around 
the main jets. These small jets generate a swirling motion of the flow; the swirl intensity is 
controlled by the flow rate in the actuators. The authors reported that the swirl intensity 
through the flow rate of actuators affects significantly the flow field and consequently the 
flame behaviour (stability, shape, pollutants). For example, Figure 4b illustrates NOx emis-
sions as a function of the swirl intensity controlled by the flow rate ratio r (ratio of flow 
rate of jet actuators and total flow rate). The results show that the NOx emissions with swirl 
intensity decrease in the first part. In this part, the NOx reductions are about 22, 36 and 60% 

Figure 4. (a) Swirl burner with triple jets. (b) NOx emissions with the flow rate ratio for three burner configurations [15, 39].
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depending to the burner configuration. From 0 to 15% of flow rate ratio, the swirling flow 
enhances mixing progressively and probably induces a reduction of NOx emission. Besides, 
the swirl by jet actuators enhances entrainment of combustion products, which decreases the 
flame temperature and NOx production. For the second part with higher swirl intensity, the 
increase of NOx production can be explained by the higher velocities of the small jet which 
disturb the main jets.

Boushaki et al. [13] and Nazim et al. [41] reported the effect of the swirl number on the NOx 
and CO emissions. They found that in the case of a swirl number of 1.4, the EICO rate is 
slightly lower than in the case of a swirl number of 0.8. The authors noted that the swirl inten-
sity might tend to enhance the mixing and to increase the residence time inside the reaction 
zone, which promotes the CO conversion to CO

2
. Concerning the NOx emissions, the authors 

found that increasing the swirl number tends to reduce the EINOx formation in particular for 
oxygen rate up to 27%. The authors explain this evolution by the decrease of flame tempera-
ture induced by the swirl through the Zeldovich mechanism. Some authors as [10, 42] by the 
experiments and computations demonstrated that NOx emissions decrease when the swirl 
number increases, mainly because of the better mixing with combustion products in the inner 
recirculation zone created by high swirling flows.
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