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PROCESS FOR THE ADSORPTIVE
OXYGEN-ENRICHMENT OF AIR WITH
MIXTURES OF CA ZEOLITE A MOLECULAR
SIEVES BY MEANS OF VACUUM SWING
ADSORPTION

This application is a continuation of application Ser.
No. 442.763. filed Nov. 29, 1989, now abandoned.

The present invention relates to an improved process
for oxygen-enrichment of air using vacuum swing ad-
sorption.

Direct production of oxygen from air at ambient
temperatures is already carried out extensively on an
industrial scale using molecular sieves (c.f. e.g. Gas
Review Nippon. p. 13, no. 5, 1985). The adsorption of
nitrogen in preference to oxygen is utilized in this pro-
cess (see FIG. 1). i.e. nitrogen from the air is adsorbed,
and when the air flows through a bulk of zeolite, the
components adsorbed less strongly, such as oxygen and
argon, are collected as the product at the discharge of
this bulk. The desorption of the adsorbed nitrogen can
be effected e.g. by evacuation of the bulk. In this case,
this process is called "VSA™ (=vacuum swing adsorp-

tion). 1 contrast to “"PSA™ (=pressure swing adsorp- 2

tion). which is also known. A continuous process is
achieved in the VSA process by the following process
steps: a} passage of air through a zeolite bulk at e.g. 1
atm: Oz-rich gas is removed at the discharge side: b)
evacuation of the bulk with a vacuum pump 0 a re-
duced pressure of about 100 to 300 mbar in counter-cur-
rent with the air flow; ¢) filling of the bulk with O:
product to 1 atm in countercurrent with the air flow.
As aresult of these three steps. there are usually three

zeolite bulks. i.e. adsorbers, which are operated in cy- 3

cles.

The profitability of these units is influenced by the
investment. such as the amount of adsorbent and the
size of the vacuum pump. and in particular by the oper-
ating costs, such as the current consumption of the
vacuum pump. The aim of any development is therefore
optimization between the amount of molecular sieve,
the size of the vacuum pump and the energy consump-
tion of the vacuum pump. Development of the molecu-
lar sieve has to date progressed in the direction of high
adsorption of nitrogen. as a result of which it has auto-
matically been possible to reduce the amount of zeolite.

The object of the present invention was to discover a
process of favourable energy. It has now been found
that in the case of O;-enrichment of air by means of the
VSA process with Ca zeolite A, the energy consump-
tion of the vacuum pump can be reduced if the zeolite
bulk of an adsorber consists of separate bulks of two or
three molecular sieves of the Ca zeolite A type of differ-
ent adsorption capacity for nitrogen, the zeolite bulk of
lowest nitrogen adsorption being in the air intake side of
the adsorber and the zeolite bulk of highest nitrogen
adsorption being on the adsorption discharge side.

The present invention thus relates to a process for
oxygen-enrichment of air by means of vacuum swing
adsorption (VSA) using Ca zeolite A molecular sieves,
which is characterized in that the adsorbers of the VSA
units are filled with Ca zeolite A molecular sieves
which have different adsorption characteristics.

The process according to the invention is on principle
carried out like conventional PSA or VSA processes.
Relevent processes are described e.g. in EP-A 0 158
268.
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The Ca zeolite A molecular sieves used as likewise
known materials. which are known e.g. from DE-OS 34
24 144 (=U.S. Ser. No. 746,912) and DE-OS 37 18 673
(=U.S. Ser. No. 192.441).

The filling of the adsorbers can be carried out in any
desired manner, and it must merely be ensured that the
bottom layer of the adsorber consists of molecular sieve
with the lowest adsorption capacity for nitrogen.

Further parameters which are to be maintained as far
as possible are the following:

If the nitrogen is adsorbed under increased pressure,
desorption of the nitrogen is effected merely by reduc-
ing the pressure. e.g. to 1 atm with subsequent desorp-
tion by means of a vacuum pump, with or without flush-
ing with oxygen. The temperature of the air to be sepa-
rated is between —20° C. and 50° C., it also being possi-
ble for this air to be moist.

In many cases it may be appropriate additionally to
employ a layer consisting e.g. of silica gel before the
actual adsorption layer in order to dry the stream of gas.

The VSA process according to the invention may be
illustrated in more detail in the following examples:

The following data remain constant for all the exam-
ples:

adsorber internal diameter: 550 mm

adsorber bulk height: 2,500 mm

medium-pored silica gel at the bottom end. 70 liters

per adsorber remaining bulk of Ca zeolite A in
granulated form of particle size 2-3 mm. bulk den-
sity about 650 g/1.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURE

FIG. 1 shows the adsorption of nitrogen in prefer-
ence to oxygen. The diagram of the unit can be seen
from FIG. 2. which also shows the flow of the process.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURE

Ambient air is passed via fan G, line L12, and valve
11A into the adsorber A (under 1 bar (abs). 20° C. with
759 rel. humidity). Oxygen-rich gas is removed as the
product via valve 14 A, line L13 and fan R (under 1 bar
(abs)). The time taken for the air separation is 1 minute.
Valves 12A. 13A are closed. .

At the same time, adsorber B is evacuated to 150
mbar within one minute via valve 12B. line L11 and a
vacuum pump V, valves 11B. 13B, 14B of adsorber B
being closed. An oil ring pump which can be adjusted
via a gear mechanism is used as the vacuum pump. its
delivery always being measured under 1 bar (abs) at 25°
C.

At the same time, adsorber C is filled up with product
oxygen from 150 mbar to 1 bar (abs) within 1 minute via
valve 15, line L14 and valve 13C, valves 11C, 12C, 14C
being closed.

EXAMPLE 1 (comparison)

Ca zeolite A granules according to U.S. Pat. No.
3,773,690 example 3) were employed. The H;O residual
loading of the activated zeolite was less than 0.5 wt. %
(according to DIN 8948, P,Os method) and the nitro-
gen adsorption was 14 Nl(kg under 1 bar (abs) at 25° C.
The amount of zeolite per adsorber was 346 kg. Ac-
cording to the above process, FIG. 2, an amount of O
product of 20.5 Nm3/h with an O; content of 939 was
obtained. The vacuum pump had a suction capacity of
546 m3/h, with a current consumption of 11.42 KW,
The specific energy consumption was accordingly
0.599 KWh/Nm¥/0;.
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EXAMPLE 2 (comparison)

Ca. zeolite granules corresponding to DE-OS 3 424
144 (=U.S. Ser. No. 746.912), example 2) were em-
ploved (340 kg/adsorber). The H20 residual loading of
the activated zeolite was less than 0.5 wt. 9. The nitro-
gen loading was 7.5 Nl/kg at 25° C. under 1 bar (abs.)
According to the above VSA process. an amount of
product of 14.55 Nmi/h (93% O3) was obtained. The
vacuum pump had a suction capacity of 450 m3/h with
an energy consumption of 9.11 KW. The specific en-
ergy consumption was therefore 0.674 KWh/Nm?3.

EXAMPLE 3 (according to the invention)

The adsorbers were filled above the silica gel layer
with 183 dm?* MS zeolite of example 2 and above this
with 341 dm? MS zeolite of example 1 (35% to 65%).
An amount of Oz product of 20.3 Nm3/h (935 Oy) was
to be obtained. The vacuum pump here had a suction
capacity of 517 m3/h and a current consumption of
1048 KW, ie. 0.554 KWh/Nm? O,

EXAMPLE 4

The adsorbers were filled from three mixtures of Ca
zeolite A. The botiom zone consisted of 90 kg zeolite of
example 2. On top of this was a layer of 60 kg Ca zeolite
A granules prepared in accordance with the patent
specification (DE-OS 3 718 673 (=U.S. Ser. No.
192.441). example 1) with a nitrogen adsorption of 12
NI/kg (1 bar. abs, 25° C.). The top end of the bulk con-
sisted of 195 kg zeolite granules of example 1. An
amount of O: product of 20.13 Nm¥/h (93% O1) was
produced, the vacuum pump size was 505 m*/h. and the

energy consumption was 10.1 KW, i.e. the specific en- 3

ergy requirement was 0.53 KWh/Nm?* O,.
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EXAMPLE 5 (comparison)

The zeolite bulk consisted of 224 kg granules of ex-
ample 1 at the top end of the adsorber and of Na zeolite
X (121 kg) according to U.S. Pat. No. 3,773,690, with an
N:adsorption of 6.8 Ni/kg under 1 bar, abs. at 25° C., at
the bottom end. The O3 product rate was 16.9 Nm?*/h.
the pump capacity was 520.5 m3/h and energy con-
sumption of the pump was 10.63 KWHh, i.e. the specific
output was 0.629 KWh/Nm?.

Examples 3 and 4 show the advarntage of mixing Ca
zeolite A mixtures of different adsorption capacity for
nitrogen, and in contrast example 5 shows that not only
the grading of the bulk according to the nitrogen ad-
sorption but also separate mixing of the same zeolite
type is of essential importance.

What is claimed is:

1. In a process for oxygen-enrichment of air by means
of vacuum swing adsorption (VSA) with adsorbers
containing Ca zeolite A molecular sieves. the improve-
ment wherein the adsorbers of the VSA units are filled
with separate layers of Ca zeolite A molecular sieves
which have different adsorption characteristics.

2. Process according to claim 1. wherein the adsorber
has a crude gas intake end. which is a bottom layer of
the adsorber. and an O: product end. which is a top
layer of the adsorber, the crude gas intake end consists
of Ca zeolite A adsorbent having the Jowest adsorption
capacity for nitrogen and the Oz product end consists of
Ca zeolite A adsorbent having the highest adsorption
capacity for nitrogen.

3. Process according to claim 2, wherein a transition
of the zeolite qualities from the adsorber crude gas -
intake end to the adsorber O3 product end is effected

virtually smoothly through several layers.
* * * *® *
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