applied
sciences
Article

A Study on Liquid Leak Rates in Packing Seals
Abdel-Hakim Bouzid *
Mechanical Engineering Department, École de Technologie Supérieure, Montreal, QC H3C 1K3, Canada

Abstract: The accurate prediction of liquid leak rates in packing seals is an important step in the
design of stuffing boxes, in order to comply with environmental protection laws and health and safety
regulations regarding the release of toxic substances or fugitive emissions, such as those implemented
by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the Technische Anleitung zur Reinhaltung der
Luft (TA Luft). Most recent studies conducted on seals have concentrated on the prediction of gas
flow, with little to no effort put toward predicting liquid flow. As a result, there is a need to simulate
liquid flow through sealing materials in order to predict leakage into the outer boundary. Modelling
of liquid flow through porous packing materials was addressed in this work. Characterization of
their porous structure was determined to be a key parameter in the prediction of liquid flow through
packing materials; the relationship between gland stress and leak rate was also acknowledged. The
proposed methodology started by conducting experimental leak measurements with helium gas to
characterize the number and size of capillaries. Liquid leak tests with water and kerosene were then
conducted in order to validate the predictions. This study showed that liquid leak rates in packed
stuffing boxes could be predicted with reasonable accuracy for low gland stresses. It was found
that internal pressure and compression stress had an effect on leakage, as did the thickness change
and the type of fluid. The measured leak rates were in the range of 0.062 to 5.7 mg/s for gases and
0.0013 and 5.5 mg/s for liquids.
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1. Introduction
Valves of piping systems that use sealing devices (such as packed stuffing boxes)
are prone to leakage failure, which may lead to the release of toxic substances that can
cause environmental harm, health hazards, and loss of revenue. Advancements in the
field of sealing technology have been overlooked because of the need to continuously
develop new machinery to fulfill various demands in different industries. More emphasis
has been placed on efforts to avoid catastrophic leak failure; little to no consideration has
been given to minimizing leaks and reducing fugitive emissions [1]. From this standpoint,
it was unrealistic to study the prediction of leak rates at micro/nano levels at a time
when sealing was considered adequate if leakages were neither seen nor heard. Although
some improvement has been observed in refineries that have implemented maintenance
programs in accordance with revised standards on tightness procedures and tightening sequences (ASME PCC1) [2]—and provisions were made to better train pipe fitters—leakage
is still a major issue in pressure vessels and the piping industry. However, with today’s
focus on green consciousness and increasingly strict environmental regulations worldwide,
achieving adequate tightness has taken on a different meaning [3,4]. In fact, leak rate is
becoming a design criterion that has been implemented in standards such as EN and JIS
and is under adoption by ASME BPVC. While zero-leak of pressurized equipment is a
myth, the challenge for design engineers is to reduce leakage to a minimum. Few standard
test procedures have been developed in recent years to certify valves [5–7], limit leakage
failures, or reduce fugitive emissions [8], but there is a need to better understand fluid flow
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through sealing materials at the micro and nano levels in order to be able to predict leaks
and improve tightness.
Over the past few decades, there has been some progress toward understanding
the leakage behavior of packed stuffing boxes and bolted flange gasketed joints through
analysis of the fluid flow through porous sealing materials. Analytical models have been
developed to predict leaks [9–13]. However, the developed models are not representative
of the true porous material behavior over the wide range of compressive loads, and thus
have some limitations in their use. Some parameters to consider in any model development
might include: the identification of the flow regime as a function of the applied load, the
determination of the porosity parameters inherent to the sealing material, their variation
in service, and the effect of the fluid type. A limited research work was published on
liquid leak rates of porous gasket materials [14–17]. The difficulty of measuring small
quantities of liquid leak (as compared to gas leak) has been scientifically recognized; there
is no commercially available instrument that can directly measure liquid flow rates below
0.001 mL/s. Conversely, gas leaks are measured down to 10−8 mL/s with instruments
based on spectrometry. For these reasons, most research has concentrated on the study of
gas leaks. The researchers in [18,19] conducted tests with different gases to understand
the behavior of porous gaskets and packing materials. Others predicted flow through
porous media based on sophisticated modelling and simulations using the Monte Carlo
method [20], with no practical use for gaskets and packing seals. The various existing
analytical models and their experimental validations deal with the mass flowrate of liquids
in a single capillary tube of known dimensions at room temperature. In addition, models
described in the literature [21,22] treat gaseous flow in a capillary of a specific size and
do not consider different-sized capillaries in order to cover macro- and nanoflows. Experimental studies conducted on packing seals with different gases at room temperature
are reported in [23–25]. The current method used to correlate between different fluids
(including liquids) is the simple viscosity ratio method, which is based on leaks conducted
with a reference gas (usually helium). There are other more accurate methods that are
based on porous structures, difficult to obtain for gaskets and packing seals under different
operating conditions. Changes in the size and shape of the porous structure under load and
temperature are difficult to measure in a test rig [26–29]. In addition, the prediction of leakage requires the operating conditions, flow regime and fluid properties to be known. The
pressure, temperature, fluid density, dynamic viscosity, surface tension, and multiphase
flow are to name a few.
In this study, an analytical model based on experimental determination of the porosity
parameters used to accurately predict leak rates in packing seals under different operating
conditions was proposed. The analytical model was based on fluid flow in capillaries, using
the theory of Navier–Stokes, with the first slip boundary condition. The internal structure
of the packing was simulated with rectilinear capillaries of unknown size and number,
oriented in the stem axial direction. The objective was to predict liquid leak rates based
on leakage measurements conducted on the same batch of packing seals under similar
conditions, but with a reference gas (helium), from which the porosity parameters of the
set of packing were deduced under isothermal steady-state conditions. In the last part of
the study, liquid leaks at room temperature—measured experimentally—were compared
to the predictions. A homemade liquid leak measuring device was developed to measure
down to 0.0001 mL/s. Water and kerosene were selected for the experiments because they
have different viscosities and are easy to manipulate.
2. Theoretical Model
The fluid flow in the packing rings was assumed to be in the stem axial direction.
To simulate the flow through the porous material, a model consisting of several straight
circular capillaries with a one-dimensional flow in each was considered—due to the axisymmetric flow assumption (as shown in Figure 1) for a packing seal.
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Figure 1. Capillary tubes in a simulated packing seal.

The material was assumed to be made of N capillaries of radius R through which the
fluid passed. The capillary r dependency of the flow is neglected because of the simplified
consideration of the momentum correction factor. Therefore, the only dependency of the
flow is the capillary axial z direction.
The correlation between velocity and pressure for a fully developed and isothermal
flow in a capillary was obtained by the conservation of momentum equation:


1 d
du
1 dP
r
=
(1)
r dr
dr
µ dz
The maximum velocity was at the middle of tube such that:
du(r )
dr

=0

(2)

r =0

The velocity at the wall, based on a first-order slip model of liquids, was
u(r, z) = − Ls

du
dr

(3)
r=R

where Ls is the slip length with a liquid in a circular capillary and is given by [30]:
Ls = 0.059 × γ0.485 and γ =

∆PR
2µ`

(4)

Integrating Equation (1) twice and applying the boundary conditions of Equations (2) and (3)
gives the liquid velocity profile as a function of the pressure gradient in the z direction:


1 dP r2
R2
R
u(r, z) =
−
− Ls
µ dz 4
4
2

(5)
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Integrating the velocity through the area of N capillaries gives the leak rate as:

L=N

ZR

ρ2πr · u(r, z) dr

(6)

0

Substituting for u from Equation (5) into Equation (6) gives


NR4 π dP
4Ls
L=−
ρ
1+
8µ
dz
R

(7)

The total leak rate through the packing rings is independent of the length and therefore
Z `
0

Ldz =

Z Po

−

Pi



NR4 π
4Ls
ρ 1+
dP
8µ
R

(8)

This gives the total liquid leak rate for N capillaries


NR4 πρ( Pi − Po )
4Ls
L=
1+
8 µ`
R

(9)

The porosity parameters N and R were obtained from a curve fitting of the measured
data, obtained experimentally with helium gas. A similar theoretical approach for the flow
through capillaries was applied—but for gases. Reference [15] gives the details on how to
get the expression of the total leak rate for gas flow in packing rings given hereafter:
L gas

NR4 πPO2 Π2 − 1
=
16< Tµ`



2 − σ 16Kn
1+
σ ( Π + 1)


(10)

where Kn is the Knudsen number defined as:
Kn =

λ
2R

(11)

Π=

Pi
Po

(12)

Π is the pressure ratio given by:

and λ is the mean free path given by:
16 µ
λ=
5 po

r

<T
2π

(13)

The equation of gas leak rate can be linearized in terms of the reciprocal pressure
to give:


1
4
A = NR 1 + B
(14)
( Π + 1)
where
A=

16µ`< TL gas
πPo2 (Π2 − 1)

and

(15)

2−σ
Kn
(16)
σ
σ is the tangential momentum accommodation coefficient, and is taken as 1. The
porosity parameters N and R can be obtained from the slope A and intercept B from the
curve fitted lines of the helium gas leak data as a function of the pressure ratio 1/(Π+1).
B = 16
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3. Experimental Testing
Leak tests with a set of four packing rings were conducted on the universal packing rig shown in Figure 2a. The rig had different modules to test stuffing box packing
seals. The equipment was capable of performing gas and liquid tests at room and high
temperatures. The test rig had three tubing systems, including a hydraulic tensioner tubing
system that allowed the load to be applied to the gland through the stem using a hydraulic
tensioner and a hand oil pump. The load on the packing rings was measured by means of
a Wheatstone strain gauge bridge bound to the outside surface of the stem. A gas pressurization tubing system supplied pressure to the packed stuffing box using an air operated
electronic valve and regulator connected to a 2400 psi gas bottle. Finally, an instrumented
leak detection system for gas or liquids was connected to the packing rig leak collecting
chamber to measure leaks. The universal packing rig was equipped with instruments to
monitor pressure, gland stress, temperature, time, and leak rates, using a data acquisition
and control system connected to a PC running a LabView interface program.

Figure 2. Universal packing test rig: (a) gas test module and (b) liquid test module.

The packing test module shown in Figure 2b consisted of a housing, 104.8 mm
(4.125 in.) in height, in which up to 7 packing rings of 9.5 mm (3/8 in.) could be inserted in square section. The axial displacement of the packing rings due to compression
was measured by two Linear Variable Differential Transducers, LVDTs placed diametrically
opposed. The rig was equipped with five different leak measurement systems (based on
different techniques) to be used depending on the level of leak rate that needed to be measured. These were: flow meter, pressure decay, pressurized rise, and mass spectrometry,
to cover a leak range from 10 to 10−10 mL/s for gases. A liquid leak measurement device
that could measure leaks ranging from 1 to 0.00001 mL/s was also included. In this study,
only the flowmeter and the pressure rise methods were used to measure helium leak rates
and characterize the porous structure. The test module shown in Figure 2b was specially
designed to include a central hollow cylinder inserted inside the housing between the
packing and the stem. This created a tight chamber, so that the packing rings could be
installed in the stuffing box inside a bucket filled with the test liquid to keep air bubbles
from getting trapped in the system. The packing dimensions were 57 mm (2.25 in.) in
outside diameter and 38 mm (1.5 in.) in inside diameter. The stem was made of SA193 B7
material with a diameter of 28.6 mm (1.125 in.).
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The special liquid leak measuring device shown in Figure 3 was used successfully
in [15]—and was used here to measure leaks down to 10−5 mg/s of water. The outside
leak collection chamber was also filled with the same liquid, allowing only a 2 mL volume
of air to be compressed during leak measurements. Any leak into the collecting chamber
compressed the small air volume and increased its pressure. The liquid leak measuring
device was composed of a liquid supply and purge system to operate safely and protect
the 2 psi pressure transducer.

Figure 3. Liquid leak measuring device for packing rig.

The gland stresses, ranging from 10.34 to 24.14 MPa, were applied to the set of packing
rings through the hydraulic tensioner fixed to the stem. For every level of gland stress,
helium gas or liquid pressures ranging from 0.34 to 2.76 MPa were applied in steps, and
the leak rate was measured. Additionally, the experimental samples were braided flexible
graphite packing and graphite die rings. All tubes of pressurization and the leak detection
system were thermally isolated to avoid the influence of temperature variations on pressure
and therefore on the leak measurements.
4. Results and Discussion
The porosity parameters were determined using tests with a reference gas; in this case,
helium. Helium was selected because it is the smallest safe particle, but nitrogen could also
have been used. Figure 4a,b shows the results of the gas leak tests for the flexible graphite
and die ring seals, respectively. It is to be noted that the relationship between leak and
pressure for the different gland stresses was rather linear in a log-log scale, because the
laminar flow was predominant under the testing conditions with helium. Indeed, this is
confirmed by the first term of Equation (10).
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Figure 4. Helium leak tests (a) Flexible graphite, (b) die ring.

Figure 5a,b shows the relationship between the porosity parameter A, given by Equation (14), and the reciprocal pressure Π for the braided flexible graphite and graphite
die rings, respectively. From the linear behavior observed in the curves obtained at the
different gland stress levels, the two porosity parameters (the number and diameter of
the capillary, N and R) were determined using Equations (15) and (16). The intercept of
line A gives NR4 , as per Equation (12), whereas the slope gives BNR4 , and hence B was
obtained. The Knudsen number was then obtained from Equation (16) for σ equal to 1,
from which the hydraulic diameter D = 2R was deduced for the specific gas used for the
characterization test. Finally, the number of capillaries N was obtained.

Figure 5. Graphs to obtain porosity parameters. (a) Flexible graphite, (b) die ring.

Figures 6a and 7a show the variations of the porosity parameter NR4 and Knudsen
number with the gland stress. The porosity parameter was exponentially decaying with
stress and the Knudsen number was below 2.5, which indicates a transitional flow regime.
Figures 6b and 7b show the variation of the radius and number of capillaries as a function
of the gland stress. Using these curves, the capillary size and number under any specific
packing stress were obtained, in order to predict the leak rate of the liquid under consideration using Equation (8). While the relationship between NR4 and stress was exponential,
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the relationship became linear when the two parameters, N and R, were taken individually.
The linear relationships were obtained by a curve fit for both materials. It is to be noted
that both parameters decreased with a gland stress increase. The graphite die rings had a
comparatively lower radius and a lower number of capillaries.

Figure 6. Variation of porosity parameters and Knudsen number for of Flexible graphite.

Figure 7. Variation of porosity parameters and Knudsen number for die rings.

The relationships for the braided flexible graphite packing were:
R = −5.05 × Sg + 161
N = −7.61 × 108 Sg + 1.92 × 1010

(17)

Likewise, for the graphite die rings:
R = −2.93 × Sg + 150
N = −3.62 × 108 Sg + 9.33 × 109

(18)

From this relationship, the extrapolated lines gave a radius of 161 nm and 150 nm,
respectively, for the braided flexible graphite packing and graphite die rings, at no stress or
as received. Capillaries numbered at 1.92 × 1010 and 9.33 × 109 for these two materials,
respectively. Equations (17) and (18) were used—in conjunction with kerosene and water
properties and Equation (14)—to predict leak rates through these two materials. Parallel
experimental tests were conducted with these two liquids on both materials under the
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gland stresses and pressures given above. The comparisons are shown in Figures 8 and 9.
The predictions for both materials were within acceptable limits at low stress. However,
the model was less accurate, showing a considerable difference from the experimental
measurements, especially for high gland stresses. The difference depended on the applied
liquid pressure and the level of the gland stress. Nevertheless, the predictions were
considered acceptable, since the level of liquid leak was small. There are a few factors that
could explain the difference in results between the analytical model and the experimental
data. First, there are two types of leaks: interfacial and porous leaks. The proportion
of interfacial leak to porous leak at low stress is different for gases and liquids. Second,
the slip length, taken for reference [26] for gaskets, may not be suitable for packing rings.
Indeed, surface tensions present with liquids may be dependent on the material being used.
Finally, the material variation between one packing ring and another may have played
a role, since the set of packing rings used to characterize the porosity parameters was
different every time a fluid was changed. In fact, the gas leak tests (conducted for porosity
characterization) and liquid leak tests were conducted with different packing sets.

Figure 8. Leak rate predictions in flexible graphite packing (a) water (b) kerosene.

Figure 9. Leak rate predictions in die rings (a) water (b) kerosene.
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5. Conclusions
An analytical methodology to predict the leak rates for incompressible fluids was
developed. The pseudo experimental-analytical approach was used to determine porosity
parameters from experimental tests conducted with helium. This model was then applied
to the model-derived formulation to predict liquid leakage. The model was based on a
number of straight capillaries of the same diameter, to which the liquid slip flow condition
was applied. Although some satisfaction was obtained with the predictions during their
comparison with the test data, the water and kerosene results (conducted on braided
flexible graphite packing and graphite die rings) showed less accuracy, especially at high
stress levels. Surface tension, slip length, interfacial leak paths, and material variability are
all suspected causal factors. The leak measuring device could also have played a role in the
different data obtained. This homemade device cannot detect leaks below ±0.00001 mg/s.
The difference was as high as 100% at high stress levels. Nevertheless, at very small leak
detection levels, this difference is to be expected. This work can be extended to include
other packing materials and fluid media. The reduction of liquid leak rates due to increased
viscosity, surface tension, and temperature is worth investigating.
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Abbreviations
K
Kn
L
`
Ls
N
NR4
P
R
R
T
U
Z
Greek Letters
λ
µ
ρ
σ
Π
<
∆P
Subscripts or Superscripts
I
O

Lateral pressure coefficient
Knudsen number
Leak rate, kg/s
Total axial length of packing rings, m
Slip flow in liquids, µm
Number of capillaries
Porosity Parameters for tapered capillary, m4
Pressure, Pa
Pore radius at distance z, m
Radial direction, m
Temperature, K
Axial velocity, m/s
Capillary axial direction, m
Mean free path, m
Dynamic viscosity, Pa s
Density, kg/m3
Tangential momentum accommodation coefficient
Inlet to outlet pressure ratio
Specific gas constant, J/kg K
Pressure difference between upstream and downstream, Pa
Inlet or upstream
Outlet or downstream
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