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(54) VORTEX SEPARATOR AND SEPARATION METHOD

(57) A vortex separator (10) includes a vortex cham-
ber (14) having a circular cross section, an inlet (12) for
delivering a fluid to the vortex chamber (14), a gas outlet
(16) through which gas present in the fluid exits the vortex

chamber (14), a membrane (18) positioned to substan-
tially prevent liquid from passing through the gas outlet
(16), and a liquid outlet (20) through which liquid present
in the fluid exits the vortex chamber (14).
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Description

BACKGROUND

[0001] In certain applications, the presence of a gas
entrained in a liquid can be undesirable or cause prob-
lems. For example, in microgravity, gas bubbles must be
removed from drinking water. Additionally, high gas con-
tent in a liquid that is pumped can result in vapor lock or
pump cavitation. Gas present in a liquid that is delivered
through microchannels can clog the channels and have
other negative impacts. To reduce the potential problems
caused by the presence of a gas within a liquid, the gas
is removed from the liquid. In microgravity environments,
gas removal from a liquid is difficult.
[0002] Techniques for removing gases from liquids in
microgravity environments include centrifugal separa-
tion, membrane systems, condensation systems and
capillary methods. A centrifugal separator spins fluid via
a spinning housing to create a buoyancy force that sep-
arates the gas from the liquid. In membrane systems,
gas is able to migrate across a membrane while the liquid
cannot (e.g., a hydrophobic membrane where the liquid
is water). Condensation systems cause water to con-
dense out of air as the air comes into contact with cold
surfaces. In capillary methods, liquid is allowed to exit a
vessel as a result of capillary action. While each of these
methods may be suitable for removing gases from liquids
in some situations, the necessary components can be
heavy, expensive to operate or maintain, or complicated.

SUMMARY

[0003] A vortex separator includes a vortex chamber
having a circular cross section, an inlet for delivering a
fluid to the vortex chamber, a gas outlet through which
gas present in the fluid exits the vortex chamber, a mem-
brane positioned to substantially prevent liquid from
passing through the gas outlet, and a liquid outlet through
which liquid present in the fluid exits the vortex chamber.
[0004] A vortex chamber includes a first end, a second
end generally opposite the first end, a wall extending from
the first end to the second end, a fluid inlet located on
the wall near the first end, a liquid outlet located on the
wall near the second end, a gas outlet located along the
second end, and a membrane for allowing the transmis-
sion of a gas through the gas outlet but substantially pre-
venting transmission of liquids through the gas outlet.
[0005] A method for separating a gas from a liquid in-
cludes delivering a fluid containing a liquid and a gas to
a vortex chamber through a nozzle at a velocity and di-
rection sufficient to create vortical flow of the fluid within
the vortex chamber, removing the liquid contained within
the fluid from the vortex chamber through a liquid outlet,
and removing the gas contained within the fluid from the
vortex chamber through a gas outlet. One of the vortex
chamber or the gas outlet includes a membrane that pre-
vents liquid from exiting through the gas outlet.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0006]

FIG. 1 is a cross section view of one embodiment of
a vortex separator.
FIG. 2 is a cross section view of another embodiment
of a vortex separator.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0007] According to embodiments of the present inven-
tion, one or more gases are separated from a liquid using
a vortex separator. As described below, centrifugal forc-
es cause the gas(es) to separate from the liquid, with the
gas exiting the vortex separator through one outlet and
the liquid through another. While originally designed for
operation in microgravity environments, the vortex sep-
arator described herein can also find use in terrestrial
applications.
[0008] FIG. 1 illustrates a cross section view of one
embodiment of a vortex separator. As shown, vortex sep-
arator 10 includes fluid inlet line 12, vortex chamber 14,
gas outlet line 16, membrane 18 and liquid outlet line 20.
Fluid F enters vortex separator 10 and separates into a
gas stream (stream G) and a liquid stream (stream L).
[0009] Fluid F enters vortex chamber 14 through fluid
inlet line 12. Fluid F contains both a gas and a liquid.
Fluid F can be a two-phase fluid in which the gas and the
liquid enter vortex chamber 14 as a fluid mixture. Fluid
F can also be a liquid containing one or more dissolved
gases. In some embodiments, fluid F enters vortex cham-
ber 14 from fluid inlet line 12 through nozzle 22. Nozzle
22 can increase the velocity of fluid F and/or modify the
direction of flow of fluid F as it enters vortex chamber 14.
As described below in greater detail, fluid F must enter
vortex chamber 14 at a velocity and direction suitable to
form a vortex within vortex chamber 14.
[0010] Vortical flow of fluid F within vortex chamber 14
separates fluid F into separate streams of gas (stream
G) and liquid (stream L). Vortex chamber 14 is a chamber
or vessel having a circular cross section. In the embod-
iment illustrated in FIG. 1, vortex chamber 14 has a frus-
toconical shape. Centerline axis 24 extends through the
center of vortex chamber 14 as shown in FIG. 1. Vortex
chamber 14 includes frustum wall 26 extending from first
end 28 to second end 30. As shown in FIG. 1, first end
28 has a smaller diameter than second end 30 with frus-
tum wall 26 expanding radially from the edges of first end
28 to the edges of second end 30. As a result of this
configuration, a greater proportion of vortex chamber
14’s volume is located near second end 30 than first end
28.
[0011] As shown in FIG. 1, fluid inlet line 12 and nozzle
22 are located near first end 28 of vortex chamber 14.
Gas outlet line 16, membrane 18 and liquid outlet line 20
and located near second end 30 of vortex chamber 14.
Gas outlet line 16 extends from second end 30 and com-
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municates with vortex chamber 14 through an opening
in second end 30. As shown in FIG. 1, centerline axis 24
passes through gas outlet line 16.
[0012] In the embodiment shown in FIG. 1, membrane
18 is positioned within gas outlet line 16. Membrane 18
is a selective barrier that allows gases to pass through
the membrane while substantially preventing liquids from
passing through the membrane. Membrane 18 prevents
liquid from continuing downstream through gas outlet line
16. Depending on the liquid(s) present in fluid F (and
liquid stream L), membrane 18 can be hydrophobic or
lipophobic/oleophobic. For example, in cases in which
fluid F contains water, membrane 18 is typically hydro-
phobic. In these embodiments, hydrophobic membrane
18 repels water, substantially preventing water from ex-
iting vortex chamber 14 through gas outlet line 16. Suit-
able materials for use in hydrophobic membrane 18 in-
clude polytetrafluoroethylene, polypropylene, polyethyl-
ene and combinations thereof. In cases in which fluid F
contains a non-polar liquid, membrane can be lipophobic
or oleophobic. In these embodiments, lipophobic/oleo-
phobic membrane 18 repels non-polar liquids, substan-
tially preventing them from exiting vortex chamber 14
through gas outlet line 16. Suitable materials for use in
lipophobic/oleophobic membrane 18 include polytetra-
flouroethylene, polyvinylidene difluoride and combina-
tions thereof.
[0013] Liquid outlet line 20 is also located near second
end 30. As membrane 18 prevents liquid from exiting
through gas outlet 16, liquid stream L exits vortex cham-
ber 14 through liquid outlet line 20. The pressure differ-
ence between fluid inlet line 12 and outlet line 20 encour-
ages liquid stream L to flow out of vortex chamber 14 and
into liquid outlet line 20. In the embodiment shown in FIG.
1, liquid stream L exits vortex chamber 14 through nozzle
23 as it passes into liquid outlet line 20. Exit nozzle 23
can be designed and shaped to reduce turbulence of
liquid stream L as it leaves vortex chamber 14 and enters
liquid outlet line 20.
[0014] While vortex separator 10 illustrated in FIG. 1
shows fluid inlet 12 located near the end of vortex cham-
ber 14 having a smaller diameter and gas outlet line 16
and liquid outlet line 20 located near the end of vortex
chamber 14 having a larger diameter, in other embodi-
ments the fluid inlet line, gas outlet line and liquid outlet
line are reversed. In these embodiments, fluid inlet 12 is
located near the end of vortex chamber 14 having a great-
er diameter and gas outlet line 16 and liquid outlet line
20 located near the end of vortex chamber 14 having a
smaller diameter.
[0015] During operation of vortex separator 10, fluid F
enters vortex chamber 14 from fluid inlet line 12. Nozzle
22 directs the flow of fluid F within vortex chamber 14 so
that a vortex is formed and fluid F follows a vertical flow
pattern. Velocity and flow direction play an important role
in forming a vortex within vortex chamber 14. If the fluid
velocity is too low, no vortex will form. If the velocity is
too high, excessive turbulence can disrupt vortex forma-

tion. The required velocity and direction of fluid flow de-
pend in large part on the size of vortex chamber 14, the
fluid density and its mass flow. Fluid F can be introduced
into vortex chamber 14 at various temperatures. As fluid
F flows along expanding frustum wall 26, centrifugal forc-
es separate the gases from the liquid present in fluid F
due to the difference in densities between gas and liquid.
As shown in FIG. 1, liquid stream L follows a generally
conic helical flow path along frustum wall 26, while gas
stream G moves towards the center of vortex chamber
14. Gas present in gas stream G within vortex chamber
14 is at a higher pressure than gas present in gas outlet
line 16. This pressure gradient causes the gas entrained
within fluid F to act similar to the way it would act if sub-
jected to buoyancy forces, flowing to the relatively lower
pressure region at the center of vortex chamber 14 (when
compared to the liquid flow at the regions around frustum
wall 26), and then out of vortex chamber 14, across mem-
brane 18 and into gas outlet line 16 as shown by the
dashed arrow in FIG. 1. At the same time, liquid present
in liquid stream L within vortex chamber 14 is at a higher
pressure than liquid present in liquid outlet line 20. This
pressure gradient causes the liquid in liquid stream L to
flow out of vortex chamber 14 and into liquid outlet line
20 as shown by the solid arrow in FIG. 1. Since membrane
18 substantially prevents transmission of liquid, liquid
stream L is forced to exit vortex chamber through liquid
outlet line 20. In some embodiments, the pressure differ-
ence between vortex chamber 14 and gas outlet line
16/liquid outlet line 20 is between about 34 kPa (5 psi)
and about 276 kPa (40 psi).
[0016] In some cases, fluid F contains solid contami-
nants in addition to the gas and liquid. The density of
solid contaminant particles within fluid F will generally
cause the solid particles to follow the path of liquid stream
L rather than gas stream G. Alternatively, in terrestrial
applications, solid contaminant particles may have a den-
sity high enough that they are not carried by liquid stream
L and instead fall to the bottom of vortex chamber 14.
Since liquid stream L does not pass through membrane
18, solid contaminants will generally not encounter mem-
brane 18 to clog pores of the membrane or otherwise
cause membrane deterioration. Thus, the useful lifetime
of membrane 18 can be extended when compared to
other techniques in which solid contaminants may regu-
larly contact a membrane or filter. Similarly, bacteria may
form on membrane 18 when certain fluids are delivered
to vortex separator 10. The turbulent, swirling fluid flow
at start up and shut down can assist in removing bacteria
from membrane 18, preventing deterioration due to bac-
terial contamination.
[0017] While liquid stream L is prevented from exiting
vortex chamber 14 through gas outlet line 16, gas stream
G can carry some liquid as moisture across membrane
18. For example, in an embodiment in which vortex sep-
arator separates air from water, the air passing through
membrane 18 can carry water vapor. In some embodi-
ments the humidity of gas stream G passing through
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membrane 18 can be at or near 100%.
[0018] Once liquid stream L has exited vortex chamber
14 through liquid outlet line 20, the liquid is substantially
free of gases and can be used in pumps, heat exchangers
or for other purposes that require a liquid that does not
contain gases. Once gas stream G has exited vortex
chamber 14 through gas outlet line 16, it can be repur-
posed or dumped overboard. In some embodiments, vor-
tex separator 10 processes between about 4.6 kg (10
pounds) and about 90.9 kg (200 pounds) of fluid per hour.
[0019] FIG. 2 illustrates another embodiment of a vor-
tex separator. Vortex separator 10A differs from vortex
separator 10 shown in FIG. 1 in a few respects. First,
vortex separator 10A is cylindrical rather than frustocon-
ical. Cylindrical wall 26A extends from first end 28A to
second end 30A. First end 28A and second end 30A have
substantially equal diameters. Since wall 26A does not
expand radially as it extends from first end 28A to second
end 30A, nozzle 22A directs fluid F at angle away from
first end 28A to encourage vortex formation. Second,
membrane 18 is positioned within vortex chamber 14A
rather than gas outlet line 16. Here, membrane 18 is po-
sitioned adjacent second end 30A to cover the opening
in second end 30A that leads to gas outlet 16. Vortex
separator 10A functions as described above with respect
to vortex separator 10 of FIG. 1.
[0020] Vortex separator 10 (and 10A) provides an ap-
paratus that can be used to separate gas from liquid. A
fluid containing a liquid and a gas is delivered at a velocity
and direction sufficient to create vertical flow of the fluid
within the vortex chamber. A membrane prevents liquid
from entering the gas outlet so that liquid is removed
through the liquid outlet and gas is removed through the
gas outlet.
[0021] Vortex separator 10 does not require a motor
to spin the fluid, reducing power requirements as well as
overall system weight and space requirements. As noted
above, vortex separator 10 can also provide an increased
useful life of membrane 18 when compared to other mem-
brane separation techniques. A longer membrane life re-
duces the amount of maintenance and costs of replacing
the membrane. In most microgravity applications and en-
vironments, power consumption, volume and weight are
critical factors. The potential for weight and volume re-
duction and reduced use of power resources for vortex
separator 10 make it an exemplary apparatus for micro-
gravity applications such as liquid cooled garments for
spacesuits and heat exchange systems on board space-
craft. Vortex separator 10 can also find application in ter-
restrial environments, such as degassing fluids in a lab-
oratory.

Discussion of Possible Embodiments

[0022] The following are non-exclusive descriptions of
possible embodiments of the present invention.
[0023] A vortex separator can include a vortex cham-
ber having a circular cross section, an inlet for delivering

a fluid to the vortex chamber, a gas outlet through which
gas present in the fluid exits the vortex chamber, a mem-
brane positioned to substantially prevent liquid from
passing through the gas outlet, and a liquid outlet through
which liquid present in the fluid exits the vortex chamber.
[0024] The vortex separator of the preceding para-
graph can optionally include, additionally and/or alterna-
tively, any one or more of the following features, config-
urations and/or additional components:
A further embodiment of the foregoing vortex separator
can include a hydrophobic membrane.
[0025] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
vortex separators can include a vortex chamber having
a centerline axis where the centerline axis passes
through the membrane and the gas outlet.
[0026] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
vortex separators can include that the hydrophobic mem-
brane includes a polymer selected from the group con-
sisting of polytetrafluoroethylene, polypropylene, poly-
ethylene and combinations thereof.
[0027] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
vortex separators can include a vortex chamber having
a cylindrical shape.
[0028] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
vortex separators can include a vortex chamber having
a first end, a second end generally opposite the first end,
and a cylindrical wall extending from the first end to the
second end, where the inlet is positioned on the cylindri-
cal wall near the first end, the liquid outlet is positioned
on the cylindrical wall near the second end and the gas
outlet is positioned along the second end.
[0029] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
vortex separators can include a vortex chamber having
a frustoconical shape.
[0030] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
vortex separators can include a vortex chamber having
a first end with a first diameter, a second end with a sec-
ond diameter greater than the first diameter, and a frus-
tum wall extending from the first end to the second end,
where the inlet is positioned on the frustum wall near the
first end, the liquid outlet is positioned on the frustum wall
near the second end and the gas outlet is positioned
along the second end.
[0031] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
vortex separators can include a nozzle shaped to deliver
fluid into the vortex chamber at a sufficient velocity and
a direction to create vortical flow of the fluid within the
vortex chamber.
[0032] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
vortex separators can include a nozzle shaped to reduce
turbulence of the liquid as it exits the vortex chamber.
[0033] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
vortex separators can include that the membrane is po-
sitioned within the gas outlet.
[0034] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
vortex separators can include that the membrane is po-
sitioned within the vortex chamber upstream of the gas
outlet.
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[0035] A vortex chamber can include a first end, a sec-
ond end generally opposite the first end, a wall extending
from the first end to the second end, a fluid inlet located
on the wall near the first end, a liquid outlet located on
the wall near the second end, a gas outlet located along
the second end, and a membrane for allowing the trans-
mission of a gas through the gas outlet but substantially
preventing transmission of liquids through the gas outlet.
[0036] A method for separating a gas from a liquid can
include delivering a fluid containing a liquid and a gas to
a vortex chamber through a nozzle at a velocity and di-
rection sufficient to create vortical flow of the fluid within
the vortex chamber, removing the liquid contained within
the fluid from the vortex chamber through a liquid outlet,
and removing the gas contained within the fluid from the
vortex chamber through a gas outlet. One of the vortex
chamber or the gas outlet can include a membrane that
prevents liquid from exiting through the gas outlet.
[0037] The method of the preceding paragraph can op-
tionally include, additionally and/or alternatively, any one
or more of the following features, configurations and/or
additional components:
A further embodiment of the foregoing method can in-
clude a hydrophobic membrane.
[0038] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
methods can include a centerline axis where the center-
line axis passes through the membrane and the gas out-
let.
[0039] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
methods can include that the hydrophobic membrane in-
cludes a polymer selected from the group consisting of
polytetrafluoroethylene, polypropylene, polyethylene
and combinations thereof.
[0040] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
methods can include a vortex chamber has a cylindrical
shape.
[0041] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
methods can include a vortex chamber having a first end,
a second end generally opposite the first end, and a cy-
lindrical wall extending from the first end to the second
end, where the inlet is positioned on the cylindrical wall
near the first end, the liquid outlet is positioned on the
cylindrical wall near the second end and the gas outlet
is positioned along the second end.
[0042] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
methods can include a vortex chamber has a frustocon-
ical shape.
[0043] A further embodiment of any of the foregoing
methods can include a vortex chamber having a first end
with a first diameter, a second end with a second diameter
greater than the first diameter, and a frustum wall extend-
ing from the first end to the second end, where the inlet
is positioned on the frustum wall near the first end, the
liquid outlet is positioned on the frustum wall near the
second end and the gas outlet is positioned along the
second end.
[0044] While the invention has been described with ref-
erence to an exemplary embodiment(s), it will be under-

stood by those skilled in the art that various changes may
be made and equivalents may be substituted for ele-
ments thereof without departing from the scope of the
invention. In addition, many modifications may be made
to adapt a particular situation or material to the teachings
of the invention without departing from the essential
scope thereof. Therefore, it is intended that the invention
not be limited to the particular embodiment(s) disclosed,
but that the invention will include all embodiments falling
within the scope of the appended claims.

Claims

1. A vortex separator (10;10A) comprising:

a vortex chamber (14;14A) having a circular
cross section;
an inlet (12) for delivering a fluid to the vortex
chamber (14;14A);
a gas outlet (16) through which gas present in
the fluid exits the vortex chamber (14;14A);
a membrane (18) positioned to substantially pre-
vent liquid from passing through the gas outlet
(16); and
a liquid outlet (20) through which liquid present
in the fluid exits the vortex chamber (14;14A),
wherein the vortex chamber (14;14A) compris-
es:

a first end (28;28A);
a second end (30;30A) generally opposite
the first end (28;28A);
a wall (26;26A) extending from the first end
(28;28A) to the second end (30;30A);
the fluid inlet (12) being located on the wall
(26;26A) near the first end (28;28A);
the liquid outlet (20) being located on the
wall (26;26A) near the second end
(30;30A); and
the gas outlet (16) being located along the
second end (30;30A).

2. The vortex separator of claim 1, wherein the inlet
comprises a nozzle (22;22A) shaped to deliver fluid
into the vortex chamber (14;14A) at a sufficient ve-
locity and a direction to create vortical flow of the
fluid within the vortex chamber (14;14A).

3. The vortex separator of claim 1 or 2, wherein the
membrane (18) is a hydrophobic membrane.

4. The vortex separator or method of claim 3, wherein
the hydrophobic membrane (18) comprises a poly-
mer selected from the group consisting of poly-
tetrafluoroethylene, polypropylene, polyethylene
and combinations thereof.
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5. The vortex separator of any preceding claim, where-
in the vortex chamber (14;14A) comprises a center-
line axis (24), and wherein the centerline axis (24)
passes through the membrane (18) and the gas out-
let (16).

6. The vortex separator of any preceding claim, where-
in the vortex chamber (14A) has a cylindrical shape.

7. The vortex separator of claim 6, wherein the wall (26,
26A) is a cylindrical wall (26A).

8. The vortex separator of any of claims 1 to 5, wherein
the vortex chamber (14) has a frustoconical shape.

9. The vortex separator of claim 8, wherein:

the first end (28) has a first diameter;
the second end (30) has a second diameter
greater than the first diameter; and
the wall (26, 26A) is a frustum wall (26).

10. The vortex separator of any preceding claim, where-
in the outlet (20) comprises a nozzle (23) shaped to
reduce turbulence of the liquid as it exits the vortex
chamber (14).

11. The vortex separator of any preceding claim, where-
in the membrane (18) is positioned within the gas
outlet (16).

12. The vortex separator of any of claims 1 to 11, wherein
the membrane (18) is positioned within the vortex
chamber upstream of the gas outlet (16).
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