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ABSTRACT 

Despite the fact that the design of a new blade is a multidisciplinary task, often the different disciplines are 

combined together at later stage.  

Looking at the aerodynamic design, it is common practice design/select the airfoils first and then design the 

blade in terms of chord and twist based on the initial selection of the airfoils. Although this approach is quite 

diffused, it limits the potentialities of obtaining optimal performance. 

The present work is focused on investigating the benefits of designing the external shape of the blade including 

the airfoil shapes together with chord and twist. 

To accomplish this, a design approach has been developed, where an advanced gradient based optimization 

algorithm is able to control the shape of the blade. The airfoils described in the work are the NACA 4 digits, 

while the chord distribution and the twist distribution are described through Bezier curves. In this way, the 

complexity of the problem is limited while a versatile geometrical description is kept. 

After the details of the optimization scheme are illustrated, several numerical examples are shown, 

demonstrating the advantages in terms of performance and development time of integrating the design of the 

airfoils during the optimization of the blade. 

INTRODUCTION 

The design of a new rotor is a multidisciplinary task. The aerodynamics plays a crucial role, but of course an 

efficient structural design is also important to reduce the weight, while supporting the loads generated during the 

lifetime of the wind turbine. In regards of the general objective to decrease the cost of energy associated with the 

turbine, the aero-elastic behavior of the turbine cannot be neglected, as well as the role of the control strategies. 

The present work is considering only of the aerodynamic side of this complex problem. Despite this, an 

important and innovative aspect is included, that is the integration of the airfoil design with the optimization of 

the chord and twist distributions. 

Very often, the airfoils are selected in advance by using specific databases (i.e. ECN tool ATG), based on 

general requirements and experience of the designers. On one side this approach is convenient if the data related 

to the airfoils are experimental. This reduces also the uncertainties attached to the design. The airfoil 

aerodynamic characteristics play a fundamental role in designing the external shape of the blade, especially if a 

tool based on Blade Element Momentum (BEM) theory is used, where the 2D performance of the airfoils are a 

needed input that drives the optimization itself. The usage of existing, well known airfoils is also beneficial from 

structural point of view, since the internal layout should not reserve any surprise, once the shapes are 

investigated. The drawback of such approach is the limitation in terms of innovative solutions that can be 

obtained and design flexibility in regards of specific requirements. 

In alternative, new airfoils can be designed depending on the actual requirements of the turbine. Starting from 

the middle 1980’s, quite some work has been done to develop new airfoils specifically designed for wind 

turbines
1-4

. Specific studies
5-10

 have been performed on airfoil design also at ECN. The main advantage of 

designing new airfoils is the possibility to address specific requirements in very effective way. On the other 

hand, extra expertise is required to develop new airfoils and ensure that the properties of the airfoils are 

gradually changing along the blade. From the design point of view, the right connection between airfoil 

performance and rotor performance is needed, since the design of new airfoils has the goal to improve the airfoil 

performance and , as consequence, the performance of the blade. 
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The novelty and the challenge of the present work is to explore the possibility of designing the external shape of 

the blade in just one design process that involves the design of the proper airfoils depending on the region of the 

blade and the optimization of chord and twist distribution. The main advantage is that the airfoils are designed 

directly based on rotor performance/requirements. 

In the next paragraph the design approach, that is based on numerical optimization, is illustrated. Particular 

attention is paid in regards of the evaluation of the objective function and the geometrical parameterization; this 

is because the difficulty behind this integration is to combine the modeling of airfoils and blade. 

Finally, some examples are presented to show the potentialities of this design scheme. 

INTEGRATED DESIGN APPROACH 

As mentioned in the introduction, the challenge of the present work is to be able to design an optimal blade 

including the 2D part (airfoils) and the 3D part (chord-twist distribution) at the same time. This implies a design 

approach that is robust, general and flexible. 

The design scheme implemented in this work is based on multidisciplinary design optimization (MDO). In the 

most general sense, numerical optimization
11,12

 solves the nonlinear, constrained problem to find the set of 

design variables, Xi, i=1, N, contained in vector X, that will: 
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Equation 1 defines the objective function which depends on the values of the design variables, X. Equations 2 

and 3 are inequality and equality constraints respectively, while equation 4 defines the region of search for the 

minimum. The bounds defined for each degree of freedom by equation 4 are referred as side constraints. As it 

can be seen, the methodology is very general and able in principle to describe in a compact, efficient way 

problems with complex, interconnected sub components. 

The FFSQP algorithm
13

 has been implemented, that is a sequential quadratic programming (SQP) gradient based 

algorithm. The gradients have been approximated by finite differences. 

Looking at the optimization process, different approaches are possible to combine the optimization of the airfoils 

with the optimization of the blade.  

One option is to keep separate the design of the airfoils from the design of the blade. In this way, the design 

procedure is formed by two sub-optimization processes focused on airfoil and blade design. In practice, this 

would result in a complete optimization process of the airfoil(s) for each change in chord/twist. 

Alternatively, the design process could be a so called “all in once” approach, where the optimization process is 

just one, including both the airfoils and the blade at the same time. From the implementation point of view, a 

single data structure is necessary in this case, containing degrees of freedom for both aspects of the design. 

Decide in advance what is the best approach is hard. Depending on the specific problem, one procedure can be 

more convenient than the other one, in regards of quality of the optimal solution, computational time, robustness 

of the process. In this paper, the second approach has been preferred , mainly due to the interest of having a 

single design process dealing with the complete problem and trying to distinguish the roles/effects of the 

different sub-components. 

Objective function evaluation 

In order to evaluate the quality of the design produced by using this integrated approach, the performance of the 

rotor such the Cpmax and the annual energy production (AEP) have been used as objective functions. 

The open source code WT_Perf
14

 developed by NREL, has been implemented in the design procedure. WT_Perf 

is based on BEM theory, so the aerodynamic properties of the airfoils are a needed input. In the design scheme 

then, also a 2D solver is necessary to generate these input. XFOIL
15,16

 panel code has been used, coupled with 

Viterna-Corrigan
17

 analytical model to extend the numerical data between -180 and 180 degrees. 



 

 

Geometrical parameterization 

The selection of the most convenient degrees of freedom for the problem in exam, plays a crucial role in order to 

obtain an efficient and robust design scheme. In this case in particular, two parameterizations are needed: one for 

the airfoils and another for the blade. Looking at the design procedure from a computational point of view, it 

would be convenient to reduce as much as possible the total number of parameters to keep low the complexity of 

the problem. On the other hand, from the design perspective, being able to control the geometrical characteristics 

in details would be highly desirable. 

Regarding chord and twist distributions these have been described through variable order Bezier curves. The 

main property of this approach is the fact that the shape of the curve is controlled by the position of few control 

points, as sketched in figure 1. 

 

 
Figure 1 Example of chord distribution, by using fourth order Bezier curves. 

 

The same approach could be conveniently used to describe the shape of the airfoils, as discussed by Samareh
18

 

and developed by Grasso
10

. However, a simplified approach has been preferred, that makes use of the 

geometrical parameterization of the NACA 4 digits airfoils. These geometries are described by a set of three 

equations related to the thickness distribution and the camber distribution. 

 

 (eq. 5) 

 (eq. 6) 

 

The parameters that control the shape of the airfoils are the airfoil thickness (t), the maximum camber (m) and 

the chord wise location of the maximum camber (p). The complete description can be found in Abbott
19

. 

Although the usage of such class of airfoils limits the space of solutions that can be explored during the design, 

there are several advantages connected to this choice. It has been already mentioned the crucial role of the 

number of degrees of freedom in regards of the computational complexity of the design problem; for this 

parameterization, only three parameters are needed for each airfoil. The second and more important aspect is 

connected to the geometrical properties of the airfoils generated; due to the analytical description, any set of 

three parameters leads to a smooth shape. Especially in this first attempt to couple airfoil design and blade 

design, this fact allows to skip many checks on the regularity of the airfoil geometries, reducing the 

computational time and the number of trial unfeasible designs eliminated during the process. 

 



 

 

NUMERICAL EXAMPLES 

In this paragraph, several examples regarding the integrated airfoil/blade design are illustrated. The reference 

geometry has been a two blade rotor developed at ECN for marine applications, equipped with NACA 4418 

airfoil (see table 1). 

 

Table 1: Main characteristics of the reference blade. 

Rotor radius [m] 4.022 

Design water speed [m/s] 1.5 

Rotor speed [RPM] 24.93 

Pitch angle [deg] -1.3 

AEP [GWh/year] 0.018 

Cpmax [-] 0.438 

 

 

Also, for all the examples, a rectangular blade with zero twist, equipped with NACA 4418, airfoil has been used 

as baseline. 

In terms of degrees of freedom, fourth order Bezier curves have been selected for the twist and chord 

distributions. Regarding the airfoils, the thickness has been kept constant to 18%. This is due to the absence in 

the current design scheme, of structural constraints; without these, very preliminary tests showed the tendency to 

reduce as much as possible the thickness of the airfoils in order to reduce the drag. The implementation of a 

simple structural model in further development, is expected to counter balance this trend and provide a more 

realistic solution. 

Example 1: chord, twist and two airfoils to maximize the Cp 

The objective of the test is to design a blade where the Cpmax is optimized, changing the chord and twist 

distributions and the camber characteristics of two airfoils installed along all the blade. Figures 2 and 3 show the 

optimal distributions for the chord and the twist.  

Looking at the results, the Cp improves significantly compared to the baseline, but also in regards of the above 

mentioned reference blade, the Cp has larger value. It should be noticed that the baseline is a rectangular blade 

without any twist, so a very low Cp should be expected. 

In figure 4, the comparison between the shapes of the airfoils is illustrated. As it can be seen, the optimal airfoils 

are quite different in terms of camber line, since they are more aft loaded. In figure 5 and 6, the aerodynamic 

characteristics of the airfoils, calculated with XFOIL, are shown. It should be noticed that both the new airfoils 

have better lift and efficiency performance. 

 

 

 
Figure 2 Optimal chord distribution. 

 



 

 

 
Figure 3 Optimal twist distribution. 

 

 
Figure 4 Optimal airfoil shapes. 

 

Blade Cp Airfoil 1 Airfoil 2 Time 

[sec] 

Baseline 0.2249 4418 4418 - 

Opt 0.4531 6518 5518 8675.2 

Table 2 Summary of the optimization process. 
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Figure 5 Lift curves of the airfoils involved during the design. XFOIL predictions. Free transition, 2 millions 

Reynolds number. 
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Figure 6 Efficiency curves of the airfoils involved during the optimization. XFOIL predictions. Free transition, 2 

millions Reynolds number. 

 

Example 2: chord, twist and three airfoils to maximize the Cp 

The same test illustrated in the first example has been performed by increasing the number of airfoils along the 

blade, in order to check the robustness of the design procedure. As it can be observed, both the chord and twist 

distribution are still smooth, the airfoils are consistent with each other and the performance of the blade are 

improved.   

 

 

Blade Cp Airfoil 1 Airfoil 2 Airfoil 3 Time 

[sec] 

Baseline 0.2249 4418 4418 4418 - 

Opt 0.4534 6518 5518 5518 19286 

Table 3 Summary of the optimization process. 

 

 
Figure 7 Optimal chord distribution. 

 



 

 

 
Figure 8 Optimal twist distribution. 

 

 
Figure 9 Optimal airfoil shapes. 

 

Looking at the computational time, this increased in the second example, due to the increase of degrees of 

freedom and the amount of airfoil calculations for each iteration. 

CONCLUSIONS 

An investigation focused on the integration of airfoil design into blade design has been performed. In this first 

attempt, open source solvers have been used, coupled with an advanced optimization algorithm. 

The first results proved that design the blades in combination with airfoil design, lead to better overall 

performance, including a fair distribution of airfoils along the blade. 

In order to obtain more realistic results however, the description of the airfoils should be generalized by using for 

instance, Bezier curves also for the airfoil shapes.  

Also, more accurate solvers, like RFOIL and Aeromodule, should be implemented. In the present work, the 

selection of the tools has been driven by the objective to focus the investigation on the basic aspects of such 

integration, more than on obtaining optimal solutions.  

From this point of view, it cannot be neglected the importance of the structural model to work in 

multidisciplinary way with a complete design scheme. In the examples, the thickness has been prescribed; by 

adding a structural model, the thickness distribution along the blade could let be free to change and the optimal 

value would be a result of competing structural and aerodynamic tendencies. This will be the subject of future 

work. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

The present work has been carried out partially under the European Project INNWIND.EU (FP7 project no. 

308974). 

 



 

 

REFERENCES 

 
[1] Tangler, J.L., Somers, D.M., “NREL Airfoil Families for HAWT’s”. Proc. WINDPOWER’95, Washington 

D.C., 1995; pp. 117–123. 

[2] Björk, A., “Coordinates and Calculations for the FFA-W1-xxx, FFA-W2-xxx and FFA-W3-.xxx Series of 

Airfoils for Horizontal Axis Wind Turbines”. FFA TN 1990-15, Stockholm, Sweden 1990. 

[3] Timmer, W.,A., van Rooij, R.P.J.O.M., “Summary of the Delft University Wind Turbine Dedicated 

Airfoils”. AIAA-2003-0352. 

[4] Fuglsang, P., Bak, C., “Design and Verification of the new Risø-A1 Airfoil Family for Wind Turbines”. 

AIAA-2001-0028. 

[5] Grasso, F., “Hybrid Optimization for Wind Turbine Thick Airfoils”, AIAA Proceedings, 9
th

 AIAA 

Multidisciplinary Design Optimization Specialist Conference, 23-26 April 2012, Honolulu, HI, USA. AIAA 

2012-1354. 

[6] Grasso, F., “Development of Thick Airfoils for Wind Turbines”, AIAA, Proceedings, 50
th

 AIAA Aerospace 

Sciences Meeting, 9-12 January 2012, Nashville, TN, USA. AIAA 2012-0236. 

[7] Grasso, F., “Design and optimization of Tidal Turbine Airfoils”, Journal of Aircraft, AIAA, Vol.49, No.1, 

Jan.-Feb. 2012. 

[8] Bizzarrini, N., Grasso, F., Coiro, D.P., “Numerical Optimization of High Efficiency, Low Noise Airfoils”, 

AIAA, Proceedings, 29
th

 AIAA Applied Aerodynamics Conference, 27-30 June 2011, Honolulu, HI, USA, 

AIAA 2011-3187. 

[9] Bizzarrini, N., Grasso, F., Coiro, D.P., “Genetic Algorithms in Wind Turbine Airfoil Design”, EWEA, 

EWEC2011, 14-17 March 2011, Bruxelles, Belgium. 

[10] Grasso, F., “Usage of Numerical Optimization in Wind Turbine Airfoil Design”, AIAA, Proceedings, 28
th

 

AIAA Applied Aerodynamics Conference, 28 june-1july 2010, Chicago, IL, USA, AIAA 2010-4404. Also 

Journal of Aircraft, AIAA, Vol.48, No.1, Jan.-Feb. 2011, DOI: 10.2514/1.C031089. 

[11] Fletcher, R., “Practical Methods of Optimization”, Wiley, 1987. 

[12] Pedregal, P., “Introduction to Optimization”, Springer, 2004, ISBN 0-387-40398-1. 

[13] Zhou, T. L. , “User's Guide for FFSQP Version 3.7”, April, 1997. 

[14] Platt, A.D., Buhl Jr., M.L., “WT_Perf User guide for version 3.05.00”, NREL, Tech. Report, Nov. 2012. 

[15] Drela, M.,XFOIL: An Analysis and Design System for Low Reynolds Number Airfoils, Conference on 

Low Reynolds Number Airfoil Aerodynamics, University of Notre Dame, June 1989.  

[16] Drela, M., “XFOIL 6.94 User Guide”, MIT Aero & Astro, Dec 2001.  

[17] Viterna L. A. and Corrigan R. D., “Fixed Pitch Rotor Performance of Large Horizontal Axis Wind 

Turbines”, DOE/NASA Workshop on Large Horizontal Axis Wind Turbines, 28–30 July 1981, Cleveland, 

OH. 

[18] Samareh, J., A., “Survey of Shape Parameterization Techniques for High-Fidelity Multidisciplinary Shape 

Optimization”, AIAA Journal, Vol. 39, No. 5, May 2001, pp. 877-884. 

[19] Abbott, I., Von Doenhoff, A., “Theory of Wing Sections”, Dover Publications, Inc., Dover edition, 1958. 

 



 

 ECN-M--13-  Fout! Geen tekst met de opgegeven stijl in he    

 

ECN 
Westerduinweg 3 P.O. Box 1 
1755 LE  Petten 1755 LE Petten 
The Netherlands The Netherlands 
 
T +31 88 515 4949 
F +31 88 515 8338 
info@ ecn.nl 
www.ecn.nl 


	voorbladM-13-020
	M-13-020
	voorbladM-13-020



