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Abstract: The rotation speed of a mill is an important factor related to its operation and grinding
efficiency. Analysis and regulation of the optimal speed under different working conditions can
effectively reduce energy loss, improve productivity, and extend the service life of the equipment.
However, the relationship between the optimal speed and different operating parameters has not
received much attention. In this study, the relationship between the optimal speed and particle
size and number was investigated using discrete element method (DEM). An improved exponential
approaching law sliding mode control method is proposed to track the optimal speed of the mill.
Firstly, a simulation was carried out to investigate the relationship between the optimal speed and
different operating parameters under cross-over testing. The model of the relationships between the
optimal rotation speed and the size and number of particles was established based on the response
surface method. An improved sliding mode control using exponential approaching law is proposed
to track the optimal speed, and simulation results show it can improve the stability and speed of
sliding mode control near the sliding surface.

Keywords: SAG mill; optimal speed; discrete element method (DEM); sliding mode control

1. Introduction

In modern mineral processing, semi-autogenous (SAG) mills are important grinding equipment.
A SAG mill has the advantages of high operation rate, large output, and large crushing ratio, which
makes SAG mills have the characteristics of short process time, low management cost, and suitability
for large-scale production compared to other mills. Therefore, SAG mills are favored by large mines
and are becoming more and more widely used in the mineral processing industry [1,2]. A SAG mill
has low speed and heavy load, which cause the energy consumption of grinding operation to be very
high. It accounts for a large proportion of the electrical consumption across the plant [3].

The rotation speed is an important factor related to the operation and grinding efficiency of the
mill. Under the traditional operating procedures, constant speed grinding is usually adopted, which
consumes a lot of energy, has a great impact on the equipment, and has a high amount of returned
sand, and therefore the output of the process is restricted. However, with the gradual emphasis on
energy conservation and emission reduction, higher requirements have been put forward for process
stability, grinding optimization, equipment stability, and service life. Therefore, an effective and
efficient approach for optimization and control of the SAG mill speed is of great economic significance.

In the actual mineral processing, the SAG mill operates at a constant speed after acceleration from
standstill, which may not be the optimal speed [4]. Mill rotational speed may be variable, and in some
cases increasing speed can increase grinding capacity [5]. In a SAG mill, operation with variable speed
presents significant advantages in terms of productivity and efficiency [6]. However, as the speed
increases, the load is partially lifted in the SAG mill [7]. At 100% operating speed, the expected torque
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with 30% load and 20% of balls reaches an overload trip in the SAG mill [8]. When the mill speed is
constantly changing, liners’ and lifters’ wear is affected as operators change the operating speed to
maintain the power draw, which causes the liners’ and lifters’ lifting capacity to be reduced [9]. When
the SAG mill speed is higher, the particles stay in the mill for short periods of time, and the speed
enhances major impacts between particles, which can cause damage to the liners [10]. The ability to
make the mill speed reach the optimal speed is critical when it comes to optimizing mill efficiency and
overall productivity [11], so the mill optimal speed ensures the highest possible grind for the given ore
target [12]. However, adjusting the mill speed to the optimal state presents a very challenging problem.
In a SAG mill, the speed control system is a nonlinear and strongly coupled multivariable system. The
proportional integral (PI) vector control method is used in the mill control system [13]. The PI vector
control method cannot meet the requirements of high-performance control when the mill speed control
system is subjected to external disturbance. Hence, many modern control methods, such as neural
network, fuzzy control, and sliding mode variable structure control (SMC), have been applied to the
mill speed control system in order to improve the stability of the devices at optimal speed [14].

To obtain the optimal rotation speed of the SAG mill, we must calculate the motion of the particles
and balls accurately. Discrete element method (DEM), which can provide dynamic information of
individual particles and handle multiple particle contacts [15], has become an important tool for
conducting research on large scale equipment in mineral processing [16]. This method has been used
extensively to improve the efficiency of the comminution devices [17]. Mishra and Rajamani [18] first
applied DEM to the simulations of the charge motion in a 2D ball mill. Cleary and Sawley [19] simulated
a 3D ball milling as a part of the DEM modeling of the industrial granular flows. Cleary [20,21] is
the pioneer in studying semi-autogenous grinding mills using DEM. Weerasekara et al. analyzed the
effects of mill size and charged particle size on the energy in grinding using DEM modeling and drew
many interesting conclusions [22]. Studying tumbling mills (e.g., ball mills and SAG mills) using DEM
has attracted many researchers’ interests as reviewed by Weerasekara et al. [23] in the fields of charge
motion and power draw, effects of grinding media shape, breakage of particles, and so on.

The pioneer researchers and scholars have studied the performance of SAG mills by numerical
simulation or theoretical research, but the relationship between the optimal speed and different
operating parameters is rarely studied. In this study, the relationship between the optimal speed and
the size and number of particles in the SAG mill was mainly investigated based on discrete element
method. For optimal speed control, an improved sliding mode control of the exponential approaching
law is proposed to improve the stability and rapidity of sliding mode control near the sliding surface
compared to the traditional exponential approaching law.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: the working principle of the SAG mill is briefly
described, and the effect of the falling point of the grinding medium in the drum on the speed of the
mill is analyzed in Section 2. Modeling of the semi-autogenous mill based on discrete element method
is outlined in Section 3. In Section 4, sliding mode control of the SAG mill motor is presented. In
Section 5, conclusions are drawn.

2. Working Principle of SAG Mill and Energy Analysis

2.1. Working Principle of SAG Mill

The main components of a SAG mill are transmission structure, roller, slow drive, and feeding
and discharging device. The working principle of a SAG mill is as follows: the main motor drives
the roller to rotate through the transmission device, and the grinding medium performs the rotary
ascending motion under the action of the lifting strip and the friction force between the materials and
the centrifugal force. After reaching a certain height, a part of the material and the steel balls with
high speed are separated from the roller to make a falling motion, and the material is broken by the
impact force generated during the falling process. Another part with a lower speed is separated along
with the roller. The roller makes a sloping motion, which causes collision and friction between the
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material, the steel ball, and the lining plate. Thus, the material is ground and peeled off. The schematic
diagram of the working principle of a SAG mill is shown in Figure 1. The shoulder area inside the
drum represents the area where the steel balls and the material are separated from the barrel to start
throwing after they are lifted to a certain height due to rotation. The toe region refers to the ore toe area,
where the grinding medium falls on the ore below to produce impact when it is dropped. The attrition
zone refers to the kidney-shaped peristaltic zone, in which the movement of ore is very slow and there
is little collision. It can be regarded as “peristalsis”, which has little impact on the grinding effect.

Figure 1. The schematic diagram of the working principle of a semi-autogenous (SAG) mill.

2.2. Energy Analysis of the Grinding Medium

There are roughly three types of grinding balls: cascading type, throwing type, and centrifugal
type, as shown in Figure 2. The cascading type grinding ball has little impact on the material, and the
grinding efficiency is low. Under the centrifugal motion of the grinding balls, the grinding process is
basically stagnant without any grinding effect; the grinding efficiency can be improved only when the
grinding balls are thrown as shown in Figure 2b.
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Figure 3 shows the grinding ball is in throwing motion. Point A is the position where the grinding
ball is separated from the drum wall of the roller. The linear velocity of the thrown ball at point A is
denoted as v. The angle between OA and the vertical direction is denoted by γ. When the rotation
speed of the SAG mill increases, the value of γ decreases. When the mill rotation speed is increased so
that γ is zero, the grinding ball is in centrifugal motion, and the critical point is denoted by Q as shown
in Figure 3. Thus, when the grinding ball is in throwing motion at point A in the shoulder region, γ is
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greater than zero, and meanwhile it must not be greater than 90◦. According to [24], it is assumed that
there is no relative sliding between the drum wall and the grinding ball, and meanwhile the volume of
the ball and all friction forces are ignored, and the kinematic equation at point A is

N + G cosγ = C (1)

where N is the reaction force of the drum wall against the grinding ball; C is the centrifugal force of the
grinding ball when it moves with the SAG mill in a circle; and G is the gravity of the grinding ball.
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When the grinding ball leaves point A, it has N = 0, and the centrifugal force C of the grinding
ball is mv2/R, where m is the mass of the ball and R is the radius of the roller. According to Equation (1),
it has

mg cosγ =
mv2

R
(2)

The trajectory of the ball after being thrown from point A is shown in Figure 4. When a coordinate
axis XOY is built with O as the center, the coordinate of point A is then (−Rsinα, Rcosα), where α is the
angle denoted in Figure 4. In order to study the trajectory of the ball more simply, a coordinate axis
xAy is built with A as the center. Then, it has

(x−R sinα)2 + (y + R cosα)2 = R2 (3)

where x and y are the horizontal coordinate position and the vertical coordinate position, respectively,
after the ball is separated from point A. That is, (x, y) is a point on the trajectory by taking point A as
the center.

It is noted that under a certain rotation speed of the mill, α is equal to γ and is a constant. Then,
from Equation (2) it has cosα = v2/ (gR).

Meanwhile, according to the parabolic principle, the trajectory equation of the ball is

y = x tanα−
gx2

2v2 cos2 α
(4)

Suppose B is the falling point of the dropped grinding ball from separation point A. The falling
angle is β, and the coordinates of point B can be obtained by combining equation cosα = v2/(gR) and
Equations (3) and (4),

xB = 4R sinα cos2 α
yB = −4R sin2 α cosα

(5)
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where, xB is the horizontal coordinate position and yB is the vertical coordinate position of the grinding
ball at point B.Processes 2020, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 17 
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When the grinding ball is dropped from the highest point D on the trajectory to the falling point B
as shown in Figure 4, the falling height H of the grinding ball has the maximum value. Equation (6) is
then obtained to solve the falling height H by first order derivation of Equation (4),

dy
dx

= tanα−
gx

v2 cos2 α
(6)

Therefore, let the above equation be equal to zero. xD and yD can be obtained by combining
equation cosα = v2/(gR) and Equation (4),

xD = R sinα cos2 α
yD = 1

2 R sin2 α cosα
(7)

where xD is the horizontal coordinate position and yD is the vertical coordinate position after the
grinding ball is separated from point A to the highest throwing position point D.

Thus, the falling height of the grinding ball can be obtained by combining Equations (5) and (7).
It has

H =
∣∣∣yB

∣∣∣+ yD = 4.5R sin2 α cosα (8)

When the grinding ball is dropped from the highest throwing position to the falling point B,
because the grinding ball is falling approximately freely, the throwing motion of the grinding ball is
decomposed into the approximate free fall movement in the vertical direction and the uniform motion
in the horizontal direction. It can be derived from equation cosα = v2/(gR) and Equation (8) to get

vx = v cosα vy =
√

2gH =

√
9gR sin2 α cosα = 3v sinα (9)

Then, the resultant velocity of point B can be expressed as follows:

vB
2 = vy

2 + vx
2 = v2 cos2 α+ 9v2 sin2 α (10)

vB = v
√

9− 8 cos2 α (11)
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If the mass of the grinding ball is m, its kinetic energy at the falling point B can be derived from
Equations (10) and (11) to get

E =
1
2

mv2
B =

1
2

mv2(9− 8 cos2 α) (12)

From Equation (12), the kinetic energy of the ball falling is related to α and the drop velocity v,
which in turn depends on the relationship of speed rate (namely speed) and the filling rate. Therefore,
changing the falling point of the grinding ball by adjusting speed and filling rate, the purpose of which
is to increase the number of grinding balls in the dropping area, can cause more grinding medium to
drop to achieve greater impact on ore and better grinding effect. When the number of particles in the
throwing movement reaches the maximum, the best grinding effect is achieved. It can be considered
that the mill speed at this time is the optimal speed.

3. Optimal Speed Model for SAG Mill Based on Discrete Element Method

DEM has been used by many scholars to study the grinding mechanism and grinding performance
of ball mills and SAG mills under different conditions. In this section, a simulation was carried out
by using DEM software to investigate the variation of speed with number and size of particles. Two
materials were considered, including practice material and steel balls, for DEM simulation. The
parameters and conditions for simulation are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Simulation conditions of discrete element method (DEM).

Simulation Parameters Particle Materials Steel Balls

Poisson’s ratio 0.3 0.3
Shear Modulus 2.3 × 107 Pa 1 × 1010 Pa

Density 2678 kg/m3 7850 kg/m3

3.1. Simulation Experiment Design and Simulation Procedure

Based on the detailed analysis of the grinding process of the SAG mill, a three-dimensional
simplified model of the SAG mill roller with the specification of Φ 6 × 4 m was established by using
software UGNX8.0. The model was then imported into the discrete element software EDEM, and a
particle factory was established approaching the roof inside of the roller, and particle movement was
simulated in the roller of the SAG mill. Different parameter combinations were used for simulation
calculation in this experiment. The parameters were number and size of particles, which were used
to reflect the influence of the filling rate of the mill on the optimal speed. The best filling rate of the
mill is generally 30%–40%. The range of the number of particles was 5000 to 15,000, with a step of 500
as shown in Table 2. The range of particle sizes was 50 to 100 mm, with a step of 5 mm. The highest
filling rate is set approximately at 50%. Speed rate refers to the ratio of the speed of the mill to the
critical speed, where the critical speed is nc = 30/

√
R. In practice, the speed rate of the SAG mill is

generally 65% to 80%. Therefore, in the experiment, the speed was set to vary in 50% and 90% of the
critical speed (1.28–1.64 rad/s) for the cross-over test as shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Values of parameters for cross-over test.

Size(mm) Number Speed (rad/s)

50 5000 1.28 (50%nc)
55 5500 1.285
60 6000 1.29
. . . . . . . . .
90 9500 1.64 (90%nc)
95 10,000 none

100 12,500 none
none 15,000 none
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The dropping area was set by using the grid bin group function in the software EDEM and was
positioned inside the roller as shown in Figure 5. As the dropping motion of the steel ball is the main
role of the SAG mill to grind the ore, when the milling process is stable, the more particles (represented
by NZ) fall into the zone, the better the grinding effect is. The number of particles and particle size
were set for the cross-over test. Within the parameter ranges, a simulation was carried out with the
step of 0.005rad/s for the speed as shown in Table 2. Then, the speed corresponding to the maximum
value NZ under each combination of different values of the parameters was approximately the optimal
speed. The relationship between the optimal speed and the size and number of particles was then
obtained by using the response surface method as Vop = f (size, number), as detailed in the next section.
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3.2. Experiment Results and Optimal Speed Modeling

A large number of simulation experiments were carried out. The number of particles falling into
the dropping area were recorded under a combination of different values of the parameters. In each
run of simulation, the dropping area was divided into several small areas according to the abscissa, and
the number of particles dropped in each small area was calculated to analyze the dropping movement
of particles in the drum. The results with values of each parameter are shown in Figure 6. Figure 6a
shows the number of particles dropped in each small area. Figure 6b shows the number of particles
dropped in the whole dropping area, which is the final recorded value of NZ.Processes 2020, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 17 
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Linear fitting was carried out for the data processing of Figure 7a,b to observe the general trend
relationships between the optimal rotation speed and the size and number of particles. Under the
same particle size but different number of particles, it corresponds to an optimal rotation speed. The
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relationship between the optimal rotation speed and the number of particles under different particle
sizes is shown in Figure 7a, while the relationship between the optimal speed and different particle
sizes under different numbers of particles is shown in Figure 7b.
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As shown in Figure 7a, when the particle size is constant, the number of particles increases, and
the value of the optimal speed generally shows an upward trend. When the number of particles
increases to a certain value, the value of the optimal speed increases slowly. Figure 7b shows that
when the number of particles increases, rotation speed generally shows a slow upward trend, but the
upward trend is not obvious and is sometimes even downward. This shows that in the case of particle
size being too large, increasing the rotation speed of the SAG mill does not necessarily improve the
grinding effect.

The response surface analysis method was used to analyze the results. The response surface method
(RSM) is a statistical method that uses a multiple quadratic regression equation to fit the correlation
between the factors and the response values and therefore to seek the optimal process parameters
through the analysis of the regression equation. It is suitable for solving multivariable problems.

The correlation was fit by using the corresponding data generated when the particle size was 50,
60, 65, 70, 80, 85, and 90 mm, respectively. In the process of response surface analysis, it can be found
that the particle size and the number of particles are two independent variables in the model and
influence each other, so there is a large error when the linear model for analysis is adopted. When the
order of the model reaches three or higher, there are too many decimal places, which has little impact
on the results. Therefore, the quadratic model was used for modeling. The model of the optimal speed
is finally obtained as follows:

Vop = 1.52698 + 8.785× 10−6
× number + 3.25734× 10−4

× size + 2.2246×
10−8

× number× size− 3.79146× 10−10
× number2 + 1.69618× 10−7

× size2 (13)

In order to test the significance of the model, analysis of variance is shown in Table 3, where A
represents particle size, and B represents number of particles.

Table 3 shows that the value of “p > F” is 0.0470 < 0.05, which indicates that the quadratic model
established has significant performance. The value of primary term “p > F” is B > A, which indicates
that the influence of the number of particles on the optimal speed of the SAG mill is greater than that
of particle size.
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Table 3. Variance analysis.

Cause of
Variance

Sum of
Squares

Degrees of
Freedom

Standard
Deviation Value of F p > F

Model 1.449 × 10−3 5 2.897 × 10−4 3.40 0.0470
A 8.091 × 10−4 1 8.091 × 10−4 9.50 0.0116
B 4.005 × 10−4 1 4.005 × 10−4 4.70 0.0453

AB 1.622 × 10−4 1 1.622 × 10−4 1.91 0.0475
A2 8.377 × 10−7 1 8.377 × 10−7 9.838 × 10−3 0.0922
B2 1.092 × 10−5 1 1.092 × 10−5 0.13 0.0277

Residual 8.514 × 10−3 1 8.514 × 10−3 none none
Lack of fit 2.300 × 10−3 1 none none none

The 3D surface diagram of the response surface is shown in Figure 8. Figure 9 shows the contour
map of the response surface. When the particle sizes are 55, 75, and 95 mm, it can be found that the
deviation of speed by using the response surface is small. The result can prove the correctness of the
response surface to some extent.
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4. Sliding Mode Control of the SAG Mill Motor

After the optimal speed under different conditions was determined, the motor needed to be
controlled to track the optimal speed. Therefore, the motor model is presented, and a sliding mode
control law is proposed to regulate the motor speed.

4.1. Motor Model of SAG Mill

When the gear ratio between the motor pinion and the big gear on the outside of the roller is
known, the rotation speed of the mill roller can be controlled by controlling the rotation of the motor.
In the actual production, the SAG mill is mostly connected with the AC power grid. A synchronous
motor or an asynchronous motor can be used for AC speed regulation. For large capacity AC motor
speed regulation, a synchronous motor is usually used. The mathematical model of a synchronous
motor [25] can be expressed as

ϕsd = Ld × isd +

√
3
2

Ms f × i f +

√
3
2

MsD × iDd (14)

ϕsq = Lq × isq +

√
3
2

MsQ × iDq (15)

Te =
3
2

P(ϕsd × isq −ϕsq × isd) (16)

Te − TL =
J
P

dw
dt

(17)

where s represents the stator and d is the rotor; Ld is the vertical axis synchronous inductance
coefficient; Lq is the horizontal axis synchronous inductance coefficient; Ms f is the mutual inductance
when the axis of the stator winding and the excitation winding coincides in the same direction; MsD is
the mutual inductance when the axis of the stator winding and the horizontal axis damping winding
coincides in the same direction; MsQ is the mutual inductance when the axis of the stator winding and
the vertical axis damping winding coincides in the same direction; i f is the excitation current; ϕsd and
ϕsq are the d-axis and q-axis flux, respectively; isd and isq are the d-axis and q-axis equivalent currents,
res.ectively; Te is the electromagnetic torque; TL is the load torque; P is the number of poles; and J is
the total moment of inertia, kg·m2.

For surface mount permanent magnet synchronous motor (SMPMSM), suppose Ld = Lq =

L,ϕsd = ϕsq = ϕ. The torque equation can be expressed as

Te =
3
2

P
[
ϕiq +

(
Ld − Lq

)
iqid

]
=

3
2

Pϕiq (18)

Te − TL =
J
P

dw
dt

(19)

4.2. Improved Exponential Approaching Law

Many factors affect the optimal speed of the SAG mill. They also affect each other and interfere
with each other. Sliding mode control is a special kind of nonlinear control, and it is completely robust
to its own parameter perturbations and external disturbances. Therefore, the sliding mode control is
adopted to regulate the motor speed of the SAG mill.

According to the experimental design and modeling, particle number and particle size need to be
considered in the sliding mode control. The corresponding optimal speed Vop multiplied by the gear
ratio is the target speed W0 of the motor. Taking Vop and the gear ratio of the large and small gears as
n, the target speed of the motor is

w0 = n×Vop (20)
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The state variable of the system is {
x1 = w0 −w

x2 =
.
x1 = −

.
w

(21)

where w0 is the target rotational speed of the motor, and w is the actual speed of the motor.
Then, the expression is derived through Equations (18), (19), and (21).

.
x1 = −

.
w = −P

J (Te − TL) = −
P
J (

3
2 Pϕiq − TL)

.
x2 = −

..
w = − 3P2

2J ϕ
.
iq

(22)

By defining M = 3P2

2J ϕ, N = P
J TL, the system state space equation is rewritten as( .
x1
.
x2

)
=

(
0 1
0 0

)(
x1

x2

)
+

(
0
−M

)
.
iq (23)

One order sliding surface is selected, and denoting the sliding surface of the system as s,

s = cx1 + x2 , c > 0 (24)

In order to improve the stability of the system approaching motion, the exponential approaching
law is chosen to weaken the chattering of sliding mode control [26]. The exponential approaching law
can be written as

.
s = c

.
x1 +

.
x2 = −εsgn(s) − ks , ε > 0, k > 0 (25)

where −εsgn(s) is the isokinetic approach term and −ks is the exponential approach term. When
the moving point is far away from the switching surface, the larger the value of k is, the faster the
approaching speed is. As the approach point approaches, the switching surface and s decreases and the
approaching speed of the law begins to decrease. When the moving point is very close to the switching
surface, the approaching speed approaches zero, which is not conducive to the reachability of the
sliding mode motion, and the sliding mode motion cannot approach the sliding mode surface quickly.
At this time the isokinetic approach term −εsgn(s) responds. When s approaches zero, the approaching
velocity becomes ε, which makes the moving point reach the switching surface in a limited time.

In order to change the approaching speed of the law, the values of k and ε of exponential and
isokinetic approaching terms can be adjusted. Generally speaking, if the value of ε is smaller and the
value of k is larger, the moving point approaches faster and there is less chattering.

The stability of sliding mode motion should be ensured in sliding model control, choosing the
Lyapunov function v(x) = 1/2*s2 [25] as

s
.
s = s(−εsgn(s) − ks) (26)

As ε > 0 k > 0, it can be known that
lim
s→0

s
.
s ≤ 0 (27)

Considering the problem of slow approaching speed of the traditional exponential approaching
law, the exponential approaching law sliding mode control is improved here. Introducing the squared
term e2 of the error into Equation (25), it yields an improved exponential approaching law as shown in
Equation (28):

.
s = −

(
ε+ e2

)
sgn(s) − ks, ε > 0, k > 0 (28)

where e is the error between the system input and output.
In the improved exponential approaching law, when the moving point is far away from the

switching surface, since e is large, e2 is also larger. At this time, not only does the constant velocity
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approaching term k act, but the moving point is also at constant speed. When the moving point reaches
the vicinity of the switching surface, the exponential approaching term − εsgn(s) acts at this time as e2

approaches zero, making the moving point approach the switching surface quickly.
According to Equations (24) and (28), the compensations to the controller can be expressed as

∆ =
1
M

∫
((ε+ e2)sgn(s) + ks + cx2)dt (29)

Compared with the traditional exponential approaching law, the improved approaching law can
improve the approaching speed of moving points and reduce chattering. Stability of the sliding mode
control can be analyzed by using the Lyapunov function v(x) = 1/2*s2 as

s
.
s = s

(
−

(
ε+ e2

)
sgn(s) − ks

)
(30)

As ε > 0 and k > 0, it can be known that the stability condition is satisfied.

lim
s→0

s
.
s ≤ 0 (31)

4.3. Simulation Results

The model of the SAG mill motor and sliding mode control was built in the MATLAB Simulink
platform as shown in Figure 10.Processes 2020, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 13 of 17 
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Figure 10. Motor model of the SAG mill and sliding mode control.

The left side of the model is the power system graphical user interface module. In this model, for
the convenience of calculation, the motor model is the international system unit, and the input of the
motor is rotor speed. The right side of the model is the sliding mode control module.

In this study, k = 5 and ε = 0.1 were used for simulation experiments under different working
conditions. In the simulation experiment, it was assumed that the gear ratio of the large and small
gears is 30. Meanwhile, it was assumed that

Ld = Lq = L = 1mH,
ϕsd = ϕsq = ϕ = 0.2Wb,

J = 0.01, P = 4
(32)
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Simulation under different conditions was carried out. The results are as follows:
1. Under low speed condition,
The initial rotor speed was set at 20 rad/s, number of particles was 7000, and particle size was 65

mm. At this time, the optimal rotational speed calculated by Equation (13) is 1.582 rad/s. The gear ratio
is 30, and the expected speed of the motor is 47.46 rad/s. The simulation result is shown in Figure 11. It
shows that when time is zero and the motor speed is 20 rad/s, it reaches the target speed in a short
period of time and tends to be stable.

Processes 2020, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 17 

 

3. The motor starting process 

The number of particles was set as 7500, and particle size was 90mm. The optimal speed from 
Equation (13) is 1.637 rad/s, and the expected speed of the motor is 49.1 rad/s. The simulation results 
are shown in Figure 13. It shows that when time is zero, the motor speed is zero, then the speed 
reaches the target speed in a short period of time and tends to be stable. 

4. Disturbance of motor under stable operation condition 

As we know from Figures 11–13, the designed sliding mode control begins to converge to the 
desired speed and tends to be stable in approximately 0.1 s. When the time is 1 s, it gives the motor a 
step disturbance. The results are shown in Figure 14. They show that under the effect of sliding mode 
control, the motor speed can still return to the desired speed for movement in a short period of time. 

 
Figure 11. Results of sliding mode control under low speed. 

 
Figure 12. Results of sliding mode control under high speed. 

 
Figure 13. Results of sliding mode control under starting process. 

Figure 11. Results of sliding mode control under low speed.

2. Under high speed condition
The initial speed of the rotor was 54 rad/s, number of particles was 9000, and particle size was 60

mm. The optimal rotational speed result calculated by Equation (13) is 1.607 rad/s. The expected speed
of the motor is 48.22 rad/s. The simulation result is shown in Figure 12. It shows that the speed reaches
the target speed in a short period of time and tends to be stable.
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3. The motor starting process
The number of particles was set as 7500, and particle size was 90mm. The optimal speed from

Equation (13) is 1.637 rad/s, and the expected speed of the motor is 49.1 rad/s. The simulation results
are shown in Figure 13. It shows that when time is zero, the motor speed is zero, then the speed reaches
the target speed in a short period of time and tends to be stable.
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4. Disturbance of motor under stable operation condition
As we know from Figures 11–13, the designed sliding mode control begins to converge to the

desired speed and tends to be stable in approximately 0.1 s. When the time is 1 s, it gives the motor a
step disturbance. The results are shown in Figure 14. They show that under the effect of sliding mode
control, the motor speed can still return to the desired speed for movement in a short period of time.Processes 2020, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 15 of 17 
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Figure 14. Results of speed response in the case of sudden disturbance.

Regardless of whether the initial speed is too high or too low, the target speed can be reached in
approximately 0.1 s under the designed sliding mode control as shown in Figures 11–14, which show
that the sliding mode control designed in this experiment is feasible for the speed control of the SAG
mill motor, and the motor can quickly become stable. When the motor runs stably, the chattering is
less than 0.1 rad/s as shown in Figure 15, which shows that there is less chattering, and the operation is
stable. Finally, the simulation results of the improved exponential approaching law were compared
with the traditional exponential approaching law as shown in Figure 16. The comparison shows that
the improved exponential approaching law has faster approach speed and less chattering compared
with the traditional exponential approaching law.
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5. Conclusions

The model of the SAG mill was established by using the discrete element simulation software
EDEM. Simulation of internal medium motion at different speeds under different particle numbers
and particle sizes was carried out. The following conclusions can be drawn:

1. In the case of constant particle size, as the number of particles increases, the optimal speed
generally increases slowly.

2. In the case of the same number of particles, the optimal rotation speed generally increases slowly
with the increase of the particle size but decreases slightly after a certain value, which indicates
that when the particle size is too large, increasing the mill speed does not necessarily improve the
grinding effect.

3. By analyzing the response surface, the effect of the number of particles on the optimal rotation
speed is greater than the effect of the particle size.

4. The designed, improved sliding mode control enables the motor to run at the target speed quickly
with less chattering and stable operation.

In this study, the influence of the number of particles and particle size on the optimal speed in
the designed experiment was analyzed. However, there are still some factors that need additional
consideration. First of all, in the actual production process, the ore fed into the mill is inconsistent
in hardness, shape size, metal content, and water content, which is related to the composition and
structure of the ore and is difficult to change by artificial means. These factors are not reflected in the
experiment. Secondly, the height and shape of the liner in the mill, as well as the wear that exists
during the grinding process, also have an effect on the grinding. However, these factors were not taken
into consideration.
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