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The Flow and Stability of a Thin Liquid Film on the
Surface of a Rotating Disc

W.P. Woods ( Grad. Sch. Eng., Kyoto Univ. )

§1. Introduction

In this paper we investigate the flow and stability of a thin liquid film on the sur-
face of a rapidly rotating disc. The formulation is more complex than that for a slowly
rotating disc given by Needham & Merkin [1], but their results are shown to apply in
a restricted region. The axisymmetric steady-state flow problem is first considered, and
an asymptotic solution valid at large radii is found, which is compared to a numerical
solution valid for all radii. The stability of the asymptotic steady-state solution to small
perturbations is investigated, and the local evolution of fully nonlinear disturbances is
shown to be analogous to disturbances to the flow down a vertical wall.

§2. Formulation of the problem

We model the problem by considering the flow of an incompressible Newtonian fluid
over the surface of a rotating horizontal disc, the fluid being ejected onto the disc as plug
flow from a distributor rotating with the disc at its centre, see Figure 1. The horizontal
length scale a is taken to be the radius at which transient behaviour near the inlet is
left behind, and then a vertical length scale h is defined as the film thickness at this
radius, independent of the exact inflow conditions at the distributor. Thus, following
Needham & Merkin [1], we introduce a small dimensionless parameter € = h/a into the
‘problem. The component of the velocity in the radial direction is scaled using the radial
outward flow implied by the volumetric flow rate Q at radius a, i.e. Uy = Q/2mah. It
is convenient to take Uy = V, and thus we may expect v < u for a realistic solution.
The continuity equation requires Wy = €Uy, and the pressure and time variables are
non-dimensionalised with Py = pUZ, To = a/Up respectively. The full Navier-Stokes
equations in dimensionless varibles are thus

Du v? GE . u
Nori (G*r + 2Gv + 7) =—PFP, +GEu,, — 272—v0 + EZGE(Vﬁu - ;—2-) ; (1)
Dv Uv 1 GE . 5 U
it ) 2 _Z ot} 2 2 _ 7y,
i +2Gu + - TP(; + GEv,, +2 5 U0 +e GE(V” 7"2) : (2)
Dw € .
2 — _ = 2 4 2 .
&0y = P, 7 +&°GEw,, +e'GEV v, (3)
(ru), +vg + 71w, =0, : (4)

where
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Figure 1: The coordinate system.
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Here we have introduced the dimensionless parameters G = Q a/V,, the dimensionless
rotation speed of the disc (which has the form of an inverse Rossby number for the flow);
E = v/Qh?, the Ekman number; F' = Uy/\/ga, a Froude number; and W = I'/ahpg,
a Weber number, where I is the surface tension. A Reynolds number for the flow may
be defined as Re = 1/GE = h*Uy/va, however this quantity cannot usefully be used to
characterise the flow, since it does not depend upon the rotation speed of the disc, which
in practice is one of the most important factors. The boundary conditions comprise the
usual no slip conditions at the disc surface

u=v=w=0 on 2=0; (5)

on the free surface z = H(r,6,t) we have the kinematic condition plus two tangential
and one normal stress condition,

Ht+uH,+(G+§)Hg=w; (6)
u, = O(e?), v, = O(e%); (7)
P =26*GE (wz — Hyu, — —gﬁvz) - 62% (H,r + T—l,z(Heo + THT)) +0(Y. (8

The dimensionless groups have been chosen so that they are all O(1) for the range
of operating parameters we are interested in. In particular, we have E = v/Qh* = O(1),
which allows us to model rotation speeds of Q ~ 100rad/s when the fluid is water, in
contrast to the work of Needham & Merkin [1], who require £ > 1, and thus a much
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lower rotation speed.

§3. The steady-state solution }
The leading order steady-state, axisymmetric problem in € is found to be nonlinear,
-and no closed form solution appears to exist. An exact numerical solution has been
obtained; and also an asymptotic solution for large radius 7 using the following scalings

where A > 0. This scaling was chosen because experimental evidence suggests that the
model for a slowly rotating disc is valid at large radii with £ = O(1). The dependent
variables are also scaled to give the same leading order balance as that used in the £ > 1
model,

T
u=e3"u, v=c¢

U
P=cPP, H=¢PFH
We define the parameter A by relating the point R = 1 to a dimensionless radius rg, so
that

1
A= | 9)

Ine’

The governing equations now contain terms such as E”%’\, and it can be seen that
these terms will vary in size (relative to terms with exponent dependent only on ) for
different choices of r,. However, because we require A > 0 this switching of relative
orders occurs only for terms at third order or smaller; the leading order behaviour is
unaffected.

The asymptotic solutions for the dependent variables can be readily found, yielding

for the location of the steady-state free surface

— 5, 6245 1 5,2 A2 1 16

H(R) = AR™% 4 ¢5* R % —g¥32 2 _R™3 £ O(es?
(R) 315E7 9 F2(G? (£57)
where the constant A = (3E/G)3 is fixed by considering mass conservation. A compar-
ison with the numerical solution found that two terms of the asymptotic solution give a
very good approximation to the flow over all of the disc except for a very small region
near the inlet (see Fig.2), and so this has been used as the starting point for an analysis
of the stability of the flow.

3

§4. Unsteady flow
We add a disturbance to the basic state of the form wu(r,th, z,t) = e3MT(R, ¢) +

a(r, R,th,(,t)), and the differential with respect to r becomes

o _0 a9
or or ¢ 3R

The continuity equation then requires that % = €*ii. Solving at successive orders for
the perturbations to the flow field and inserting into the kinematic boundary condition
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Figure 2: Comparison of numerical and asymptotic solutions for film thickness (Q=20
cc/s, =40 rad/s).

at the free surface yields a nonlinear evolution equation for disturbances of arbitrary
amplitude,

1x 3 A/, 3
e+ G + 68 2o (), + £ (0°))
o, 1 (61 44 1
+e3 S

———W 3 £ 3 8,44 s 10,
R? <5 GE o)e + G2F? (ere’)r G2F2 (e )T> T 5ER (7°)o = O(e3?)
| (10)

W)

where the perturbation to the free surface has been normalised with respect to the local
basic state film thickness, H (r, th,t) = e3*H(R)(1+7(r, R, 6, 1)), and n=1+7(r, R, 0,1).
Also, W = £*W is considered to be O(1), so we are assuming large surface tension.
To investigate the local stability of the flow, we consider the amplitude of the dis-
turbance to be small with respect to the local film thickness, 7 < 1, and set 8/0R = 0.
This yields

-~+G~+533 +6A161~ w o e

Yr o RHO 771' R \5GE Trr + G2 2 Mrrrr G2 2 Nrr
Al ' 10

e 5 O(ez?

g3 ER Mg = (6 )

For a solution in the form of a sinusoidal wave train

7 = setis
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‘where s is some arbitrary cohstant, the phase function is of the form

¢=kr+10—wt

and the growth or deca_y of a disturbance is governed by

L k2 (61 k*W €
v=bam (5 GE ~ GF2 G2F2> '
We could define a modified Froude number F? = G2F2/e = hg/(a(a$2?)), with Re =
1/(GE) independent of 2, and it can be seen that for F = = 0(1) (low rotatlon speed)
it is possible for the flow to be unconditionally stable. However, for F = = O(e™!) the
flow is stable only for sufficiently large radial wavenumber £. Note that the stability is
independent of R; only the rate of growth or decay varies at different values of R across
the disc. It is easily shown that neutral stability occurs for £ = k¢, and the maximum
growth rate is given by k,, = k./+/2, where
6 GF*?

k=T

5. Nonlinear evolution
If now we consider an axisymmetric local disturbance (8/0R = 0,8/96 = 0) in the
nonlinear evolution equation (10), and introduce the transformation

1VGE

n=z3

U
0

- i

<t

t=¢ 37

we obtain an equation of the form

) |
A, + G, + €3 (IS 17, + ST Trr)r ) =0 (11)

where terms of O(sg"“) have been neglected. This equation describes the 2-D plane
parallel flow down a vertical wall, and so we can expect the results for fully nonlinear
waves on parallel flow (see e.g. Nakaya [2]) to also apply to flow on a disc. It is interesting
to compare the definitions of G in (11) when it describes the evolution of disturbances
to the two different flows. For flow down a wall, G = a Reynolds number, but for flow
on a rotating disc G = 5-G?R, a dimensionless centripetal acceleration. This suggests
that holding the centripetal acceleration constant for rotating disc flow is equivalent to
fixed Reynolds number in parallel flow. However, this is not a sufficient condition, since
the surface tension term S is fixed for parallel flow, but for the disc we find that

1 ~—W
S“é‘i‘/GEﬁ’

hence the (local) nonlinear evolution of disturbances to the flow over a disc for different
parameter values will be the same provided both

G?R = constant and GE = 1/Re = constant . (12)
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It should also be remembered, however, that 7 in (11) has been normalised with respect
to the local steady-state film thickness, and this is not invariant under (12). Hence any
solutions found by expanding (11) about 77 = 1 are not generally applicable, since

3H,
GE

and the expansion would then be assuming that
1vGE |
3 Hy
where 7 < 1, which is equivalent to expanding 7 about
_1VGE
T=37H,
which is the value of the steady state free surface at only one radius,

| o
R=(v@—f) '

7= (1 +17)

ﬁ‘

=1+

§6. Conclusions

An asymptotic solution for the steady-state flow of a thin liquid film on a rotating disc
has been found, and is in good agreement with a numerical solution. A nonlinear equation
describing the evolution of an arbitrary disturbance to the flow has been derived, and the
critical wavenumbers for neutral stability and maximum growth rate have been found
for small amplitude disturbances. Localised, axisymmetric, large amplitude disturbances
are shown to satisfy the same evolution equation as large 2-D disturbances to parallel
flow down a wall, with the réle of the Reynolds number in parallel flow being taken by
the local centripetal acceleration for flow on a disc.
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