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Description

BACKGROUND

[0001] The subject matter disclosed herein generally
relates to fuel handling systems, and more particularly
to fuel tank inerting systems such as used on aircraft.
[0002] It is recognized that fuel vapors within fuel tanks
become combustible in the presence of oxygen. An in-
erting system decreases the probability of combustion of
flammable materials stored in a fuel tank by maintaining
a chemically non-reactive or inert gas, such as nitrogen-
enriched air, in the fuel tank vapor space, also known as
ullage. Three elements are required to initiate and sustain
combustion: an ignition source (e.g., heat), fuel, and ox-
ygen. Combustion may be prevented by reducing any
one of these three elements. If the presence of an ignition
source cannot be prevented within a fuel tank, then the
tank may be made inert by: 1) reducing the oxygen con-
centration, 2) reducing the fuel concentration of the ullage
to below the lower explosive limit (LEL), or 3) increasing
the fuel concentration to above the upper explosive limit
(UEL). Many systems reduce the risk of combustion by
reducing the oxygen concentration by introducing an inert
gas such as nitrogen-enriched air (NEA) to the ullage,
thereby displacing oxygen with a mixture of nitrogen and
oxygen at target thresholds for avoiding explosion or
combustion.
[0003] It is known in the art to equip aircraft with on-
board inert gas generating systems, which supply nitro-
gen-enriched air to the vapor space (i.e., ullage) within
the fuel tank. The nitrogen-enriched air has a substan-
tially reduced oxygen content that reduces or eliminates
combustible conditions within the fuel tank. Onboard inert
gas generating systems typically use membrane-based
gas separators. Such separators contain a membrane
that is permeable to oxygen and water molecules, but
relatively impermeable to nitrogen molecules. A pressure
differential across the membrane causes oxygen mole-
cules from air on one side of the membrane to pass
through the membrane, which forms oxygen-enriched air
(OEA) on the low-pressure side of the membrane and
NEA on the high-pressure side of the membrane. The
requirement for a pressure differential necessitates a
source of compressed or pressurized air. Bleed air from
an aircraft engine or from an onboard auxiliary power unit
can provide a source of compressed air; however, this
can reduce available engine power and also must com-
pete with other onboard demands for compressed air,
such as the onboard air environmental conditioning sys-
tem and anti-ice systems. Moreover, certain flight condi-
tions such as during aircraft descent can lead to an in-
creased demand for NEA at precisely the time when en-
gines could be throttled back for fuel savings so that main-
taining sufficient compressed air pressure for meeting
the pneumatic demands may come at a significant fuel
burn cost. Additionally, there is a trend to reduce or elim-
inate bleed-air systems in aircraft; for example Boeing’s

787 has a no-bleed systems architecture, which utilizes
electrical systems to replace most of the pneumatic sys-
tems to improve fuel efficiency, as well as reduce weight
and lifecycle costs. Other aircraft architectures may
adopt low-pressure bleed configurations where engine
design parameters allow for a bleed flow of compressed
air, but at pressures less than the 45 psi air (unless stated
otherwise, "psi" as used herein means absolute pressure
in pounds per square inch, i.e., psia) that has been typ-
ically provided in the past to conventional onboard envi-
ronmental control systems. A separate compressor or
compressors can be used to provide pressurized air to
the membrane gas separator, but this undesirably in-
creases aircraft payload, and also represents another
onboard device with moving parts that is subject to main-
tenance issues or device failure.
[0004] Fuel handling systems are known from US
2008/128048, EP 2439141 and WO 2007/008730.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION

[0005] A fuel tank inerting system is disclosed. The
system includes a fuel tank and a catalytic reactor. The
catalytic reactor is arranged to receive a first reactant
from a first reactant source and to receive a second re-
actant from a second reactant source, and to react the
first and second reactants to generate an inert gas. The
system also includes an inert gas flow path from the cat-
alytic reactor to the fuel tank. The catalytic reactor in-
cludes first, second, and third flow paths. The first flow
path comprises a first inlet in operative fluid communica-
tion the first reactant source, a first outlet in operative
fluid communication with the inert gas flow path, and a
reactive flow path including a catalyst between the first
inlet and the first outlet. The second flow path comprises
a second inlet in operative fluid communication with the
second reactant source and is in operative fluid commu-
nication with the first flow path through a first barrier be-
tween the first and second flow paths that is permeable
to the second reactant. The third flow path comprises a
third inlet in operative fluid communication with a fluid
coolant, and a third outlet, said third flow path in operative
thermal communication with the first flow path.
[0006] In some embodiments, the first reactant com-
prises fuel, and the second reactant comprises air.
[0007] In some embodiments, the system comprises
liquid fuel on the first flow path.
[0008] In some embodiments, the system comprises
vaporized fuel on the first flow path.
[0009] In any one or combination of the foregoing em-
bodiments, the first reactant comprises vaporized fuel,
and the second reactant comprises oxygen.
[0010] In any one or combination of the foregoing em-
bodiments, the second flow path is devoid of outlets ex-
cept through the first barrier.
[0011] In any one or combination of the foregoing em-
bodiments, the catalytic reactor comprises a plurality of
said first flow paths, or a plurality of said second flow
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paths, or a plurality of said third flow paths, or any com-
bination thereof.
[0012] In any one or combination of the foregoing em-
bodiments, the system further comprises a heat source
or a heat sink in operative thermal communication with
either or both of the first reactant or the second reactant
delivered to the catalytic reactor inlet.
[0013] In any one or combination of the foregoing em-
bodiments, the first, second, and third flow paths are ar-
ranged in the catalytic reactor in a planar configuration.
[0014] In any one or combination of the foregoing em-
bodiments, at least one of the first flow path, the second
flow path, or the third flow path comprises an internal
space of a tubular conduit disposed in the catalytic reac-
tor.
[0015] In some embodiments comprising a tubular
conduit, another of the first flow path, the second flow
path, or the third flow path comprises a space in the cat-
alytic the catalytic reactor external to the tubular conduit.
[0016] In any one or combination of the foregoing em-
bodiments comprising a tubular conduit, the third flow
path comprises the internal space of the tubular conduit.
[0017] In any one or combination of the foregoing em-
bodiments comprising a tubular conduit, the first flow path
comprises the catalyst disposed in a fluid-permeable ar-
rangement on an exterior surface of the tubular conduit.
[0018] In any one or combination of the foregoing em-
bodiments comprising a tubular conduit, the third flow
path comprises the internal space of the tubular conduit,
the first flow path comprises the catalyst disposed in a
fluid-permeable arrangement on an exterior surface of
the tubular conduit, and the second flow path comprises
a space in the catalytic external to the tubular conduit.
[0019] In any one or combination of the foregoing em-
bodiments, the system further comprises a second bar-
rier between the second flow path and the third flow path,
said second barrier being thermally conductive and im-
permeable to fluids.
[0020] In any one or combination of the foregoing em-
bodiments, the system further comprises a controller
configured to control at least one of a flow rate of the first
reactant, a flow rate of the second reactant, or a flow rate
of the fluid coolant.
[0021] In some embodiments, the controller is config-
ured to control at least one of the first reactant flow rate,
the second reactant flow rate, or the fluid coolant flow
rate to maintain a temperature in the catalytic reactor or
at an outlet of the catalytic reactor.
[0022] In some embodiments the controller is config-
ured to maintain the temperature at less than 300°C.
[0023] Also disclosed is a method of operating the fuel
tank inerting system of any one or combination of the
foregoing embodiments, comprising delivering the first
and second reactants to the first and second inlets and
delivering the fluid coolant to the third inlet, reacting the
first and second reactants along the reactive flow path
to produce inert gas, and delivering the inert gas through
the inert gas flow path to the fuel tank.

[0024] In some embodiments, the method further com-
prising controlling at least one of a flow rate of the first
reactant, a flow rate of the second reactant, or a flow rate
of the fluid coolant to maintain a temperature in the cat-
alytic reactor or at an outlet of the catalytic reactor

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0025] The following descriptions should not be con-
sidered limiting in any way. With reference to the accom-
panying drawings, like elements are numbered alike:

FIG. 1A is a schematic illustration of an aircraft that
can incorporate various embodiments of the present
disclosure;

FIG. 1B is a schematic illustration of a bay section
of the aircraft of FIG. 1A;

FIG. 2 is a schematic illustration of an example em-
bodiment of a fuel tank inerting system;

FIG. 3 is a schematic illustration of an example em-
bodiment of a catalytic reactor of a fuel tank inerting
system; and

FIG. 4 is a schematic illustration of another example
embodiment of a catalytic reactor of a fuel tank in-
erting system,

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0026] A detailed description of one or more embodi-
ments of the disclosed apparatus and method are pre-
sented herein by way of exemplification and not limitation
with reference to the Figures.
[0027] As shown in FIGS. 1A-1B, an aircraft 101 can
include one or more bays 103 beneath a center wing box.
The bay 103 can contain and/or support one or more
components of the aircraft 101. For example, in some
configurations, the aircraft 101 can include environmen-
tal control systems and/or fuel inerting systems within
the bay 103. As shown in FIG. IB, the bay 103 includes
bay doors 105 that enable installation and access to one
or more components (e.g., environmental control sys-
tems, fuel inerting systems, etc.). During operation of en-
vironmental control systems and/or fuel inerting systems
of the aircraft 101, air that is external to the aircraft 101
can flow into one or more ram air inlets 107. The outside
air may then be directed to various system components
(e.g., environmental conditioning system (ECS) heat ex-
changers) within the aircraft 101. Some air may be ex-
hausted through one or more ram air exhaust outlets 109.
[0028] Also shown in FIG. 1A, the aircraft 101 includes
one or more engines 111. The engines 111 are typically
mounted on wings of the aircraft 101, but may be located
at other locations depending on the specific aircraft con-
figuration. In some aircraft configurations, air can be bled
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from the engines 111 and supplied to environmental con-
trol systems and/or fuel inerting systems, as will be ap-
preciated by those of skill in the art.
[0029] As noted above, typical air separation modules
operate using pressure differentials to achieve desired
air separation. Such systems require a high pressure
pneumatic source to drive the separation process across
the membrane. Further, the hollow fiber membrane sep-
arators commonly used are relatively large in size and
weight, which is a significant consideration with respect
to aircraft (e.g., reductions in volume and weight of com-
ponents can improve flight efficiencies). Embodiments
provided herein can provide reduced volume and/or
weight characteristics of air separation modules for air-
craft. In accordance with some embodiments of the
present disclosure, the typical hollow fiber membrane
separator can be replaced by a catalytic system (e.g.,
CO2 generation system), which can be, for example,
smaller, lighter, more durable, and/or more efficient than
the typical fiber membrane separators. The catalytic sys-
tem can be used on any fuel tank system, whether sta-
tionary (e.g., a tank farm) or on a vehicle with on-board
fuel (i.e., fueled vehicle) such as an aircraft, ship, sub-
marine or other marine vehicle, or land vehicle.
[0030] A function of fuel tank flammability reduction
systems in accordance with embodiments of the present
disclosure is accomplished by reacting a small amount
of a first reactant (e.g., fuel vapor) with a second reactant
(e.g., oxygen from an oxygen source such as an air
source). For the sake of convenience, the discussion be-
low refers to fuel as the first reactant and oxygen or air
as the second reactant; however, the terms "first" and
"second" are of course arbitrary, and the first reactant
can be oxygen or air and the second reactant can be fuel.
In any case, the product of the reaction is carbon dioxide
and water vapor. The source of the second reactant (e.g.,
air) can be bleed air or any other source of air containing
oxygen, including, but not limited to, high-pressure sourc-
es (e.g., engine), bleed air, cabin air, etc. A catalyst ma-
terial such as a noble metal catalyst is used to catalyze
the chemical reaction. The carbon dioxide that results
from the reaction is an inert gas that is mixed with nitrogen
naturally found in fresh/ambient air, and is directed back
within a fuel tank to create an inert environment within
the fuel tank, thus reducing a flammability of the vapors
in the fuel tank.
[0031] As mentioned above, a catalyst is used to cat-
alyze a chemical reaction between oxygen (O2) and fuel
to produce carbon dioxide (CO2) and water. The source
of O2 used in the reaction can come from any of a number
of air sources, including, but not limited to, pneumatic
sources on an aircraft that supply air at a pressure greater
than ambient. Fuel for the reaction can be provided from
the vapor space of the fuel tank or by vaporizing liquid
fuel from the aircraft fuel tank. The fuel can be heated to
promote vaporization of the fuel, such as by using an
electric heater, as shown and described in some embod-
iments of the present disclosure. Any inert gas species

that are present with the reactants (for example, nitrogen)
will not react and will thus pass through the catalyst un-
changed.
[0032] In some embodiments, the catalyst can be in a
form factor that acts as a heat exchanger. For example,
in one non-limiting configuration, a plate fin heat ex-
changer configuration is employed wherein a hot side of
the heat exchanger would be coated with catalyst mate-
rial. In such arrangement, the cold side of the catalyst
heat exchanger can be fed with a cool air source, such
as ram air or some other source of cold air. The air
through the cold side of the heat exchanger can be con-
trolled such that the temperature of a hot, mixed-gas
stream is hot enough to sustain a desired chemical re-
action within or at the catalyst. Further, the cooling air
can be used to maintain a cool enough temperature to
enable removal of heat generated by exothermic reac-
tions at the catalyst.
[0033] The catalytic chemical reaction between fuel
and air also generates water. Water in the fuel tank can
be undesirable. Thus, in accordance with embodiments
of the present disclosure, the water from a product gas
stream (e.g., exiting the catalyst) can be removed
through various mechanisms, including, but not limited
to, condensation. The product gas stream can be direct-
ed to enter a heat exchanger downstream from the cat-
alyst that is used to cool the product gas stream such
that the water vapor condenses out of the product gas
stream. The liquid water can then be drained overboard.
In some embodiments, an optional water separator can
be used to augment or provide water separation from the
product stream.
[0034] Aircraft fuel tanks are typically vented to ambi-
ent pressure. At altitude, pressure inside the fuel tank is
very low and is roughly equal to ambient pressure. How-
ever, during descent, the pressure inside the fuel tank
needs to rise to equal ambient pressure at sea level (or
at whatever altitude the aircraft is landing). This change
in pressure requires gas entering the tank from outside
to equalize with the pressure in the tank. When air from
outside enters the tank, water vapor is normally present
with it. Water can become trapped in the fuel tank and
cause problems. In accordance with embodiments of the
present disclosure, to prevent water from entering the
fuel tanks, the fuel inerting systems of the present dis-
closure can repressurize the fuel tanks with dry inert gas
that is generated as described above and below. The
repressurization can be accomplished by using a flow
control valve to control the flow of inert gas into the fuel
tank such that a positive pressure is constantly main-
tained in the fuel tank. The positive pressure within the
fuel tank can prevent air from entering the fuel tank from
outside during descent and therefore prevent water in
the air outside the fuel tank from entering the fuel tank.
[0035] FIG. 2 is a schematic illustration of a flamma-
bility reduction or inerting system 200 utilizing a catalytic
reaction between first and second reactants to produce
inert gas in accordance with an embodiment of the
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present disclosure. The inerting system 200, as shown,
includes a fuel tank 202 having fuel 204 therein. As the
fuel 204 is consumed during operation of one or more
engines, an ullage space 206 forms within the fuel tank
202. To reduce flammability risks associated with vapor-
ized fuel that may form within the ullage space 206, an
inert gas can be generated and fed into the ullage space
206.
[0036] The inerting system 200 utilizes the catalytic re-
actor 222 to catalyze a chemical reaction between oxy-
gen (second reactant 218) and fuel (first reactant 216)
to produce carbon dioxide for the inert gas (inert gas 234)
and water (byproduct 236). The source of the second
reactant 218 (e.g., oxygen) used in the reaction can come
from any source on the aircraft that is at a pressure great-
er than ambient, including but not limited to bleed air from
an engine, cabin air, high pressure air extracted or bled
from an engine, etc. (i.e., any second reactant source
220 can take any number of configurations and/or ar-
rangements). Even non-air oxygen sources can be used,
and "air" is used herein as a short-hand term for any
oxygen-containing gas. As described in greater detail be-
low, in some embodiments fuel can be introduced to a
catalytic reactor in vapor or liquid form. To provide fuel
in vapor form, an inerting fuel 208 can be extracted from
the fuel tank 202 and into an evaporator container 210.
The inerting fuel 208 within the evaporator container 210
can be heated using the electric heater 214.
[0037] With continued reference to FIG. 2, the first and
second reactants are introduced to the catalytic reactor
222, catalyzing a chemical reaction that transforms the
reactants into the inert gas 234 and the byproduct 236
(e.g., water vapor). It is noted that any inert gas species
that are present in the reactants (for example, nitrogen
from the air) will not react and will thus pass through the
catalytic reactor 222 unchanged. In some embodiments,
the catalytic reactor 222 is in a form factor that acts as a
heat exchanger. For example, one non-limiting configu-
ration may be a plate fin heat exchanger wherein the hot
side of the heat exchanger would be coated with the cat-
alyst material. Those of skill in the art will appreciate that
various types and/or configurations of heat exchangers
may be employed without departing from the scope of
the present disclosure. The cold side of the catalyst heat
exchanger can be fed with the cooling air 226 from the
cool air source 228 (e.g., ram air or some other source
of cold air). The air through the cold side of the catalyst
heat exchanger can be controlled such that the reactor
temperature is hot enough to sustain the chemical reac-
tion desired within the catalytic reactor 222, but cool
enough to remove the heat generated by the exothermic
reaction, thus maintaining aircraft safety and materials
from exceeding maximum temperature limits.
[0038] The catalytic reactor 222 can be temperature
controlled to ensure a desired chemical reaction efficien-
cy such that an inert gas can be efficiently produced by
the inerting system 200 from the reactants. Accordingly,
cooling air 226 can be provided to extract heat from the

catalytic reactor 222 to achieve a desired thermal condi-
tion for the chemical reaction within the catalytic reactor
222. The cooling air 226 can be sourced from a cool air
source 228. A catalyzed mixture 230 leaves the catalytic
reactor 222 and is passed through a heat exchanger 232.
The heat exchanger 232 operates as a condenser on the
catalyzed mixture 230 to separate out an inert gas 234
and a byproduct 236 (e.g., water). A cooling air is supplied
into the heat exchanger 232 to achieve the condensing
functionality. In some embodiments, as shown, a cooling
air 226 can be sourced from the same cool air source
228 as that provided to the catalytic reactor 222, although
in other embodiments the cool air sources for the two
components may be different. The byproduct 236 may
be water vapor, and thus in the present configuration
shown in FIG. 2, an optional water separator 238 is pro-
vided downstream of the heat exchanger 232 to extract
the water from the catalyzed mixture 230, thus leaving
only the inert gas 234 to be provided to the ullage space
206 of the fuel tank 202.
[0039] A flow control valve 248 located downstream of
the heat exchanger 232 and optional water separator 238
can meter the flow of the inert gas 234 to a desired flow
rate. An optional boost fan 240 can be used to boost the
gas stream pressure of the inert gas 234 to overcome a
pressure drop associated with ducting between the outlet
of the heat exchanger 232 and the discharge of the inert
gas 234 into the fuel tank 202. The flame arrestor 242 at
an inlet to the fuel tank 202 is arranged to prevent any
potential flames from propagating into the fuel tank 202.
[0040] Typically, independent of any aircraft flamma-
bility reduction system(s), aircraft fuel tanks (e.g., fuel
tank 202) need to be vented to ambient pressure. Thus,
as shown in FIG. 2, the fuel tank 202 includes a vent 250.
At altitude, pressure inside the fuel tank 202 is very low
and is roughly equal to ambient pressure. During de-
scent, however, the pressure inside the fuel tank 202
needs to rise to equal ambient pressure at sea level (or
whatever altitude the aircraft is landing at). This requires
gas entering the fuel tank 202 from outside to equalize
with the pressure in the tank. When air from outside en-
ters the fuel tank 202, water vapor can be carried by the
ambient air into the fuel tank 202. To prevent water/water
vapor from entering the fuel tank 202, the inerting system
200 can repressurize the fuel tank 202 with the inert gas
234 generated by the inerting system 200. This is ac-
complished by using the valves 248. For example, one
of the valves 248 may be a flow control valve 252 that is
arranged fluidly downstream from the catalytic reactor
222. The flow control valve 252 can be used to control
the flow of inert gas 234 into the fuel tank 202 such that
a slightly positive pressure is always maintained in the
fuel tank 202. Such positive pressure can prevent ambi-
ent air from entering the fuel tank 202 from outside during
descent and therefore prevent water from entering the
fuel tank 202.
[0041] A controller 244 can be operably connected to
the various components of the inerting system 200, in-
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cluding, but not limited to, the valves 248 and the sensors
246. The controller 244 can be configured to receive input
from the sensors 246 to control the valves 248 and thus
maintain appropriate levels of inert gas 234 within the
ullage space 206. Further, the controller 244 can be ar-
ranged to ensure an appropriate amount of pressure
within the fuel tank 202 such that, during a descent of an
aircraft, ambient air does not enter the ullage space 206
of the fuel tank 202.
[0042] In some embodiments, the inerting system 200
can supply inert gas to multiple fuel tanks on an aircraft.
As shown in the embodiment of FIG. 2, an inerting supply
line 254 fluidly connects the fuel tank 202 to the evapo-
rator container 210. After the inert gas 234 is generated,
the inert gas 234 will flow through a fuel tank supply line
256 to supply the inert gas 234 to the fuel tank 202 and,
optionally, additional fuel tanks 258.
[0043] With reference now to FIG. 3, a portion of a cat-
alytic reactor 322 is shown with greater details. The com-
ponents and flow paths in FIG. 3 are arranged in a planar
configuration shown in a cross-sectional view such as a
top or side view. As shown in FIG. 3, first flow paths 302
and 304 introduce a first reactant to a catalyst 306 at
inlets 303 and 305, and discharge inert gas at outlets 307
and 309, respectively. The catalyst 306 is disposed in an
arrangement so as to be permeable to the flow of the first
reactant. For example, the catalyst can be disposed as
a powder, pellets, a foam, a coated honeycomb, or a
coating on a wall surface adjacent to an open flow path
space. Examples of catalysts include noble metals (e.g.
Pt, Pd, Ru, Au, Ag, Rh and combinations thereof), either
self-supporting or on a support such as alumina. Transi-
tion metal oxides such as manganese oxide can also be
used as a catalyst. Catalyst composition variations can
be provided with numerous variations on catalyst metal
and dopants. In some embodiments, an upstream cata-
lyst bed or reactor section can include a lower activity
transition metal oxide catalyst such as manganese oxide
and a downstream bed or section can include a higher
activity noble metal catalyst such as a platinum or palla-
dium catalyst.
[0044] As further shown in FIG. 3, a second reactant
is delivered to a second flow path 308. The second flow
path 308 is separated from the first flow paths 302/304
by a barrier 310 that is permeable to the second reactant,
and the second reactant is shown transporting across
the barrier along flow paths 312. The second flow path
can include an outlet similar to the first flow path outlets
307/309, or can be dead-ended so that all of the reactant
on the flow path is directed along flow paths 312. In some
embodiments, the second flow path can be dead-ended
(i.e., devoid of outlets except for across the barrier 310)
or can include an outlet with controllable flow (e.g., a
control valve downstream of the outlet) as a control fea-
ture to control the amount of reactant that enters the re-
active first flow paths 302/304 along flow paths 312.
[0045] In some embodiments, the barrier can be in the
form of a gas transport membrane. Gas transport mem-

branes can rely on one or more physical phenomena for
selectivity in transportation of gases across the mem-
brane. In some embodiments, gas transport membranes
can rely on porosity with molecular size-selective path-
ways to provide transport of molecules across the mem-
brane. Examples of such membranes include a porous
polymer matrix (e.g., formed from PEEK, or a polyimide
or other high temperature polymer such as polybenzim-
idazole tolerant of the reaction temperatures) or a porous
metal or porous ceramic (e.g., zeolite) or other oxide or
a carbon based porous membrane or a composite mem-
brane (for example nanocomposite polymer/carbon or
polymer/silica) tailored to provide adequate transport
performance and durability.
[0046] So-called reverse selective membranes rely on
phenomena including the solubility of the gas molecules
in the membrane material to provide transport through
the membrane for molecules having solubility in the
membrane. Examples of such membranes include or-
ganic polymer membranes that provide solubility for or-
ganic fuel vapor molecules to promote transport across
the membrane. Solubility and pore size factors can be
used to promote selectivity for types of molecules, for
example to inhibit transport of first reactant across the
membrane to the second flow path, or to prevent trans-
port of contaminants (e.g., sulfur contaminants in fuel)
across the membrane. Composite materials comprising
organic and inorganic materials can also be used. The
membrane can include any of the above materials, alone
or in combination with each other or other selective ma-
terials. Combinations of different materials can be inte-
grated into a single membrane structure (e.g., in layers,
or zones in the x-y plane of a membrane structure), or
can be disposed in series or in parallel as separate mem-
brane structures or modules.
[0047] With continued reference to FIG. 3, a third flow
path 314 is shown with a flowing fluid coolant. Any fluid
coolant can be used, such as air (e.g., ram air) or a heat
transfer fluid in a loop communication with a heat sink
(not shown). The third flow path is shown in FIG. 3 with
a fluid-impermeable barrier 316 between the third flow
path and the first flow path. The barrier 316 can be made
from any thermally conductive material such as a ther-
mally conductive metal. In some embodiments, the third
flow path can be controllably dead-ended or flow-limited
(e.g., in response to cooling demand) to control the
amount of coolant that flows along the third flow path
314. At this point, it should be noted that the configuration
pattern of components shown in FIG. 3 can be extended
with additional components and flow paths. For example,
FIG. 3 shows additional unnumbered catalyst and first
flow path to the right-hand side of FIG. 3 and an additional
unnumbered third flow path to the left-hand side of FIG.
3. In embodiments with such multiple flow paths, any one
or a plurality of the second or third flow paths can be
dead-ended or have an open or controllable outlet as
described above.
[0048] In some embodiments, a reactor can be config-
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ured with a plurality of tubular conduits as shown in the
cross-sectional end view of reactor 422 in FIG. 4. As
shown in FIG. 4, a plurality of conduits 416 (for conven-
ience, only one of the conduits in FIG. 4 is labeled and
discussed) are disposed inside a reactor housing 403,
with a third flow path 414 with flowing fluid coolant on the
inside of the conduit. A catalyst 406 is disposed on the
exterior of the conduit, providing a first reactant flow path
402, which is separated from a second reactant flow path
408 in the space in the reactor housing 403 external to
the conduits by a barrier 410 that is permeable to the
second reactant. As with FIG. 3, the second flow path
408 can be open or dead-ended at an axial terminus or
can have a flow controlled axially-terminal outlet, and any
one or combination of the third flow paths 414 can be
controllably dead-ended or flow-limited in response to
cooling demand.
[0049] In some embodiments, a technical effect can
be provided of managing or controlling reactor tempera-
ture. This can be accomplished, for example, by control-
ling the respective flows of one or more of the first and
second reactants and the fluid coolant. In some embod-
iments, controller 244 (FIG. 2) can be configured to con-
trol one or more of these flow rates to maintain a tem-
perature in the catalytic reactor (e.g., along the first flow
path) or at an outlet of the reactor (e.g., outlet of the first
flow path). For example, temperature can be reduced by
increasing the flow of coolant, or decreasing the flow of
fuel and/or air-O2. In some embodiments, the flow rates
can be controlled to maintain a temperature at less than
or equal to 325°C. In some embodiments, the flow rates
can be controlled to maintain a temperature at less than
or equal to 300°C. In some embodiments, the flow rates
can be controlled to maintain a temperature at less than
or equal to 275°C. In some embodiments, the flow rates
can be controlled to maintain a temperature at less than
or equal to 250°C.
[0050] The term "about", if used, is intended to include
the degree of error associated with measurement of the
particular quantity based upon the equipment available
at the time of filing the application. For example, "about"
can include a range of 6 8% or 5%, or 2% of a given value.
[0051] The terminology used herein is for the purpose
of describing particular embodiments only and is not in-
tended to be limiting of the present disclosure. As used
herein, the singular forms "a", "an" and "the" are intended
to include the plural forms as well, unless the context
clearly indicates otherwise. It will be further understood
that the terms "comprises" and/or "comprising," when
used in this specification, specify the presence of stated
features, integers, steps, operations, elements, and/or
components, but do not preclude the presence or addi-
tion of one or more other features, integers, steps, oper-
ations, element components, and/or groups thereof.
[0052] While the present disclosure has been de-
scribed with reference to an exemplary embodiment or
embodiments, it will be understood by those skilled in the
art that various changes may be made without departing

from the scope of the present disclosure. In addition,
many modifications may be made to adapt a particular
situation or material to the teachings of the present dis-
closure without departing from the scope thereof. There-
fore, it is intended that the present disclosure not be lim-
ited to the particular embodiment disclosed as the best
mode contemplated for carrying out this present disclo-
sure, but that the scope of the present invention is defined
by the claims.

Claims

1. A fuel tank inerting system, comprising
a fuel tank (202);
an electrochemical cell catalytic reactor (222, 322,
422) arranged to receive a first reactant (216) from
a first reactant source and to receive a second reac-
tant (218) from a second reactant source, and to re-
act the first and second reactants to generate an
inert gas; and
an inert gas flow path from the catalytic reactor to
the fuel tank, characterised in that the catalytic re-
actor comprises:

a first flow path (302, 304) comprising a first inlet
(303, 305) in operative fluid communication the
first reactant source, a first outlet (307, 309) in
operative fluid communication with the inert gas
flow path, and a reactive flow path including a
catalyst between the first inlet and the first outlet;
a second flow path (308) comprising a second
inlet in operative fluid communication with the
second reactant source, said second flow path
in operative fluid communication with the first
flow path through a first barrier (310) between
the first and second flow paths that is permeable
to the second reactant; and
a third flow path (314) comprising a third inlet in
operative fluid communication with a fluid cool-
ant, and a third outlet, said third flow path in op-
erative thermal communication with the first flow
path.

2. The fuel tank inerting system of claim 1, wherein the
first reactant (216) comprises fuel, and the second
reactant comprises air.

3. The fuel tank inerting system of any preceding claim,
comprising liquid fuel on the first flow path (302, 304).

4. The fuel tank inerting system of claims 1 or 2, com-
prising vaporized fuel on the first flow path (302, 304).

5. The fuel tank inerting system of any preceding claim,
wherein the first reactant (216) comprises vaporized
fuel, and the second reactant (218) comprises oxy-
gen.
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6. The fuel tank inerting system of any preceding claim,
wherein the second flow path is devoid of outlets
except through the first barrier.

7. The fuel tank inerting system of any preceding claim,
wherein the catalytic reactor comprises a plurality of
said first flow paths (302, 304), or a plurality of said
second flow paths (308), or a plurality of said third
flow paths (314), or any combination thereof.

8. The fuel tank inerting system of any preceding claim,
further comprising a heat source or a heat sink in
operative thermal communication with either or both
of the first reactant or the second reactant delivered
to the catalytic reactor inlet.

9. The fuel tank inerting system of any preceding claim,
wherein said first, second, and third flow paths are
arranged in the catalytic reactor in a planar configu-
ration.

10. The fuel tank inerting system of any preceding claim,
wherein at least one of the first flow path, the second
flow path, or the third flow path comprises an internal
space of a tubular conduit disposed in the catalytic
reactor.

11. The fuel tank inerting system of claim 10, wherein
the third flow path comprises the internal space of
the tubular conduit.

12. The fuel tank inerting system of claims 10 or 11,
wherein the first flow path comprises the catalyst dis-
posed in a fluid-permeable arrangement on an ex-
terior surface of the tubular conduit.

13. The fuel tank inerting system of any preceding claim,
further comprising a second barrier between the sec-
ond flow path and the third flow path, said second
barrier being thermally conductive and impermeable
to fluids.

14. The fuel tank inerting system of any preceding claim,
further comprising a controller (244) configured to
control at least one of a flow rate of the first reactant,
a flow rate of the second reactant, or a flow rate of
the fluid coolant.

15. The fuel tank inerting system of claim 14, wherein
the controller is configured to control at least one of
the first reactant flow rate, the second reactant flow
rate, or the fluid coolant flow rate to maintain a tem-
perature of preferably less than 300°C in the catalytic
reactor or at an outlet of the catalytic reactor.

Patentansprüche

1. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem, umfassend:

einen Kraftstofftank (202);
einen katalytischen Reaktor (222, 322, 422) mit
elektrochemischen Zellen, der angeordnet ist,
um einen ersten Reaktanten (216) von einer ers-
ten Reaktantenquelle zu empfangen und um ei-
nen zweiten Reaktanten (218) von einer zweiten
Reaktantenquelle zu empfangen und um den
ersten und zweiten Raktanten reagieren zu las-
sen, um ein Inertgas zu erzeugen; und
einen Inertgasströmungspfad von dem katalyti-
schen Reaktor zu dem Kraftstofftank, gekenn-
zeichnet dadurch, dass der katalytische Re-
aktor Folgendes umfasst:

einen ersten Strömungspfad (302, 304), der
einen ersten Einlass (303, 305) in betriebs-
mäßiger Fluidkommunikation mit der ersten
Reaktantenquelle, einen ersten Auslass
(307, 309) in betriebsmäßiger Fluidkommu-
nikation mit dem Inertgaspfad und einen re-
aktiven Strömungspfad umfasst, der einen
Katalysatoren zwischen dem ersten Einlass
und dem ersten Auslass beinhaltet;
einen zweiten Strömungspfad (308), der ei-
nen zweiten Einlass in betriebsmäßiger Flu-
idkommunikation mit der zweiten Reaktan-
tenquelle umfasst, wobei der zweite Strö-
mungspfad durch eine erste Barriere (310)
zwischen dem ersten und zweiten Strö-
mungspfad, die gegenüber dem zweiten
Reaktanten durchlässig ist, in betriebsmä-
ßiger Fluidkommunikation mit dem ersten
Strömungspfad steht; und
einen dritten Strömungspfad (314), der ei-
nen dritten Einlass in betriebemäßiger Flu-
idkommunikation mit einem Fluidkühlmittel
und einen dritten Auslass umfasst, wobei
der dritte Strömungspfad in betriebsmäßi-
ger Wärmekommunikation mit dem ersten
Strömungspfad steht.

2. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem nach Anspruch
1, wobei der erste Reaktant (216) Kraftstoff umfasst
und der zweite Reaktant Luft umfasst.

3. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem nach einem der
vorangehenden Ansprüche, umfassend flüssigen
Kraftstoff in dem ersten Strömungspfad (302, 304).

4. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem nach Anspruch 1
oder 2, umfassend verdampften Kraftstoff in dem
ersten Strömungspfad (302, 304).

5. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem nach einem der
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vorangehenden Ansprüche, wobei der erste Reak-
tant (216) verdampften Kraftstoff umfasst und der
zweite Reaktant (218) Sauerstoff umfasst.

6. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem nach einem der
vorangehenden Ansprüche, wobei der zweite Strö-
mungspfad keine Auslässe aufweist, außer durch
die erste Barriere.

7. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem nach einem der
vorangehenden Ansprüche, wobei der katalytische
Reaktor eine Vielzahl der ersten Strömungspfade
(302, 304) oder eine Vielzahl der zweiten Strö-
mungspfade (308) oder eine Vielzahl der dritten
Strömungspfade (314) oder eine beliebige Kombi-
nation davon umfasst.

8. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem nach einem der
vorangehenden Ansprüche, ferner umfassend eine
Wärmequelle oder eine Wärmesenke in betriebsmä-
ßiger Wärmekommunikation entweder mit dem ers-
ten Reaktanten oder dem zweiten Reaktanten, der
dem Einlass des katalytischen Reaktors zugeführt
wird, oder mit beiden.

9. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem nach einem der
vorangehenden Ansprüche, wobei der erste, zweite
und dritte Strömungspfad in dem katalytischen Re-
aktor in einer planaren Konfiguration angeordnet
sind.

10. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem nach einem der
vorangehenden Ansprüche, wobei zumindest einer
von dem ersten Strömungspfad, dem zweiten Strö-
mungspfad oder dem dritten Strömungspfad einen
inneren Raum einer rohrförmigen Leitung umfasst,
die in dem katalytischen Reaktor angeordnet ist.

11. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem nach Anspruch
10, wobei der dritte Strömungspfad den inneren
Raum der rohrförmigen Leitung umfasst.

12. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem nach Anspruch
10 oder 11, wobei der erste Strömungspfad den Ka-
talysatoren umfasst, der in einer fluiddurchlässigen
Anordnung auf einer Außenfläche der rohrförmigen
Leitung angeordnet ist.

13. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem nach einem der
vorangehenden Ansprüche, ferner umfassend eine
zweite Barriere zwischen dem zweiten Strömungs-
pfad und dem dritten Strömungspfad, wobei die
zweite Barriere wärmeleitend und gegenüber Flui-
den undurchlässig ist.

14. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem nach einem der
vorangehenden Ansprüche, ferner umfassend eine
Steuerung (244), die konfiguriert ist, um zumindest

eines von einer Strömungsrate des ersten Reaktan-
ten, einer Strömungsrate des zweiten Reaktanten
oder einer Strömungsrate des Fluidkühlmittels zu
steuern.

15. Kraftstofftankinertisierungssystem nach Anspruch
14, wobei die Steuerung konfiguriert ist, um zumin-
dest eines von der ersten Reaktantenströmungsra-
te, der zweiten Reaktantenströmungsrate oder der
Fluidkühlmittelströmungsrate zu steuern, um eine
Temperatur von vorzugsweise weniger als 300° C
in dem katalytischen Reaktor oder an einem Auslass
des katalytischen Reaktors aufrechtzuerhalten.

Revendications

1. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant,
comprenant
un réservoir de carburant (202) ;
un réacteur catalytique à cellule électrochimique
(222, 322, 422) agencé pour recevoir un premier
réactif (216) d’une première source de réactif et pour
recevoir un second réactif (218) d’une seconde sour-
ce de réactif, et pour faire réagir les premier et se-
cond réactifs afin de générer un gaz inerte ; et
un chemin d’écoulement de gaz inerte du réacteur
catalytique vers le réservoir de carburant, caracté-
risé en ce que le réacteur catalytique comprend :

un premier chemin d’écoulement (302, 304)
comprenant une première entrée (303, 305) en
communication fluidique opérationnelle avec la
première source de réactif, une première sortie
(307, 309) en communication fluidique opéra-
tionnelle avec le chemin d’écoulement de gaz
inerte, et un chemin d’écoulement de réactif
comportant un catalyseur entre la première en-
trée et la première sortie ;
un deuxième chemin d’écoulement (308) com-
prenant une deuxième entrée en communica-
tion fluidique opérationnelle avec la seconde
source de réactif, ledit deuxième chemin d’écou-
lement étant en communication fluidique opéra-
tionnelle avec le premier chemin d’écoulement
à travers une première barrière (310) entre les
premier et deuxième chemins d’écoulement qui
est perméable au second réactif ; et
un troisième chemin d’écoulement (314) com-
prenant une troisième entrée en communication
fluidique opérationnelle avec un fluide de refroi-
dissement, et une troisième sortie, ledit troisiè-
me chemin d’écoulement étant en communica-
tion thermique opérationnelle avec le premier
chemin d’écoulement.

2. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant se-
lon la revendication 1, dans lequel le premier réactif

15 16 



EP 3 501 992 B1

10

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

(216) comprend du carburant, et le second réactif
comprend de l’air.

3. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant se-
lon une quelconque revendication précédente, com-
prenant du carburant liquide sur le premier chemin
d’écoulement (302, 304).

4. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant se-
lon les revendications 1 ou 2, comprenant du carbu-
rant vaporisé sur le premier chemin d’écoulement
(302, 304).

5. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant se-
lon une quelconque revendication précédente, dans
lequel le premier réactif (216) comprend du carbu-
rant vaporisé, et le second réactif (218) comprend
de l’oxygène.

6. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant se-
lon une quelconque revendication précédente, dans
lequel le second chemin d’écoulement est dépourvu
de sorties sauf à travers la première barrière.

7. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant se-
lon une quelconque revendication précédente, dans
lequel le réacteur catalytique comprend une pluralité
desdits premiers chemins d’écoulement (302, 304),
ou une pluralité desdits deuxièmes chemins d’écou-
lement (308), ou une pluralité desdits troisièmes che-
mins d’écoulement (314), ou toute combinaison de
ceux-ci.

8. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant se-
lon une quelconque revendication précédente, com-
prenant en outre une source de chaleur ou un dissi-
pateur thermique en communication thermique opé-
rationnelle avec l’un ou les deux du premier réactif
ou du second réactif délivré à l’entrée de réacteur
catalytique.

9. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant se-
lon une quelconque revendication précédente, dans
lequel lesdits premier, deuxième et troisième che-
mins d’écoulement sont agencés dans le réacteur
catalytique dans une configuration plane.

10. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant se-
lon une quelconque revendication précédente, dans
lequel au moins l’un du premier chemin d’écoule-
ment, du deuxième chemin d’écoulement ou du troi-
sième chemin d’écoulement comprend un espace
interne d’un conduit tubulaire disposé dans le réac-
teur catalytique.

11. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant se-
lon la revendication 10, dans lequel le troisième che-
min d’écoulement comprend l’espace interne du

conduit tubulaire.

12. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant se-
lon les revendications 10 ou 11, dans lequel le pre-
mier chemin d’écoulement comprend le catalyseur
disposé dans un agencement perméable aux fluides
sur une surface extérieure du conduit tubulaire.

13. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant se-
lon une quelconque revendication précédente, com-
prenant en outre une seconde barrière entre le
deuxième chemin d’écoulement et le troisième che-
min d’écoulement, ladite seconde barrière étant
thermiquement conductrice et imperméable aux flui-
des.

14. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant se-
lon une quelconque revendication précédente, com-
prenant en outre un dispositif de commande (244)
configuré pour commander au moins l’un d’un débit
du premier réactif, d’un débit du second réactif ou
d’un débit du fluide de refroidissement.

15. Système d’inertage pour réservoir de carburant se-
lon la revendication 14, dans lequel le dispositif de
commande est configuré pour commander au moins
l’un du premier débit de réactif, du second débit de
réactif ou du débit de fluide de refroidissement pour
maintenir une température de préférence inférieure
à 300 °C dans le réacteur catalytique ou à une sortie
du réacteur catalytique.
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