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(57) ABSTRACT

The present invention includes an apparatus, method and
centrifuge permeameter system that includes a hydraulic per-
meameter adapted for use in a centrifuge; and an automated
data acquisition system, wherein the centrifuge permeameter
non-destructively determines one or more soil characteristics
from a sample of granular material such as soil, rock, and
concrete when centrifuged.
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CENTRIFUGE PERMEAMETER FOR
UNSATURATED SOILS SYSTEM

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional
Application Ser. No. 60/634,189, filed Dec. 8, 2004, the con-
tents of which are incorporated by reference herein in their
entireties.

This invention was made with U.S. Government support
under Contract No. CMS-0094007 awarded by the NSF. The
government may own certain rights in this invention.

TECHNICAL FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates in general to the field of
permeameters, and more particularly, to a centrifuge per-
meameter that allows continuous, non-destructive and non-
intrusive measurements of relevant variables.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Without limiting the scope of the invention, its background
is described in connection with soil permeameters.

For example, U.S. Pat. No. 4,679,422, issues to Rubin, et
al., discloses a method and apparatus for steady-state mea-
surement of liquid conductivity in porous media. U.S. Pat.
No. 6,634,876, issued to Schofield, discloses centrifuges and
associated apparatus and methods.

U.S. Pat. No. 6,810,755, issued to Pask, et al., for a per-
meameter system and method to determine soil hydraulic
capacity for onsite wastewater systems. The permeameter has
a hollow tube with a second tube slidably disposed within an
internal chamber of the hollow tube and is used in combina-
tion with one or more tables to correlate a specific rate of
reading fall rate of water to the soil hydraulic capacity of the
soil being tested. A conventional measuring tape is affixed to
the outside surface of the hollow tube such that the numbers
extend vertically along the length, or longitudinal central
axis, of the hollow tube. The permeameter is used in combi-
nation with one or more charts that correspond with soil
hydraulic capacity. The charts are created by formulas
defined using known soil absorption principals, the dimen-
sions of the permeameter, the dimensions of an auger hole in
the soil, and the level of a water line in the auger hole.

Another permeameter is taught in U.S. Pat. No. 6,571,605,
issued to Johnson. Johnson teaches a constant-head soil per-
meameter for determining the hydraulic conductivity of
earthen materials. The constant-head soil permeameter is
used to determine hydraulic conductivity of earthen materials
in a borehole. The permeameter uses includes a calibrated
reservoir attached to a suitable length of hose. Water is added
to the calibrated reservoir and allowed to flow freely into until
an equilibrium level is reached in the borehole and inside the
soil permeameter. The water flowing to the permeameter is
throttled by buoyant float pressure, thereby allowing better
constant head control and much greater depths of testing than
previously attained by known permeameters. The permeame-
ter may also include a filtered vent system, backflow check
valve, and seals. The filter system restricts entry of soil par-
ticles and debris, thereby minimizing cleaning and mainte-
nance of the invention. The soil permeability is determined
based on the equilibrium height of water, rate of water flow,
and dimensions of the borehole.

Yet another permeameter is taught in U.S. Pat. No. 6,655,
192, issued to Chavdar for a combined permeameter-poro-
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simeter that measures normal and lateral permeability mea-
surements on porous materials. The permeability
measurements may be taken from compressed or uncom-
pressed samples at room or elevated temperatures. A wide
variety of fluids or gas may be used to penetrate the test fluid
depending on the application and the porosity of the sample.
Briefly, the penetrating test fluid is forced through the sample
under pressure and the load, the fluid displacement, and the
time are used to calculate the permeability, porosity, pore size
distribution, average pore size and the number of pores per
unit area.

Finally, U.S. Pat. No. 6,055,850, issued to Turner, et al.,
teaches a multi-directional permeameter that is used to deter-
mine the coefficients of permeability using a constant (or
falling) head method for the laminar flow of a fluid (e.g.,
water), through a specific material or test sample. The appa-
ratus is a mold secured to a base, a lid is secured to the mold,
inlet and outlet ports allow fluid flow to occur in both the
horizontal plane and the vertical plane to determine the coef-
ficients of permeability of a particular sample either horizon-
tally, vertically, or simultaneously horizontally and vertically.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is an apparatus, method and system
for a centrifuge permeameter that allows continuous, non-
destructive, and non-intrusive measurement of relevant
hydraulic variables (suction, moisture content, fluid flow rate)
in a single specimen while in-flight in the centrifuge. The
centrifuge permeameter allows a user to obtain an accelerated
definition of the fluid retention curve and hydraulic conduc-
tivity function, simultaneously. The present inventors recog-
nized that current testing methods used to define the unsatur-
ated hydraulic properties often require the use of several
specimens, significant testing times, and destructive or intru-
sive measurement of the variables.

Furthermore, it was found that available technologies do
not allow determination of the fluid retention curve and
hydraulic conductivity function simultaneously. Also, current
centrifuge technology does not allow the direct acquisition of
the relevant variables (e.g., suction, moisture content, fluid
flow rate) in-flight during testing. The time-consuming nature
of current conventional technology and its effect on test data,
results in inefficient use of resources and limited usefulness
for the data gathered.

For example, determination of the hydraulic properties for
a low-permeability clay specimen may take over one year
(more than one month for each data-point in either the fluid
retention curve or hydraulic conductivity function). Perme-
ability information is obtained in a few days with the centri-
fuge permeameter disclosed herein.

The present invention permits the simultaneous determi-
nation of the fluid retention curve and hydraulic conductivity
function for soil, rock, or concrete. Overall, the apparatus,
system and method may be used for low-hydraulic conduc-
tivity materials, the hydraulic properties of which cannot be
obtained in a practical manner using currently available tech-
nology. In addition, the apparatus, system and method
encourages the use of experimentally obtained hydraulic
properties for practical problems, instead of the currently
used analytical predictions.

The present invention includes a centrifuge permeameter
system and method of use in which a hydraulic permeameter
is adapted for use in a centrifuge and is in communication
with an automated data acquisition system that detects one or
more soil characteristics from a soil sample connected to the
hydraulic permeameter. The automated data acquisition sys-
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tem non-destructively determines one or more soil character-
istics from a soil sample of porous material such as soil, rock,
and concrete when centrifuged. The one or more soil charac-
teristics may be selected from variables including: suction,
moisture content, hydraulic conductivity and the relationship
between one or more of these variables. Examples for use of
the permeameter include geotechnical engineering (e.g., fluid
flow and mechanical analyses), hydrology (e.g., groundwater
recharge calculations), agriculture (e.g., plant-soil interaction
analysis), environmental engineering (e.g., contaminant
transport analyses), and petroleum engineering (e.g., oil res-
ervoir characterization).

The permeameter is designed to control the inflow and
outtlow boundary conditions to generate open-tflow boundary
conditions that do not interfere with the ongoing flow process.
Generally, the inflow and outflow boundary conditions will
not impose a suction value onto the specimen. Furthermore,
the one or more inflow boundary condition and one or more
outflow boundary condition may be selected to permit the
suction and moisture content to attain any value in equilib-
rium with an ongoing flow process controlled by a fluid flow
rate imposed on the sample. The permeameter instrumenta-
tion may continuously and nondestructively measure one or
more variables relevant to unsaturated fluid flow through soils
while the centrifuge is in flight. Examples of the values that
the automated data acquisition system may continuously
measure include, e.g., one or more of the following: moisture
content, suction, temperature, relative humidity, specimen
weight and combinations or variations thereof.

Another embodiment of the invention is a centrifuge per-
meameter system with an automated data acquisition system
for measuring unsaturated soil characteristics that includes a
permeameter that applies a fluid flow rate less than the satu-
rated soil hydraulic conductivity to at least one portion of a
soil specimen and controls the inflow and outflow boundary
conditions to generate open-flow boundary conditions. The
one or more soil characteristics is selected from variables
including suction, moisture content and hydraulic conductiv-
ity and from the relationship between these variables and may
be used for fluid flow and mechanical analyses, groundwater
recharge calculations, plant-soil interaction analyses, con-
taminant transport analyses and oil reservoir characteriza-
tion.

The present invention also includes a method of measuring
unsaturated soil characteristics by placing a soil sample in a
centrifuge permeameter, applying a centripetal acceleration
to the soil specimen, applying a low-tflow rate to at least one
side of the soil specimen during centrifugation, controlling
inflow and outflow boundary conditions within the per-
meameter to generate open-flow boundary conditions; and
continuously measuring one or more characteristics of the
soil sample while in flight. The centripetal acceleration
applied to the soil specimen is selected to permit the suction
and moisture content to attain equilibrium with an ongoing
flow process. Generally, the inflow and outflow boundary
conditions in the permeameter are selected to permit the
suction and moisture content to attain any value in equilib-
rium with the ongoing flow processes. The permeameter will
continuously and/or nondestructively measure the variables
relevant to unsaturated fluid flow through soils, while the
centrifuge is in flight.

Another embodiment of the present invention is a per-
meameter made from a cylinder having at least one window
for visual inspection positioned between an inflow end of the
cylinder and an outflow end of the cylinder. A fluid distribu-
tion cap is disposed at the inflow end of the cylinder and a
porous sample support cap disposed at the outflow end of the
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cylinder and one or more primary outflow fluid collection
reservoirs disposed within the cylinder. The one or more
primary outflow fluid collection reservoirs are disposed about
the cylinder includes one or more pore water pressure trans-
ducers to measure outflow volume within the cylinder; and a
pinhole at the outflow reservoir to prevent build-up of air
pressures in the outflow reservoir. The permeameter is
adapted to operation within a centrifuge. The permeameter
may also include one or more ports disposed about the cylin-
der to permit contact between the one or more ports and the
soil sample to measure a suction profile.

The permeameter may also include one or more time
domain reflectometry (TDR) probes at least partially within
or about the cylinder to measure the average moisture content
in the soil sample. In one embodiment, the permeameter is
supported within the centrifuge on one or more weighing
devices that monitor the weight of the permeameter. The
centrifuge permeameter may also include a secondary over-
flow outflow fluid collection reservoir disposed in communi-
cation with the one or more primary outflow fiuid collection
reservoirs having one or more pressure transducers to mea-
sure outflow volume and a pinhole at the reservoir to prevent
build-up of air pressures in the outflow reservoir. The per-
meameter instrumentation continuously and/or nondestruc-
tively measures one or more variables relevant to unsaturated
fluid flow through soils while the centrifuge is in flight.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

For a more complete understanding of the features and
advantages of the present invention, named the Centrifuge
Permeameter for Unsaturated Soils (CPUS), reference is now
made to the detailed description of the invention along with
the accompanying figures in which:

FIG. 1A is a graph of the fluid retention curves for different
soils, and

FIG. 1B is a graph of the hydraulic conductivity functions
for different soils;

FIGS. 2A and 2B show the details of a rotary fluid union;

FIGS. 3A to 3C show the details of an inflow fluid distri-
bution cap;

FIGS. 4A to 4H show the details of a swing-type CPUS
shrink/swell permeameter;

FIGS. 5A to 5C show the details of a swing-type CPUS
hydraulic characterization permeameter;

FIGS. 6A and 6B show the details of a stationary CPUS
prototype permeameter; and

FIGS. 7A to 7F show top and isometric views of the CPUS
permeameter arrangements in the centrifuge.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

While the making and using of various embodiments ofthe
present invention are discussed in detail below, it should be
appreciated that the present invention provides many appli-
cable inventive concepts that can be embodied in a wide
variety of specific contexts. The specific embodiments dis-
cussed herein are merely illustrative of specific ways to make
and use the invention and do not delimit the scope of the
invention.

To facilitate the understanding of this invention, a number
of terms are defined below. Terms defined herein have mean-
ings as commonly understood by a person of ordinary skill in
the areas relevant to the present invention. Terms such as “a”,
“an” and “the” are not intended to refer to only a singular
entity, but include the general class of which a specific
example may be used for illustration. The terminology herein
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is used to describe specific embodiments of the invention, but
their usage does not delimit the invention, except as outlined
in the claims.

As used herein the term “prototype” denotes the scaled
relationship between a small-scale specimen in the centrifuge
and a large-scale earthen structure in the nature (e.g., dams,
embankments, landfills, slopes, etc.).

The present invention is an apparatus, method and system
for determining the hydraulic properties of porous materials.
As mentioned, the system is a Centrifuge Permeameter for
Unsaturated Soils (CPUS). The Centrifuge Permeameter is
used to define the unsaturated hydraulic properties of porous
materials such as soil, rock, and concrete.

The present invention provides a centrifuge permeameter
system having a permeameter adapted for use in a centrifuge
and an automated data acquisition system. The automated
data acquisition system may be used to detect one or more soil
characteristics from a soil sample connected to the hydraulic
permeameter. The automated data acquisition system may
include a CPU or a computer and may store data internally or
externally and/or the data may be displayed or printed. The
automated data acquisition system may be connected to other
systems, main frames, printers, plotters or storage devices via
direct connections, wifi connections, Bluetooth connections,
IR connections, laser connections or other communication
mechanism. In addition to the recording and processing of
data by the automated data acquisition system, it may be used
to control other parameters of the present invention.

The centrifuge permeameter non-destructively determines
one or more soil characteristics from a sample of porous
material such as soil, rock, and concrete when centrifuged.
The one or more soil characteristics may include suction,
moisture content, hydraulic conductivity and the relationship
between these variables and the permeameter controls the
inflow and outflow boundary conditions to generate open-
flow boundary conditions by applying a fluid flow rate to at
least one side of a soil specimen. Additionally, the permeame-
ter further includes a fluid inflow distribution cap that does
not impose a suction value onto the specimen. The inflow and
outflow boundary condition are selected to permit the suction
and moisture content to attain specific values at equilibrium,
with an ongoing flow process that is controlled by a fluid flow
rate imposed on the sample. The automated data acquisition
system may continuously measures one or more values, e.g.,
moisture content, suction, temperature, relative humidity,
fluid inflow rate, fluid outflow rate, specimen weight and
combinations thereof.

A method of measuring unsaturated soil characteristics is
also provided. A soil specimen is placed in a centrifuge per-
meameter and a centripetal acceleration to the soil specimen.
A low-flow rate is applied to at least one side of the soil
specimen during centrifugation and the outflow boundary
conditions within the permeameter are controlled to generate
an open-flow boundary condition. The characteristics of the
soil specimen are continuously measured while in flight.

The automated data acquisition system continuously mea-
sures one or more soil characteristics from an unsaturated soil
specimens, e.g., moisture content, suction temperature, fluid
inflow rate, fluid outflow rate, steady-state fluid flow, speci-
men weight, evaporation and combinations thereof. The cen-
tripetal acceleration applied to the soil specimen is selected to
permit a suction and a moisture content to attain equilibrium
with an ongoing flow and the inflow and outflow boundary
conditions in the permeameter permit the suction and mois-
ture content to attain any value in equilibrium with the ongo-
ing flow processes. Dry air or heat may be applied to the soil
specimen to induce moisture evaporation while continuously
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and nondestructively measuring relevant variables such as the
change in temperature, relative humidity, and small changes
in the weight of a soil specimen while in flight.

The present invention also provides a permeameter
adapted to operate within a centrifuge. The permeameter
includes a cylinder having at least one window for visual
inspection positioned between an inflow end of the cylinder
and a outflow end of the cylinder. A fluid distribution cap is
disposed at the inflow end of the cylinder and a porous sample
support cap is disposed at the outflow end of the cylinder. The
permeameter includes a primary fluid outflow collection res-
ervoirs disposed about the cylinder which has one or more
fluid pressure transducers to measure outflow volume and a
pinhole to prevent build-up of air pressure in the outflow
reservoir. The centrifuge permeameter of also includes two or
more ports disposed about the cylinder to permit contact
between one or more heat dissipation units (HDU) probes and
the soil sample to measure a suction profile and/or one or
more time domain reflectometry (TDR) probes at least par-
tially within, the cylinder to measure the average moisture
content in the soil sample.

Unsaturated hydraulic properties include the relationships
between suction and moisture content (the fluid retention
curve), and suction and hydraulic conductivity (the K-func-
tion), examples of which are shown in FIGS. 1A and 1B for
different porous materials. FIG. 1A is a graph that shows the
fluid retention curve for different materials and FIG. 1B is a
graph that shows the K-functions for different materials,
which are determined concurrently, in flight using the present
invention.

These properties are necessary information in several
fields, including geotechnical engineering (fluid flow and
mechanical analyses), hydrology (groundwater recharge cal-
culations), agriculture (plant-soil interaction analysis), envi-
ronmental engineering (contaminant transport analyses), and
petroleum engineering (oil reservoir characterization.) The
Centrifuge Permeameter incorporates the use of a low-flow
hydraulic permeameter and a centrifuge to obtain these
important material properties. The hydraulic permeameter is
able to control the fluid flow rate and boundary conditions
within a material specimen. By placing a specimen within the
hydraulic permeameter under a centripetal acceleration in the
centrifuge (which may be considered to be an increased gravi-
tational field), the driving force for fluid flow rate is increased,
which results in a quadratic decrease in the time required to
reach steady-state fluid flow conditions. Consequently, the
unsaturated hydraulic properties such as the fluid retention
curve and the K-function can be obtained from a single speci-
men in a comparatively short period of time. An important
feature of the Centrifuge Permeameter is that the relevant
variables (suction, moisture content, fluid flow rate) are
obtained continuously while testing the specimen in-flight
within the centrifuge. This permits measurement of transient
flow processes without changing the acceleration field (i.e.,
by stopping the centrifuge) in order to make measurements.

The Centrifuge Permeameter allows continuous, non-de-
structive, and non-intrusive measurement of all relevant vari-
ables (suction, moisture content, fluid flow rate) in a single
specimen while in-flight in the centrifuge, to obtain an accel-
erated definition of the fluid retention curve and K-function
simultaneously. Current testing methods used to define the
unsaturated hydraulic properties often require the use of sev-
eral specimens, significant testing times, and destructive or
intrusive measurement of the variables. Also, available tech-
nologies do not allow determination of the fluid retention
curve and hydraulic conductivity function simultaneously.
Current centrifuge technology does not allow the direct
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acquisition of the relevant variables (suction, moisture con-
tent, fluid flow rate) in-flight during testing. The time-con-
suming nature of current conventional technology must be
stressed. For example, determination of the hydraulic prop-
erties for alow-permeability clay specimen may take over one
year (more than one month for each data-point in either the
fluid retention curve or K-function). The same level of
detailed information may be obtained in a few days with the
Centrifuge Permeameter disclosed herein.

The CPUS system is characterized by being able to con-
tinuously measure the variables relevant to unsaturated fluid
flow through soils while the centrifuge is in-flight. These
variables include moisture content (6), suction (), tempera-
ture (1), inflow fluid flow rate, fluid outflow rate, and speci-
men weight. These variables have been successfully mea-
sured using a prototype permeameter under 1-g and under
N-g inthe centrifuge. The first three variables (0,1 and T) are
measured using currently available equipment (e.g., time
domain reflectometry probes, heat dissipation units, and ther-
mocouples, respectively). The centrifuge component of the
CPUS system has a data acquisition system, discussed later,
has the capability of monitoring these variables continuously.

In addition, CPUS system is characterized by applying a
fluid flow rate to one side of a specimen and by properly
controlling the inflow and outflow boundary conditions at the
top and bottom of the permeameter. A particular set of bound-
ary conditions are used in this system, referred to as open-
flow boundary conditions. These boundary conditions permit
the suction and moisture content to achieve equilibrium while
controlling fluid flow processes. This is in contrast to fixed
boundary conditions that maintain a particular value of suc-
tion or moisture content at the top and bottom of the per-
meameter.

The fluid inflow rate may be under the control of an infu-
sion pump (not shown), and a low-tflow hydraulic rotary fluid
union that passes the fluid from the stationary environment to
the spinning centrifuge environment. The minimum and
maximum flow rates for the infusion pump are about 1 to
about 100 ml/hr. A rotary fluid union is necessary because
conventional flow pumps cannot be used within a centrifuge
due to the high gravity forces and space limitations. In addi-
tion, the location of the pump outside the centrifuge allows
direct monitoring of the fluid inflow rate and total volume
infused. A peristaltic pump is also available for this applica-
tion, which has a minimum flow rate is 0.18 ml/hr and a
maximum flow rate of 200 ml/hr. However, an infusion pump
is more suitable for use with a low-flow hydraulic rotary fluid
union as the peristaltic pump has a pulsating flow rate. The
skilled artisan will recognize that other pumps may be used
for this application, which have a minimum flow rate of 0.1
ml/hr and a maximum flow rate of 300 ml/hr.

FIG. 2A shows a cross sectional view of the rotary fluid
union with an interface 12 that connects an upper chamber 14
(also referred to as a stationary body), a lower chamber 16
(also referred to as a rotating body) and first fluid port 18 and
second fluid port 20. The upper chamber 14 has two steel
needles 22, while the lower chamber 16 has two angled con-
centric channels the first concentric channel 24 and the sec-
ond concentric channels 26. The lower chamber 16 is free to
rotate around the steel needles 22. Hydraulic lines (not
shown) from the infusion pump (not shown) are connected to
the two inflow lines 28 at the top of the rotary fluid union.
Fluid moves into the steel needles 22 attached to the upper
chamber 14, then drips into the two angled concentric chan-
nels 24 and 26 in the lower chamber 16. The fluid is conveyed
via hydraulic lines (not shown) from the rotary fluid union to
the permeameter by centripetal force. Interface seals (not
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shown) are provided to prevent fluid from moving from one of
the two angled concentric channels 24 and 26 to the other. The
upper chamber 14 and the lower chamber 16 may be in
contact through one or more bearings 30; however, other
interfaces may be used to allow movement of the chambers.

FIG. 2B is a top view of the lower chamber 16 of the rotary
fluid union. FIG. 2B shows the rotary fluid union with an
interface 12 that connects an upper chamber (not shown), a
lower chamber 16 (also referred to as a rotating body) and the
first fluid port 18 and the second fluid port 20. The first fluid
port 18 and second fluid port 20 are separated by one or more
drainage channels 32. Although, FIG. 2B depicts a single
drainage channel 32 between each of the first fluid port 18 and
second fluid port 20, the number of drainage channels 32 and
the number of first fluid ports 18 and second fluids port 20
may vary. In one embodiment, the upper chamber (not
shown) and the lower chamber 16 are made of stainless steel
or other like materials and the interface 12 may be a low-
friction, low heat-generating material, e.g., PolyTetraFluoro-
Ethylene or sintered graphite. The skilled artisan will recog-
nize that the materials may be varied depending on the
particular needs of the specific application. For example, the
upper chamber 14 and the lower chamber 16 may be con-
structed of in part or entirely of metals or alloys, e.g., copper,
brass, iron, steel, chromolly, aluminum, etc. In addition, the
upper chamber 14 and/or the lower chamber 16 may be con-
structed of layers of materials, e.g., stainless steel layer on top
of a aluminum layer on top of another stainless steel layer or
a fiberlayer (e.g., carbon fiber or fiberglass) layer under a
metal layer. The materials may also be coated in some appli-
cations. Coating may be used to protect the parts, provide a
non stick surface, provide a textured surface, etc.

FIG. 3A is a bottom view of the inflow distribution cap 34.
The upper boundary for the CPUS permeameter is a fluid
inflow distribution cap 34, which ensures even distribution of
fluid inflow to the top boundary of the specimen inside the
permeameter. A hydraulic connection (not shown) consisting
of plastic or flexible metal piping connects the low flow fluid
union to the inflow distribution cap 34. The fluid flows into the
reservoir (not shown) to a series of holes 38. The number and
position of the individual holes in the series of holes 38 may
be varied depending on the application.

FIGS. 3B and 3C show cross section views of the fluid
inflow distribution cap 34. Fluid flows into the reservoir 36 at
the top of the inflow distribution cap 34 and then overflows
from this reservoir 36 into the series of holes 38 through a
series of reservoir channels 40. These series of holes 38 are
angled from the reservoir 36 to different locations on the
bottom of the inflow distribution cap 34.

Furthermore, the dimensions of the present device vary
depending on the particular application. For example, the
lower boundary for the CPUS permeameter may be about 0.5
inch thick steel or acrylic supporting disc with a honeycomb
pattern of /32 inch holes; however, other dimensions may be
used, e.g., the CPUS permeameter may be between about 0.1
and 1 inch thick or greater than one inch thick and the holes
may be between about Y64 and about 1 inch. Furthermore, the
holes do not need to be of a uniformed size over the surface
and may be varies and alternated as needed. The inflow dis-
tribution cap 34 may be overlain by a porous filter paper or a
wire mesh to prevent clogging.

A shallow-sloped funnel (not shown) beneath the support-
ing disc (not shown) will drain fluid to a small hole (not
shown) that leads to a collection reservoir (not shown). The
amount of fluid in the collection reservoir (not shown) (i.e.,
the outflow) is measured using a pressure transducer (not
shown). This is possible because the fluid pressure at the base
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of'the collection reservoir (not shown) is related to the height
of fluid in the collection reservoir (not shown), implying that
the volume can be calculated from the fluid pressure (see
FIGS. 5 and 6, herein below). For redundancy, the outflow
collection reservoir may be removed and weighed.

The CPUS system may also measure small changes in the
weight of the specimen for measurement of evaporation (not
shown). Two methods have been developed: a load cell sys-
tem and a device based on the principle of a manometer.
Briefly, the connection between the permeameter and the
centrifuge rests upon an electronic load cell or a piston that
transmits the weight of the specimen to a column of a dense
fluid (e.g., mercury). The fluid column is calculated to have
the same initial mass as the original specimen (before fluid
flow occurs). Accordingly, small changes in weight of the
specimen within the permeameter due to evaporation are
inferred by the electronic load cell or by how much the piston
moves the column of mercury, with the pressure in the mer-
cury measured using a pressure transducer.

The following discussions provide technical details for
different permeameters that are used in the CPUS system.
These include a shrink-swell permeameter used for assessing
volume changes during infiltration and drying, a hydraulic
characterization permeameter used for characterizing the
fluid retention curve and K-function for different materials,
and a prototype permeameter used for modeling different soil
profiles expected in the field. To ensure that the gravity forces
are always acting downward on the specimen, the shrink/
swell permeameter and the hydraulic characterization per-
meameter are swing-type permeameters. The permeameters
are attached to a rotating rod that allows them to be vertical at
1-g and horizontal at N-g. Due to size constraints, the proto-
type permeameter is fixed horizontally. In addition, some
details concerning the specific centrifuge and the data acqui-
sition system are provided.

Shrink/Swell Permeameter. FIG. 4 shows a shrink/swell
permeameter. Wetting of soils and other porous materials may
cause swelling. Similarly, drying of soils and other porous
materials may cause shrinkage. FIG. 4A shows a top view of
the shrink/swell permeameter 42. The shrink/swell per-
meameter 42 allows the change in height of a specimen to be
measured during wetting and drying. The components of the
shrink/swell permeameter 42 may include a cylinder 44. The
cylinder 44 may be, for example a about 3 inch tall by about
2.5 inch inside diameter with about a 0.5 inch wall thickness;
however, the dimensions may be modified depending on the
specific application. The cylinder 44 may be made from
acrylic, metal, plastic, polymers, resins or similar compo-
nents. The cylinder 44 has a supporting disc 46 that rests on a
shelf (not shown). The supporting disc 46 may have Y42 inch
holes with close spacing; however the holes may be between
about Y64 and about 1 inch. Furthermore, the holes do not need
to be of a uniformed size over the surface and may be varies
and alternated as needed.

FIG. 4B shows an elevation view of the shrink/swell per-
meameter 42 illustrating the cylinder 44. FIG. 4C shows a
bottom view of the shrink/swell permeameter 42. The com-
ponents of the shrink/swell permeameter 42 may include a
cylinder 44 and a supporting disc 46 that rests on a shelf (not
shown). The supporting disc 46 may have %32 inch holes with
close spacing; however the holes may be between about Ys4
and about 1 inch. Furthermore, the holes do not need to be of
a uniform size over the surface and may be varied and alter-
nated as needed. FIG. 4D shows a side view of the centrifuge
holder 48 designed to fit the shrink/swell permeameter (not
shown). FIG. 4E shows a cross sectional view of the shrink/
swell permeameter 42. The components of the shrink/swell
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permeameter 42 may include a cylinder 44 and a supporting
disc 46 that rests on a shelf 50. The supporting disc 46 may
have a series of holes 38.

FIG. 4F shows a cross sectional view of the shrink/swell
permeameter 42 having a sample placed therein. The compo-
nents of the shrink/swell permeameter 42 may include a cyl-
inder 44 and a supporting disc 46 that rests on a shelf 50. A
sample of's0il 52 is placed onto the supporting disc 46 having
a series of holes 38. FIG. 4G shows a cross sectional view of
the centrifuge holder 48 designed to fit the shrink/swell per-
meameter (not shown). The centrifuge holder 48 has one or
more vents 54 positioned therein to allow for displacement.

FIG. 4H shows a cross sectional view of the centrifuge holder
48 designed to fit the shrink/swell permeameter 42 having a
sample 52 placed therein. The shrink/swell permeameter 42
includes a cylinder 44 and a supporting disc 46 that rests on a
shelf 50. A sample of soil 52 is placed onto the supporting disc
46 having a series of holes 38. The centrifuge holder 48 has
one or more vents 54 positioned therein to allow for displace-
ment. The permeameter 42 is designed to fit in a centrifuge
holder 48, which is designed to be supported within a centri-
fuge (not shown). Vacuum grease is applied onto the inside
circumference of the cylinder to provide a low friction, low
permeability boundary between a specimen and the cylinder.

A swelling test for the porous material in the shrink/swell
permeameter may be conducted by: (i) placing a porous mate-
rial into the permeameter cylinder, resting atop the support
plate (ii) spinning the centrifuge to a selected rotational veloc-
ity, (ii) commencing fluid inflow by setting the infusion pump
to a constant fluid flow rate, which causes fluid to flow
through the rotary fluid union to the permeameter, (iii)
observing the changes in specimen height during fluid inflow
due to swelling, and (iv) measuring the changes in specimen
weight. The height of the specimen may be measured visu-
ally, using a laser displacement transducer, or a linearly vari-
able displacement transformer (LVDT). Similarly, after per-
forming a swelling test, a shrinkage test for the porous
material in the shrink/swell permeameter may be conducted
by: (i) stopping fluid flow, (ii) observing the changes in speci-
men height during fluid outflow due to shrinkage, and (iii)
measuring the changes in specimen weight. The moisture
content of the specimen may be determined using an oven at
the end of the test. The moisture content at different periods
throughout the test may be back-calculated using the mea-
sured values of specimen weight. The changes in height dur-
ing swelling and shrinkage may be correlated with the mois-
ture content to determine volume changes during wetting and
drying.

Hydraulic Characterization Permeameter. FIGS. 5A-5C
show a hydraulic characterization permeameter 56. The char-
acteristics of the hydraulic characterization permeameter 56
are the constant fluid inflow application system and continu-
ous, in-flight measurement of suction, specimen moisture
content, and fluid outflow. The hydraulic characterization
permeameter 56 measures the transient suction, moisture
content, and fluid flow rate profiles through the specimen. Itis
also used to define when steady-state fluid flow conditions
have been achieved while in-flight in a centrifuge (not
shown). This information may be used specifically to develop
the relationships between the suction, moisture content and
hydraulic conductivity.

FIG. 5A illustrates a top view of the hydraulic character-
ization permeameter 56. The hydraulic characterization per-
meameter 56 includes a cylinder 58 is fitted with a fluid inflow
distribution cap 34 having a TDR probe 60. In communica-
tion with the cylinder 58 is one or more heat dissipation units
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62. FIG. 5B show a cross sectional view of the hydraulic
characterization permeameter 56. The hydraulic character-
ization permeameter 56 includes a cylinder 58 is fitted with a
fluid inflow distribution cap 34 having a TDR probe 60. In
communication with the cylinder 58 is one or more heat
dissipation units 62 through the one or more ports 64. A
outtlow support disc 66 is positioned below the cylinder 58
and in in communication with a fluid pressure transducer 42
(PT) to measure the volume of fluid outflow. FIG. 5C show
another crossectional view of the hydraulic characterization
permeameter 56. The hydraulic characterization permeame-
ter 56 includes a cylinder 58 is fitted with a fluid inflow
distribution cap 34 having a TDR probe 60. In communica-
tion with the cylinder 58 is one or more heat dissipation units
62. FIG. 5B show a cross sectional view of the hydraulic
characterization permeameter 56. The hydraulic character-
ization permeameter 56 includes a cylinder 58 is fitted with a
fluid inflow distribution cap 34 having a TDR probe 60. The
TDR probe 60 extends into the cylinder 58 vertically along
the side of the cylinder 58 to measure the average moisture
content in the specimen (not shown), with the TDR prongs 48
embedded into the wall of the hydraulic characterization per-
meameter 56.

One embodiment of the hydraulic characterization per-
meameter 56 may be a cylinder 58 with dimensions of 3
inches tall with 2.5 inches inside diameter and a 0.5 inch wall
thickness. The cylinder 58 may also have dimensions of
between about 1-5 inches tall with between about 1-6 inches
inside diameter and between about 0.25-1 inch wall thick-
ness. The cylinder 58 is made from acrylic to prevent electri-
cal interaction with the instrumentation; however other mate-
rials or coatings may be used in the fabrication of the cylinder
58, metals, alloys, plastics, polymers. In operation, fluid flow
from an infusion pump (not shown) moves through the rotary
fluid union (not shown) and enters the hydraulic character-
ization permeameter 56. Centripetal force generated by the
spinning centrifuge (not shown) is used to accelerate fluid
flow toward the distal portion of the hydraulic characteriza-
tion permeameter 56. A fluid inflow distribution cap 34 may
be provided with an o-ring seal (not shown) to the cylinder 58
(e.g., acrylic) to ensure even distribution of fluid over the
specimen area. Placement of a pinhole (not shown) with a
screw seal (not shown) allows air escape which prevents air
pressure build-up during fluid inflow. The hydraulic charac-
terization permeameter 56 may also have an outflow support
disc 66, which may also include an o-ring seal to the per-
meameter cylinder 58 to prevent leakage. The outflow sup-
port disc 66 may be a 0.25 inch steel or acrylic plate with
honeycomb mesh of 42 inch holes; however the outflow
support disc 66 may be between about 0.1 and 0.75 inches and
constructed from metals, alloys, composites, polymers, plas-
tics or similar materials and either coated partially, entirely or
uncoated. A hole (not shown) beneath the support disc allows
water to enter a primary outflow collection reservoir (not
shown) without allowing fluid from flowing back into sample
(not shown) when a centrifuge (not shown) is at rest. A pri-
mary fluid outflow collection reservoir includes one or more
ports 62 for the placement of a fluid pressure transducer 68
(PT) used to measure the volume of fluid outflow. The col-
lection reservoir is detachable for weighing. A pinhole with a
screw seal (not shown) is provided to allow air escape (e.g., to
prevent buildup of air pressure during fluid flow into the
outtlow collection reservoir), located on the upper side of the
collection reservoir to prevent fluid leakage when centrifuge
is atrest. One or more ports 62 are disposed along the cylinder
58 for instrumentation to allow heat dissipation units 64 to be
in contact with the soil (not shown) to measure the suction
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distribution in the specimen (not shown). As seen in the
cross-sectional insert of FIG. 5C, a TDR probe 60 is placed
vertically along the side of the cylinder 58 to measure the
average moisture content in the specimen (not shown), with
the TDR prongs 70 embedded into the wall of the cylinder 58.

A typical test may be conducted in the hydraulic charac-
terization permeameter 56 by: (i) spinning the centrifuge to a
selected rotational velocity, (ii) commencing fluid inflow by
setting the infusion pump (not shown) to a constant fluid flow
rate, which causes fluid to flow through the rotary fluid union
to the hydraulic characterization permeameter 56, (iii)
observing the changes in suction and moisture content in the
specimen while fluid advances through the specimen, (iv)
measure the fluid outflow rate to determine when steady-state
flow conditions occur. This procedure may be repeated at
different rotational velocities and fluid flow rates to define
different hydraulic properties. The fluid retention curve may
be determined from the hydraulic characterization per-
meameter 56 of the CPUS system by plotting the values of the
average suction and average moisture content measured dur-
ing the test. The hydraulic conductivity function may be
determined using the measured gradient in suction with
specimen height and the fluid flow rate.

The hydraulic characterization permeameter 56 of the
CPUS system can also be used for simpler tests, without
instrumentation, to determine the relationship between the
suction and moisture content. In this system, an initially fluid-
saturated specimen rests upon a supporting plate, and is spun
in the centrifuge (not shown) at a constant rotational velocity.
Flow of fluid occurs from the base of the specimen until the
conditions within the specimen are in equilibrium with the
potential energy induced by the centrifuge (not shown). In
fact, the potential energy induced by the centrifuge (not
shown) can be thought of as an equivalent suction being
imposed upon the specimen. After flow stops (i.e., equilib-
rium is reached), the specimen is weighed to determine the
amount of moisture that has flowed out of the specimen. This
procedure may be repeated in several stages, each with an
increased centrifuge rotational velocity. After the final testing
stage, the moisture content of the specimen may be deter-
mined using an oven, and the moisture content at each stage of
the test may be back-calculated. A relationship between suc-
tion and moisture content can be determined to define the
fluid retention curve.

Prototype Permeameter. FIG. 6 shows a cross sectional
view of a prototype permeameter 70. Prototype is used to
denote the scaled relationship between a small-scale speci-
men in the centrifuge and a large-scale earthen structure in the
nature (e.g., dams, embankments, landfills, slopes, etc.). The
prototype permeameter 70 is used to characterize the hydrau-
lic properties of unsaturated soils as well as to model flow
through unsaturated soil profiles with different depths. The
prototype permeameter 70 has the additional capability of
measuring and inducing evaporation from the upper surface
of'the specimen to simulate natural fluid flow processes. One
embodiment of the prototype permeameter 70 has a cylinder
58, which may be 12 inches tall with 6 inches inside diameter
and a 0.5 inch wall thickness. The inside height within the
prototype permeameter is 12 inches with a soil specimen (not
shown) height of about 11 inches, allowing for about 1 inch at
the top for air space (not shown). However, the cylinder 58
may be between about 0.5 and 24 inches tall with between
about 4 to 8 inches inside diameter and between about 0.25
and 1 inch wall thickness. The cylinder may be steel with an
acrylic window for visualization (not shown).

In operation, fluid connection 72 from an infusion pump
(not shown) moves through the rotary fluid union and enters
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the prototype permeameter 70. Centripetal force generated by
the spinning centrifuge is used to accelerate fluid flow toward
the distal portion 74 of the prototype permeameter 70. The
prototype permeameter 70 has a fluid inflow distribution cap
34 to ensure even distribution of fluid over the soil surface
(not shown). The fluid inflow distribution cap 34 may have an
o-ring seal (not shown) to the cylinder 58 to prevent fluid
leakage. The cylinder 58 may have air ports (not shown) for
air entry and air escape (e.g., two 0.25 inch NPT holes at a
height of 11.5 inches from the base of the permeameter) to
induce evaporation from the top surface of the soil sample
(not shown). An outflow support disc 66 may be made from
0.5 inch steel or acrylic disc with honeycomb mesh of V32 inch
holes, which may also be sealed with an o-ring seal (not
shown) to the cylinder 58 to prevent fluid leakage. However
the outflow support disc 66 may be between about 0.1 and
0.75 inches with ahoneycomb mesh of between Ys4 and 1 inch
holes and constructed from metals, alloys, composites, poly-
mers, plastics or similar materials and either coated partially,
entirely or uncoated.

The prototype permeameter 70 has an external primary
fluid outflow collection reservoir(s) 76, with use of a fluid
pressure transducer 68 (PT) to measure the pressure in the
fluid within the fluid outflow collection reservoir(s) 76. A hole
beneath the support disc (not shown) allows water to enter a
primary outflow collection reservoir 76 without allowing
fluid from flowing back into sample ((not shown) when a
centrifuge (not shown) is at rest. A primary fluid outflow
collection reservoir 76 includes one or more ports 78 for the
placement of a fluid pressure transducer (PT) 68 used to
measure the volume of fluid outflow. The fluid outflow col-
lection reservoir 76 is detachable for 1-g weighing. The pri-
mary outflow collection reservoir 76 may be connected to a
secondary expansion outflow collection reservoir (not
shown). One or more secondary expansion outflow collection
reservoir(s) (not shown) allows overflow from the primary
outtlow collection reservoir 76 for extended testing and may
be located adjacent to the primary outflow collection reser-
voir 76.

The prototype permeameter 70 includes a number of
instrumentation holes (not shown). In one embodiment, e.g.,
a total of 18 holes (e.g., 0.5 inch NPT) are placed along the
cylinder 58. For example, the 18 holes may include 3 circum-
ferentially spaced arrays of 5 equally spaced vertical holes. In
one example, arrays ports 80 include 3 arrays of 5 ports (e.g.,
2 inch spacing from the bottom of the permeameter) are used.
The arrays ports 80 will be used for heat dissipation units 84,
time domain reflectometry probes (not shown), and other
instrumentation (e.g., tensiometers, temperature, etc.) (not
shown). For example, typical TDR probe are 4.5 inches long,
HDUs are 2.5 inches long, and tensiometers are 1 inch long,
so the probes will be close to each other. Because of the close
spacing, the vertical profiles may be placed at, e.g., 0 degrees,
90 degrees, and 180 degrees, with the TDR probe 82 in the
center and the HDU 84 and tensiometers 86 perpendicular as
shown in FIG. 6B.

Additionally, the cylinder 90 may have a pinhole with a
screw seal 88 is provided to allow air escape (e.g., to prevent
buildup of air pressure during fluid flow into the outflow
collection reservoir) and a vent hole 88 located on the upper
side of the collection reservoir to prevent fluid leakage when
centrifuge is at rest.

One or more fluid level holes may be placed at a height of
1 inch from the base, spaced 120 degrees circumferentially.
The fluid level holes may be used as an alternate boundary
condition consisting of a fluid level maintained constant at the
specimen base. A plug 78 in the bottom of the fluid outflow
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collection reservoir(s) 76 allows fluid to accumulate in the
specimen to the level of the fluid level holes. Fluid may then
spill over through the fluid level holes (not shown) into the
outflow collection cylinder (not shown).

One or more air flow holes 80 may also be included made
for air flow, e.g., one for air inlet and the other for air outlet.
The air flow hole 92 may be located at a height of 11 inches
above the top of the soil layer. The prototype permeameter 70
may also include a number of mounting points (not shown)
which allow the prototype permeameter 70 to be mounted
into the centrifuge (not shown). For sample visualization, one
or more windows (e.g., acrylic) in upper channel of the drum
may be included (not shown). To obtain images of the sample
during flow, one or more strobe lights (not shown) timed to the
rotational velocity of the centrifuge (not shown) may be posi-
tioned to visualize the sample in-flight. For example, a
charge-coupled display (CCD) camera may be used for visu-
alization.

A typical test in the prototype permeameter test may be
conducted using a procedure similar to that of the hydraulic
characterization permeameter. The main differences would
be the selection of a rotational velocity in the centrifuge (not
shown) such that scaling relationships can be used to correlate
the behavior of the specimen (model) to an equivalent earthen
structure in the field (prototype). Different from the hydraulic
characterization permeameter 56, inflow may be stopped and
evaporation may be induced by passing air through the air
ports at the top of the prototype permeameter 70. This will
create an upward flow of water, which may be monitored
using the heat dissipation units (not shown) and time domain
reflectometry probes (not shown). Accordingly, infiltration
and evaporation may be controlled to simulate weather pro-
cesses that may affect an earthen structure in the field.

FIGS. 7A-F show different permeameter configurations in
a centrifuge 94. FIGS. 7A and 7B show top views of a pro-
totype permeameter hanger 96 and of a characterization or
shrink/swell permeameter environments 98 inside a centri-
fuge 94, respectively. FIGS. 7C and 7D show elevation views
of a prototype permeameter hanger 96 and a characterization
or shrink/swell permeameter environments 98 inside a cen-
trifuge 94, respectively. FIGS. 7E and 7F show isometric
views of a prototype permeameter 96 and a shrink/swell
permeameter environments 98 inside a centrifuge 94, respec-
tively.

The TDR cable tester and multiplexer (not shown) may be
placed in the center of the centrifuge 94. A data acquisition
system 100 within the centrifuge 94 is connected to the probes
(not shown) and or detection devices (not shown) placed
along the permeameters to detect the following variables:
moisture content; suction; fluid inflow rate; fluid outflow rate
(e.g., to verify steady-state fluid flow conditions); specimen
weight (e.g., to measure evaporation); air temperature or rela-
tive humidity; and/or specimen temperature. To measure
these variables a number of instruments are used. For
example, time domain reflectometry to measure moisture
content (including a holding device for a cable tester and
multiplexer); heat dissipation units to measure suction (e.g., 4
for each permeameter); tensiometers to measure suction (e.g.,
4 for each permeameter); thermocouple psychrometers to
measure suction (e.g., 4 for each permeameter); pressure
transducer to measure fluid outflow rate measurement (e.g., 1
for each permeameter); an electronic load cell or pressure
transducer to measure measuring specimen weight (e.g., 2 for
each permeameter); a linearly variable displacement trans-
former to measure settlement measurements in the shrink/
swell permeameter (e.g., 1 for each permeameter); and/or
thermocouples to measure specimen and air temperatures
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(e.g., 3 for each permeameter). In this configuration, the data
acquisition device uses at least 32 channels and is capable of
interacting with cable-tester software. A power supply in the
centrifuge 94 is provided for all transducers between 5 and 30
volts for operation, except for the TDRs (not shown).
Although this embodiment uses 32 channels other embodi-
ments may use different numbers of channels, e.g., 8, 16, 48
etc.

It will be understood that particular embodiments
described herein are shown by way of illustration and not as
limitations of the invention. The principal features of this
invention can be employed in various embodiments without
departing from the scope ofthe invention. Those skilled in the
art will recognize, or be able to ascertain using no more than
routine experimentation, numerous equivalents to the specific
procedures described herein. Such equivalents are considered
to be within the scope of this invention and are covered by the
claims.

All publications and patent applications mentioned in the
specification are indicative of the level of skill of those skilled
in the art to which this invention pertains. All publications and
patent applications are herein incorporated by reference to the
same extent as if each individual publication or patent appli-
cation was specifically and individually indicated to be incor-
porated by reference.

All of the compositions and/or methods disclosed and
claimed herein can be made and executed without undue
experimentation in light of the present disclosure. While the
compositions and methods of this invention have been
described in terms of preferred embodiments, it will be appar-
ent to those of skill in the art that variations may be applied to
the compositions and/or methods and in the steps or in the
sequence of steps of the method described herein without
departing from the concept, spirit and scope of the invention.
More specifically, it will be apparent that certain components
which are both chemically and physiologically related may
be substituted for the components described herein while the
same or similar results would be achieved. All such similar
substitutes and modifications apparent to those skilled in the
art are deemed to be within the spirit, scope and concept of the
invention as defined by the appended claims.
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What is claimed is:

1. A centrifuge permeameter system comprising:

a hydraulic permeameter adapted for use in a centrifuge;

and

an automated data acquisition system in communication

with the hydraulic permeameter that detects one or more
soil characteristics from a soil specimen connected to
the hydraulic permeameter, wherein the hydraulic per-
meameter non-destructively determines one or more soil
characteristics from a soil specimen when centrifuged.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the one or more soil
characteristics is selected from variables including suction,
moisture content, hydraulic conductivity and the relationship
between these variables.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein the one or more soil
characteristics are used in geotechnical engineering, hydrol-
ogy, agriculture, environmental engineering and petroleum
engineering.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the hydraulic permeame-
ter controls the inflow and outflow boundary conditions to
generate open-flow boundary conditions by applying a fluid
flow rate to at least one side of a soil specimen.

5. The system of claim 4, wherein the hydraulic permeame-
ter further comprises a fluid inflow distribution cap that do not
impose a suction value onto the soil specimen.

6. The system of claim 1, wherein one or more inflow and
one or more outflow boundary condition are selected to per-
mit the suction and moisture content to attain specific values
atequilibrium, with an ongoing flow process that is controlled
by a fluid flow rate imposed on the soil specimen.

7. The system of claim 1, wherein the automated data
acquisition system continuously and nondestructively mea-
sures one or more variables relevant to unsaturated fluid flow
through porous materials while the centrifuge is in flight.

8. The system of claim 1, wherein the automated data
acquisition system continuously measures one or more values
selected from: moisture content, suction, temperature, rela-
tive humidity, fluid inflow rate, fluid outflow rate, specimen
weight and combinations thereof.
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