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(54) PROCESS FOR START-UP OF A CRYOGENIC DISTILLATION AIR SEPARATION UNIT

(57) In a process for restarting an air separation unit
for the separation of air by cryogenic distillation, the unit
comprising a first column (K1) operating in normal oper-
ation at a first pressure and a second column (K2) oper-
ating in normal operation at a second pressure lower than
the first pressure, the first and second columns being
thermally linked and provided with conduits (2,4) for
transferring liquid enriched in oxygen and liquid enriched
in nitrogen from the first column to the second column
under normal operation, conduits for removing oxygen
enriched fluid (7) and nitrogen enriched gas (8) from the
second column in normal operation and a conduit for
feeding gaseous air (1) to the first column under normal
operation, during restart of the air separation unit, liquid
(3) is removed from the bottom of the second column and
sent to the bottom of the first column and liquid oxygen
(5) from a second external source (S) is sent to the bottom
of the second column.
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Description

[0001] The present invention relates to a process for
the start up of a cryogenic distillation air separation unit.
It also relates to a cryogenic distillation air separation unit
capable of being started up according to the process.
[0002] All air separation units for the cryogenic distil-
lation of air need to be closed down from time to time,
either for maintenance work or because their products
are not required. If the unit no longer operates, heat pen-
etrates into the cold box and the columns warm up. This
means that once the unit restarts, considerable time is
wasted while the cold box cools down in order for distil-
lation to resume and for the necessary purities to be es-
tablished.
[0003] For this reason, it is known to maintain the cold
box at cryogenic temperatures by processes known as
"cold standby" or "cold hold".
[0004] The EIGA document 65/30 "Safe Operation of
Reboilers/Condensers in Air Separation Unit" sets out a
definition of cold standby as being the condition where
equipment is held at cryogenic conditions for immediate
service on demand.
[0005] The section on "cold standby" reads as follows:
"Following a plant shutdown, the liquid contained in the
packing or trays drains to the low point of the column. At
this point, the level in the reboilers can be well greater
than 100% of the level indicators. This liquid is generally
preserved to permit a quick restart of the plant. This mode
is referred to as cold standby.
[0006] During a one day or two day cold standby peri-
od, flow is circulated through liquid oxygen adsorbers if
installed. The following shall be followed to maintain a
more extended cold standby in a safe manner:

• close inlet and outlet valves of the recirculation
pumps;

• drain pumps and suction filters; and
• drain and regenerate liquid oxygen adsorbers. The

regeneration should be done soon after complete
draining of the liquid and purging of the adsorber with
nitrogen to avoid the release of contaminants in gas-
eous oxygen atmosphere.

[0007] Due to the heat leak into the coldbox, vaporiza-
tion eventually reduces the amount of liquid in the reboiler
to well less than the normal operating level.
[0008] When the liquid has been reduced to half of its
normal level, either liquid shall be added using liquid ni-
trogen or oxygen injection or all liquid in the plant shall
be drained.
[0009] When injecting liquid into the plant, it is advis-
able to use liquid nitrogen rather than liquid oxygen in
particular for a long-term cold standby. When liquid ox-
ygen is used, extra hydrocarbons, carbon dioxide, nitrous
oxide, and contaminants in general are added to the sys-
tem and could accumulate to exceed the maximum con-
taminant levels."

[0010] It is thus known to maintain the temperature in
the columns within the coldbox by adding liquid nitrogen
to the air separation unit. Since no distillation takes place
and no air enters the columns during cold standby, the
liquid nitrogen sent to the top of the low pressure column
accumulates at the bottom of that column and is vapor-
ised to a certain extent, due to the heat ingress. This
vaporization helps to ensure that the columns remain un-
der a positive pressure and limits the possibility that fluids
should enter the columns through the conduits normally
used to introduce air or remove products.
[0011] The present invention proposes a procedure to
speed up the start up process by accelerating the tran-
sition from the cold standby where the bottom of the low
pressure column contains liquid nitrogen and normal op-
eration where the bottom of the low pressure column con-
tains oxygen enriched liquid.
[0012] According to the present invention, there is pro-
vided a process for restarting an air separation unit for
the separation of air by cryogenic distillation, the unit
comprising a first column operating in normal operation
at a first pressure and a second column operating in nor-
mal operation at a second pressure lower than the first
pressure, the first and second columns being thermally
linked and provided with conduits for transferring liquid
enriched in oxygen and liquid enriched in nitrogen from
the first column to the second column under normal op-
eration, conduits for removing oxygen enriched fluid and
nitrogen enriched gas from the second column in normal
operation and a conduit for feeding gaseous air to the
first column under normal operation wherein

- when the air separation unit is shut down, no air is
sent to the first column and liquid nitrogen from a
first external source is sent at least occasionally to
the second column and

- during restart of the air separation unit:

a) Liquid is removed from the bottom of the sec-
ond column and sent to the bottom of the first
column,
b) Liquid nitrogen is no longer sent to the second
column and liquid oxygen from a second exter-
nal source is sent to the bottom of the second
column and
c) Gaseous air is sent to the first column.

[0013] According to other optional features:

- no gaseous air is sent to the first column during re-
start until a given quantity of liquid has been sent
from the bottom of the second column to the bottom
of the first column.

- no gaseous air is sent to the first column during re-
start until liquid oxygen has been sent to the bottom
of the second column.

- no liquid oxygen is sent to the bottom of the second
column until a given quantity of liquid has been sent
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from the bottom of the second column to the bottom
of the first column.

- liquid nitrogen is sent to the second column during
normal operation.

- the liquid nitrogen sent to the second column during
normal operation provides at least 90% of the refrig-
eration needed for the process.

- steps a) and b) do not take place during a common
time period.

[0014] According to another object of the invention,
there is provided an air separation unit for the separation
of air by cryogenic distillation, the unit comprising a first
column operating in normal operation at a first pressure
and a second column operating in normal operation at a
second pressure lower than the first pressure, the first
and second columns being thermally linked and provided
with a conduit for transferring liquid enriched in oxygen
from the first column to the second column under normal
operation and a conduit for transferring liquid enriched
in nitrogen from the first column to the second column
under normal operation, conduits for removing oxygen
enriched fluid and nitrogen enriched gas from the second
column in normal operation and a conduit for feeding
gaseous air to the first column under normal operation
characterized in that it comprises means for sending liq-
uid oxygen from an external source connected to the bot-
tom of the second column and a conduit for sending liquid
from the bottom of the second column to the bottom of
the first column.
[0015] According to optional features, the unit compris-
es:

- means for detecting the amount of liquid sent from
the bottom of the second column to the bottom of
the first column and means for sending liquid oxygen
to the bottom of the second column once a given
amount of liquid has been sent from the bottom of
the second column to the bottom of the first column.

- means for detecting the liquid level at the bottom of
the first column and means for sending air to start
up the distillation in response to a signal from the
means for detecting the liquid level.

- means for detecting the pressure difference between
the first and second columns and and means for
sending liquid oxygen to the bottom of the second
column once the pressure difference is sufficient.

[0016] The invention will be described in greater detail
with reference to the figure.
[0017] Figure 1 shows a cryogenic air separation unit
comprising a first column K1 operating in normal opera-
tion at a first pressure and a second column K2 operating
in normal operation at a second pressure lower than the
first pressure.
[0018] The first and second columns are thermally
linked and provided with a conduit 2 for transferring liquid
enriched in oxygen from the first column to the second

column under normal operation and a conduit 4 for trans-
ferring liquid enriched in nitrogen from the first column to
the second column under normal operation.
[0019] Conduit 7 serves to remove oxygen enriched
fluid from the bottom of the second column K2 and con-
duit 8 removes nitrogen enriched gas from the second
column K2 in normal operation.
[0020] Conduit 3 does not serve during normal opera-
tion.
[0021] A conduit 1 feeds gaseous air to the first column
K1 under normal operation. The air in conduit 1 has pre-
viously been purified and cooled. It is possible to cool the
air using a refrigeration unit upstream of the purification
step.
[0022] When the air separation unit is shut down, no
air is sent to the first column K1 and liquid nitrogen 9 from
a first external source is sent at least occasionally to the
second column K2. This allows the columns K1, K2 to
remain at a low temperature even though distillation is
not taking place. Whilst the air separation unit is shut
down, liquid from within the column drains to the bottom
of the column and accumulates. This liquid is much richer
in nitrogen than the liquid which accumulates at the bot-
tom of the column during normal operation.
[0023] During restart of the air separation unit, valve
V3 is opened, liquid is removed from the bottom of the
second column K2 via conduit 3 and sent to the bottom
of the first column K1.
[0024] Once sufficient liquid has been sent to the bot-
tom of the first column K1, valve V3 is closed and no
more liquid is removed via conduit 3. Instead liquid oxy-
gen from a second external source S is sent via conduit
5 to the bottom of the second column K2 by opening valve
V5.
[0025] The amount of liquid drained via conduit 3 de-
pends on the purity of the liquid drained and the purity of
the liquid oxygen to be added by conduit 5. The aim is
to establish a liquid bath at the bottom of the second
column K2 having an oxygen purity greater than that ex-
isting during shutdown so as to approach to some degree
the oxygen purity existing during distillation. For example,
the liquid purity at the bottom of the column could reach
between 40 and 50% mol oxygen due to the addition of
liquid oxygen. This value will depend on the type of air
separation unit.
[0026] The temperature of the liquid in the bath will
increase with the oxygen content. For a given Delta T
(design value) of the bottom condenser of the second
column K1, the temperature on the nitrogen side (column
K1) will also increase. During start up, the product that
will be condensed is air. The temperature on the nitrogen
side must be high enough so that the corresponding pres-
sure (point on the boiling curve of air) is high enough to
transfer the condensed liquids from K1 to K2 by pressure
differential.
[0027] Consequently the sending of liquid oxygen to
the bottom of second column K2 continues until the pres-
sure in the first column K1 is sufficient to ensure that the
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liquid reflux flows can overcome the hydrostatic pressure
and arrive in the second column K2.
[0028] This is checked by measuring the liquid level at
the bottom of the first column K1 using level detector LIC.
If, on opening the valve V3, the liquid level at the bottom
of the first column K1 decreases, then it can be concluded
that the pressure is sufficient to cause the bottom liquid
to rise through conduit 2 to the second column K2.
[0029] Finally once a certain level of liquid oxygen is
established at the bottom of the second column K2, valve
V1 opens and gaseous air is sent to column K1 to enable
distillation to begin.
[0030] Thus the unit includes means for detecting the
liquid level at the bottom of the first column and means
for sending air to start up the distillation in response to a
signal from the means for detecting the liquid level.
[0031] Optionally, the unit may comprise means for de-
tecting the pressure difference between the first and sec-
ond columns and means for sending liquid oxygen to the
bottom of the second column once the pressure differ-
ence is sufficient.
[0032] It is useful before starting the distillation to send
an air stream to the refrigeration unit in series with the
purification unit. Since the minimum flow for the refriger-
ation unit to operate is higher than the minimum flow for
the purification unit to operate, the excess air from the
refrigeration unit can be sent to the atmosphere.

Claims

1. Process for restarting an air separation unit for the
separation of air by cryogenic distillation, the unit
comprising a first column (K1) operating in normal
operation at a first pressure and a second column
(K2) operating in normal operation at a second pres-
sure lower than the first pressure, the first and sec-
ond columns being thermally linked and provided
with conduits (2,4) for transferring liquid enriched in
oxygen and liquid enriched in nitrogen from the first
column to the second column under normal opera-
tion, conduits for removing oxygen enriched fluid (7)
and nitrogen enriched gas (8) from the second col-
umn in normal operation and a conduit for feeding
gaseous air (1) to the first column under normal op-
eration wherein

- when the air separation unit is shut down, no
air is sent to the first column and liquid nitrogen
(9) from a first external source is sent at least
occasionally to the second column
- and during restart of the air separation unit:

a) Liquid (3) is removed from the bottom of
the second column and sent to the bottom
of the first column,
b) Liquid nitrogen is no longer sent to the
second column and liquid oxygen (5) from

a second external source (S) is sent to the
bottom of the second column and
c) Gaseous air is sent to the first column.

2. Process according to Claim 1 wherein no gaseous
air is sent to the first column (K1) during restart until
a given quantity of liquid (3) has been sent from the
bottom of the second column to the bottom of the
first column.

3. Process according to Claim 1 or 2 wherein no gas-
eous air (1) is sent to the first column (K1) during
restart until liquid oxygen (5) has been sent to the
bottom of the second column (K2).

4. Process according to any preceding claim wherein
no liquid oxygen (5) is sent to the bottom of the sec-
ond column (K2à until a given quantity of liquid has
been sent from the bottom of the second column (3)
to the bottom of the first column (K1).

5. Process according to any preceding claim wherein
liquid nitrogen (9) is sent to the second column during
normal operation.

6. Process according to any preceding claim wherein
the liquid nitrogen (9)sent to the second column dur-
ing normal operation provides at least 90% of the
refrigeration needed for the process.

7. Process according to any preceding claim wherein
steps a) and b) do not take place during a common
time period.

8. Air separation unit for the separation of air by cryo-
genic distillation, the unit comprising a first column
(K1) operating in normal operation at a first pressure
and a second column (K2) operating in normal op-
eration at a second pressure lower than the first pres-
sure, the first and second columns being thermally
linked and provided with a conduit for transferring
liquid enriched in oxygen (2) from the first column to
the second column under normal operation and a
conduit (4) for transferring liquid enriched in nitrogen
from the first column to the second column under
normal operation, conduits for removing oxygen en-
riched fluid (7) and nitrogen enriched gas (8) from
the second column in normal operation and a conduit
for feeding gaseous air (1) to the first column under
normal operation characterized in that it comprises
means for sending liquid oxygen (5) from an external
source (S) connected to the bottom of the second
column and a conduit (3) for sending liquid from the
bottom of the second column to the bottom of the
first column.

9. Unit according to Claim 8 comprising means for de-
tecting the amount of liquid (3) sent from the bottom
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of the second column (K2) to the bottom of the first
column (K1) and means for sending liquid oxygen
(5) to the bottom of the second column once a given
amount of liquid has been sent from the bottom of
the second column to the bottom of the first column.

10. Unit according to Claim 8 or 9 including means (LIC)
for detecting the liquid level at the bottom of the first
column and means for sending air (1) to start up the
distillation in response to a signal from the means
for detecting the liquid level.
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