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Abstract: Gob-side entry retaining (GER) is a hot issue with regard to saving resources and reducing
the drivage ratio in longwall mining. This paper investigates an innovative approach of roof
presplitting for gob-side entry retaining (RPGER). RPGER uses the directional cumulative blasting
to split the roof in advance. The rock roof within the presplitting range caves in gob after mining.
The caved gangue can become the natural rib of the gob-side entry and expands to be the natural
supporting body for resisting the upper roof movement. A numerical model of RPGER was established
by the discrete element method (DEM), which showed that the supporting effect by the expanded
gangue was well functioning. The gob-side entry was in pressure-relief surroundings and featured
in the lesser deformation. The roof presplitting design method was presented and validated with a
field test. The test illustrated that RPGER reduced the mining pressure on the retained entry side.
The expanded gangue on the entry side was gradually compacted. It is the compaction process that
played the role of reliving mining pressure, and the compacted gangue became the effective rib of
the gob-side entry. The retained entry in the pressure-relief surroundings would stabilize a lagging
distance behind the working face. The gob-side entry after stabilization met the entry retaining and
the safety production requirements. This work illustrates the mechanism of RPGER and validates its
feasibility and efficiency.

Keywords: roof presplitting; gob-side entry retaining; retaining mechanism; numerical simulation;
field test

1. Introduction

Coal as a non-renewable energy has been consumed for a variety of purposes regarding industry
and livelihood [1]. Coal resources feature in the worldwide distribution and widespread availability,
which made it become the significant role for increasing the national economy as well, either directly
through their own value or indirectly through the international trade [2]. In 2013, both the global
production and consumption of coal reached their maximum levels, and from then global regions have
been turning to lower their level of coal production and consumption due to the environmental issues
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and the renewable energy penetration [3,4]. However, a further bounce back in coal was continually
seen in 2018 based on the slight growth in 2017. Both coal consumption (1.4%) and production
(4.3%) increases at their fastest rates for five years [5]. The major contributors were concentrated in
developing countries—especially India and China—together accounting for the majority of the gains
in both consumption and production. Interestingly, US coal producers increased their production for
exporting to Asia despite a further fall in domestic consumption [6,7]. All of the growth in global coal
consumption went into the power sector. Renewable energy grew quickly, but not quickly enough
to meet all the growth for power demand, and coal was sucked into the power sector as a balancing
fuel [5,8]. Therefore, coal as the crucial primary energy has been playing a dominant role in the
development of the global economy and construction, which will last for a considerable time in future.

Longwall coal mining is an efficient method for coal production, and it has a development history
for more than 200 years [9]. Nowadays, longwall mining has been extensively used to meet the huge
demand for coal. However, coal as a non-renewable mineral resource faces the resource depletion
after massive long-term exploitation [10]. The conventional longwall mining features the pillar layout
and leaves many coal pillars underground unrecovered. Since the 1950s, a gob-side entry retaining
(GER) method has begun to spring up in the longwall mining industry, mainly in Poland, the United
Kingdom, Russia, Germany and China [11]. This GER method retains the head entry of the current
panel and reuses the retained entry for the next adjacent panel mining—the key of which is setting
an artificial wall by filling material [12]. As shown in Figure 1, material filling for gob-side entry
retaining (MFGER) arranges the artificial filling wall after mining on the gob side. Thus, the wall
becomes the rib of the gob-side entry. After the current panel mining, the retained entry can serve the
next adjacent panel mining, as shown in Figure 2a. Therefore, GER effectively improves the recovery
ratio of coal resources and reduces entry excavation. However, the gob-side entry under the MFGER
approach is subject to large deformation due to its roof structure and stress transfer [13]. The dynamic
pressure caused by the key block movement (Figure 1) acts on the gob-side entry, which often leads to
uncontrollable rapid shrinkage of gob-side entry [14]. As the longwall mining face stretches to the
deeper level, it is more challenging and harder to maintain a gob-side entry [15,16]. Besides, the mining
geological conditions of coal seam are complex. The MFGER strategy should be specially studied
according to the different conditions [11], such as the coal seam buried depth, roof lithology, mining
height, and dip angle [17–21].
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support. In this way, RPGER simplifies the support procedure and material, and elevates the mining 
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Figure 1. Diagram of material filling for gob-side entry retaining (MFGER).

In recent years, a novel GER method has emerged as a more practical and effective approach,
which uses the roof presplitting technique instead of the material filling to retain the gob-side entry.
As compared in Figure 2, roof presplitting for gob-side entry retaining (RPGER) cancels the wall setting
and uses the presplitting technique to cut the roof. The gob rock roof collapses after mining along
the roof presplitting line, and the caved gangue forms the retained entry rib by the gob-side support.
In this way, RPGER simplifies the support procedure and material, and elevates the mining efficiency
and continuity. Because of its simplicity and general applicability, RPGER is tested and adopted
by many coalmines in China, and the application effects are satisified—even in complex geological
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conditions such as in the thick coal seam, deep buried depth, hard roof or compound roof and incline
coal seam [22–25]. Zhang et al. (2011) [26] introduced the RPGER application on the protective seam
mining for alleviating the problem of gas accumulation and burst, and the field test in the tail entry of
the protective face 2422 in the Baijiao coalmine achieved good effect. Guo et al. (2016) [27] studied
the key parameters of RPGER in the thin coal seam mining and successfully tested its application in
the 3118 thin coal seam face of Jiayang coalmine. He et al. (2018) [28] studied the RFGEP application
in a thick-seam fast-extracted mining face and tested industrial effect in the S1201 haulage entry
of Ningtiaota coalmine. He et al. (2018) [29] studied the key parameters of RPGER in the deep
medium-thickness coal seam mining and successfully tested its application in the 21304-working face
of Chengjiao coalmine. However, the existing researches were mostly conducted for a particular case
but barely attached the importance to the mechanism of RPGER. The understanding and exploration
on the RPGER mechanism are vital for the technical improvement and promotion. Especially as the
mining depth increases, the complicated stress environment will pose a new challenge to the RPGER
application. Therefore, this work established a study of the RPGER approach, proceeded from its
principle, established the roof presplitting design method, and explored its GER mechanism.
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Figure 2. Different GER approach. (a) Material filling; (b) roof presplitting.

2. RPGER Approach

2.1. Roof Presplitting

The roof presplitting adopts the directional cumulative blasting technique, which is a precise
tensile blasting method to generate directional cracks between the boreholes. The blasting principle is
illustrated in Figure 3. Under the guidance of the bilateral energy-accumulation tube, a high-energy
jet flow unloads from both sides of the borehole. The jet flow first grooves the surrounding rock.
Considering the rock nature of high compressive resistance but low tensile resistance, these grooves
develop the tensile fractures continuously by the cumulative tension effect. This effect attenuates as
the increasing distance from the borehole center. In the end, the directional tensile crack ends when
the tension is smaller than the rock tensile strength. Therefore, when multiple boreholes are set in
a line, and the energy unloading direction is in keeping with the connecting line of the boreholes,
a continuous directional crack is formed in the rock mass. In the RPGER approach, we utilize this
blasting technique to split the rock roof before the mining.
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2.2. RPGER Principle

The RPGER approach uses the directional cumulative blasting technique to presplit the entry
roof on the gob side, which cuts off the rock roof connection and separates the rock roof between the
gob-side entry and the gob. As pictured in Figure 4, the roof presplitting is set at a certain height
with an angle. Because the roof has been cut apart along the presplitting line, the gob roof will cave
spontaneously when the coal seam is mined out. The volume of the caved rock mass will increase due
to the rock broken-expansion nature. Therefore, the expanded rock mass can be used as the potential
supporting body against the overlying movement, and the rock mass forms the natural entry rib with
the help of the gob-side support. These effects avoid the trouble of setting the artificial filling material
and create pressure-relief surroundings for the gob-side entry retaining.
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2.3. Numerical Simulating Effect of RPGER

2.3.1. Numerical Model

To investigate the surrounding rock movement in the RPGER approach, we established the
discrete element model in two-dimension by UDEC program. UDEC is designed for simulating
the response of the discontinuous material under the static or dynamic load. The rock mass with
fractures such as joints and bedding is the typical discontinuous material. Discontinuities therein are
treated as the boundary surface between the generated blocks, which can be rigid or deformable body,
and these blocks can move, slip and rotate along the discontinuities in a large scale [30]. Considering
the potential multiphysics change in the actual situation [31,32], the block adopts the deformable body
and the calculating step was appropriately set as 5000, which helps observe the different regional
response of rock blocks under RPGER. As shown in Figure 5, the model size was 200 m × 60 m and
the dimension of the gob-side entry was 5 m × 2.5 m. The roof presplitting height was set as 7 m.
Because the study objects were centered on the roof movement above the coal seam, the model grids
were compactly generated and became thinner from the bottom up; the grid size was categorized
according to the formation type. The model boundaries were fixed except for the upper boundary.
The overlying pressure was set to 0.25 MPa, which is equivalent to 10 m-thick strata. The constitutive
model of the rock material was the Mohr-Coulomb model. The joint model adopted the Coulomb-Slip
model in the surface contact. This joint model considers the elastic stiffness, the friction, the cohesion
and the dilatancy, etc., which is commonly used in the underground rock excavation simulation [33].
The model mechanical parameters of the rock mass and joint are listed in Tables 1 and 2, respectively.
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Table 1. Rock mechanical parameters in model.

Rock Strata Density/(kg/m3)
Elasticity

Modulus (GPa)
Friction

(deg)
Cohesion

(MPa)
Tensile Strength

(MPa)

Roof III 2550 18.6 33 2.6 1.18
Roof II 2600 19.4 32 2.8 1.24
Roof I 2750 22.6 30 3.2 1.60
Coal 1500 4.0 22 0.8 0.36
Floor 2550 18.2 30 2.4 1.12
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Table 2. Rock joint plane mechanical parameters in model.

Rock Strata Normal Stiffness
(GPa)

Sheer Stiffness
(GPa) Friction (deg) Cohesion (MPa)

Roof III 2.2 1.1 5 0.03
Roof II 2.7 1.4 9 0.04
Roof I 3.2 2.6 10 0.02
Coal 0.6 3.8 3 0
Floor 2.6 1.2 8 0.04

2.3.2. Simulation Results

The numerical simulation effect was shown in Figure 6. From the holistic perspective, the upper
roof displacement on the right of the dashed white line was clearly greater than the left side, and the
roof separation occurred on the right side. This illustrates that the caved rock mass close to the
entry expanded effectively, and the expanded rock material filled the mining void that provided the
resistance against the upper roof movement. By enlarging the gob-side entry part, we can see that the
gob roof was apart with the entry roof significantly along the presplitting line; the rock mass within
the presplitting height broke down while the entry roof was comparatively intact. The numerical
results show that the displacement of the gob-side entry roof was 0~0.5 m, and the immediate part and
most of the entry roof were only in the minimum scope of 0~0.25 m. Therefore, the RPGER approach
not only solves the entry rib formation but also provides a pressure-relief environment to help the
entry retaining.
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3. Field Test

3.1. Geological Condition

To validate the applicability and effectiveness of the RPGER approach, we conducted a field
test in the Baoshan coalmine, Inner Mongolia, China. As shown in Figure 7a, the 6301 mining panel
finished the extraction, and the test was conducted during the mining process of the 6302 panel.
Therefore, the RPGER approach was applied to the 6302 tail entry. The 6302 mining panel was 200 m
wide along the dip and 890 m long along the strike. The roof presplitting work was progressed
inside along the strike direction of the tail entry before mining. Figure 7b shows the stratigraphic
column of the experimental mining panel. The mined coal seam was #6 coal with a mean thickness
of 1.6 m. The immediate floor was 3 m-thick sandy mudstone; the lower floor was 5.11 m-thick
medium sandstone. The immediate roof was 3.78 m-thick fine sandstone, and the upper roof was
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sandy mudstone and fine sandstone with the average thicknesses of 23.2 m and 13.92 m, respectively.
Additionally, the average buried depth of the coal seam was 60 m, and the average inclination was 2◦.Energies 2019, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 16 
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3.2. Test Design

3.2.1. Presplitting Angle

The rock mass has its own mechanical properties and varies greatly from site to site. Therefore, the
roof presplitting angle should be considered according to the site geological conditions. As illustrated in
Section 2.2 (the RPGER principle), the presplitting position is on the gob side of the entry roof. To make
the rock material within the presplitting height caves smoothly, the presplitting line should be angled at
a proper degree to the gob side. According to the voussoir beam theory and the “S-R” stability principle,
the fracture surface position varies in the interacted rock blocks due to the existing of initial cracks,
while the roof presplitting defines the fracture surface before the rock breaks. As shown in Figure 8,
the presplitting angle is θ between the presplitting line and the vertical direction. The horizontal thrust
T and the shear force RA-B are applied on the occlusal point of fractured rock blocks. The condition of
block B keeping in balance is

(T cosθ−RA−B sinθ) · tanϕ ≥ RA−B cosθ+ T sinθ, (1)

where ϕ is the friction angle of the rock mass. According to the whole structure model of the voussoir
beam [34], the thrust T and the shear force RA-B can be separately expressed as

T =
LBQB

2(h− sB)
, (2)

where LB is the friction angle of the rock mass; QB is the weight of block B; h is the block thickness; sB is
the rotational sinking value of block B.

RA−B = QB. (3)

Substituting Equations (2) and (3) into (1), the presplitting angle θ is calculated as

θ ≥ ϕ− arctan
2(h− sB)

LB
. (4)
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According to the geological parameters on the test site, the parameters therein were ϕ = 30◦,
h = 3.78 m, sB = 1.6 m and LB = 15.5 m; θ ≥ 14.28◦ was obtained. The presplitting angle in the
engineering test was determined to be 15◦.Energies 2019, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 16 
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3.2.2. Presplitting Length

The presplitting height is the key factor in the improvement of the entry pressure surroundings.
The immediate roof caving height generally cannot fill the mining void during the usual mining
process. This leads to a gap existing between the gangue and the upper strata. The gap height ∆h can
be expressed as

∆h = m− hi(b− 1), (5)

where m is the mining height, hi is the height of the immediate roof and b is the bulking factor of the
broken rock mass.

This gap provides conditions for the bending-sinkage movement of the upper strata, which causes
serious mine-pressure behavior in the gob-side entry. The roof presplitting cleverly utilizes the
broken-expansion behavior of the rock mass to make up the gap so as to reduce the mine pressure.
The presplitting length L should generally meet

L ≥
m

(b− 1) cosθ
. (6)

When the gob is filled with the broken rock mass, the strata subsides slightly, and the disorderly
stacked rock is compacted accordingly. Substituting the related parameters in the field into Equation (6),
where m = 1.6 m, b = 1.35 and θ = 15◦, we got L ≥ 4.73 m. The presplitting length in the engineering test
was determined to be 5 m. The roof presplitting design sketch on site is shown in Figure 9. The gob-side
support adopted the supporting combination of “Hydraulic prop + Double U-steel + Diamond mesh,”
which blocked gangue into the entry and integrated the rock being the entry rib. The roof support
adopted the supporting combination of “Constant-resistance large-deformation (CRLD) anchor +

Metal bolt + Metal mesh”, which ensures the roof integrity and safety during the RPGER process.
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3.3. Test Effect

3.3.1. Roof Splitting Effect

To ensure that the roof was separated successfully by the directional blasting, we first used the Exib
borehole peeping instrument to observe the crack generation after the blasting. As shown in Figure 10a,
the camera probe gradually moved into the borehole from the bottom and recorded the hole image in
real time. The continuously recorded image was stored in the equipment host. Through the interaction
with the computer, we obtained the blasting hole imaging. As shown in Figure 10b, the round surface
was developed in a plane. In the charge segment (2.0–5.0 m), two apparent directional cracks extended
along the axis of borehole depth.
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Figure 10. Borehole peeping. (a) Mining panel layout; (b) stratigraphic column of the 6302 mining panel.

When the roof was presplit effectively, the gob roof would cave along the splitting line as the
mining face advanced. As shown in Figure 11, we observed the rock mass caving situation on
the gob side through the metal mesh and found that the half borehole was on the collapsed rock.
This phenomenon illustrated that a smooth weak plane was formed along the borehole line by the
directional blasting. When the mining void was formed, the gob roof collapsed along the weak plane.
The half-hole stayed in the original position of the entry roof, and the other half part was in the
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collapsed rock mass. For the jointed rock mass (Figure 11a), some blasting derivative cracks existed
on the splitting plane due to the guidance of pre-existing fractures in rock mass. For the intact rock
mass (Figure 11b), the splitting plane was a smoother and more intact plane. Meanwhile, we could see
that no other obvious cracks were formed on the hole surface, which illustrated the energy-guidance
function of the bilateral energy-accumulation tube (Figure 3).Energies 2019, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 10 of 16 
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Figure 11. Roof splitting effect shown in the gob. (a) Jointed rock mass; (b) intact rock mass.

3.3.2. Mining Pressure

To investigate the RPGER pressure relief effect, we monitored the hydraulic support pressure
changes in different positions of the working face. As known from Section 2.3.2, the caved gob-roof
close to the roof presplitting line fully expands to resist the upper roof motion. As the distance from the
presplitting plane increases, the pressure-relief effect reduces so as to the roof separation. Therefore,
we chose the pressure monitoring results of the hydraulic support on the roof non-presplitting side
and the roof presplitting side for analyses. The pressure change of the whole support on the roof
non-presplitting side was illustrated in Figure 12a. During the 60 m advanced distance, the maximum
support pressure from the roof fracturing was 6667 kN and the average pressure was 4488 kN. As for
the support on the roof presplitting side (Figure 12b), the maximum support pressure was 5549 kN and
the average pressure was 3641 kN during the same 60 m advanced distance. With the help of the caved
gangue support, the maximum pressure decreased by 16.8 % and the average pressure decreased by
18.9 %. These results showed that the RPGER approach changed the fractured roof action mode on
the roof presplitting side. In the mining face advanced direction, the mining pressure directly loaded
objects changed from the “coal wall + hydraulic support” to the combination of “coal wall + hydraulic
support + gangue”. As a result, pressure relief surroundings were created for the entry retaining.

Meanwhile, the bearing rule of the expanded gangue was investigated on the test site. The bearing
rule can be reflected from the law of the gangue compressive deformation, so we designed the in-situ
labeling method to monitor the broken-expansion coefficient of the gangue. First, we made a mark
in the presplitting borehole at a particular depth h0. When the coal mass below was mined out,
the gob roof caved and the initial stack height of the mark on the half-hole surface was h1. Then,
we continuously recorded the stack heights as h2, h3, . . . , hn with the mining face advanced until
the height did not change anymore. The broken-expansion coefficient b was calculated as b = hi/h0

(i = 1, 2, . . . , n). Figure 13 showed the dynamic change of the gangue broken-expansion coefficient as
the working face advanced. The coefficient change curve was characterized by the trend of “rapid
decrease −moderate decrease − stable” as the working face advanced. At the initial state, the gangue
volume increased by 1.53 times. Then, the gangue as the supporting body was compressed due to the
roof weighting. In the beginning stage, the monitoring position was close to the working face, and the
dynamic pressure effect there was significant. Besides, the initial caved rock mass piled loosely. So,
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the gangue volume decreased rapidly during the initial compression. As the working face advanced
away from the monitoring position, the dynamic pressure influence weakened. The rock mass was
compacted gradually, and the compressible space shrank. Therefore, the coefficient decreased slowly.
Finally, the gangue expanded and stabilized at a certain broken-expansion coefficient, around 1.34.
The stabilization distance on site was around 100 m behind the working face. The results showed that
the roof weighting pressure is finite, and the gangue can be the active supporting body in the dynamic
pressure zone. When the gangue was compacted in the stabilization zone, it can be the effective rib of
the retaining entry.

Energies 2019, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 10 of 16 

 

 
(a) 

 
(b) 

Figure 11. Roof splitting effect shown in the gob. (a) Jointed rock mass; (b) intact rock mass. 

3.3.2. Mining Pressure 

To investigate the RPGER pressure relief effect, we monitored the hydraulic support pressure 
changes in different positions of the working face. As known from Section 2.3.2, the caved gob-roof 
close to the roof presplitting line fully expands to resist the upper roof motion. As the distance from 
the presplitting plane increases, the pressure-relief effect reduces so as to the roof separation. 
Therefore, we chose the pressure monitoring results of the hydraulic support on the roof non-
presplitting side and the roof presplitting side for analyses. The pressure change of the whole support 
on the roof non-presplitting side was illustrated in Figure 12a. During the 60 m advanced distance, 
the maximum support pressure from the roof fracturing was 6667 kN and the average pressure was 
4488 kN. As for the support on the roof presplitting side (Figure 12b), the maximum support pressure 
was 5549 kN and the average pressure was 3641 kN during the same 60 m advanced distance. With 
the help of the caved gangue support, the maximum pressure decreased by 16.8 % and the average 
pressure decreased by 18.9 %. These results showed that the RPGER approach changed the fractured 
roof action mode on the roof presplitting side. In the mining face advanced direction, the mining 
pressure directly loaded objects changed from the “coal wall + hydraulic support” to the combination 
of “coal wall + hydraulic support + gangue”. As a result, pressure relief surroundings were created 
for the entry retaining. 

 
(a) 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60

1000

2000

3000

4000

5000

6000

7000

4488

(52,6667)

Pr
es

su
re

/k
N

Advancing distance of mining face/m

Average pressure

Energies 2019, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 16 

 

 
(b) 

Figure 12. Hydraulic support pressure monitoring results. (a) Roof non-presplitting side; (b) roof 
presplitting side. 

Meanwhile, the bearing rule of the expanded gangue was investigated on the test site. The 
bearing rule can be reflected from the law of the gangue compressive deformation, so we designed 
the in-situ labeling method to monitor the broken-expansion coefficient of the gangue. First, we made 
a mark in the presplitting borehole at a particular depth h0. When the coal mass below was mined 
out, the gob roof caved and the initial stack height of the mark on the half-hole surface was h1. Then, 
we continuously recorded the stack heights as h2, h3, …, hn with the mining face advanced until the 
height did not change anymore. The broken-expansion coefficient b was calculated as b = hi/h0 (i = 1, 
2, …, n). Figure 13 showed the dynamic change of the gangue broken-expansion coefficient as the 
working face advanced. The coefficient change curve was characterized by the trend of “rapid 
decrease − moderate decrease − stable” as the working face advanced. At the initial state, the gangue 
volume increased by 1.53 times. Then, the gangue as the supporting body was compressed due to the 
roof weighting. In the beginning stage, the monitoring position was close to the working face, and 
the dynamic pressure effect there was significant. Besides, the initial caved rock mass piled loosely. 
So, the gangue volume decreased rapidly during the initial compression. As the working face 
advanced away from the monitoring position, the dynamic pressure influence weakened. The rock 
mass was compacted gradually, and the compressible space shrank. Therefore, the coefficient 
decreased slowly. Finally, the gangue expanded and stabilized at a certain broken-expansion 
coefficient, around 1.34. The stabilization distance on site was around 100 m behind the working face. 
The results showed that the roof weighting pressure is finite, and the gangue can be the active 
supporting body in the dynamic pressure zone. When the gangue was compacted in the stabilization 
zone, it can be the effective rib of the retaining entry. 
  

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60

1000

2000

3000

4000

5000

6000

7000

3641

Pr
es

su
re

/k
N

Advancing distance of mining face/m

Average pressure

(18,5549)

Figure 12. Hydraulic support pressure monitoring results. (a) Roof non-presplitting side; (b) roof
presplitting side.



www.manaraa.com

Energies 2019, 12, 3316 12 of 16
Energies 2019, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 16 

 

 
Figure 13. Broken-expansion coefficient change. 

3.3.3. Gob-Side Entry Deformation 

The gob-side retained entry deformation is an important indicator for evaluating an entry 
retaining method. A stable and less deforming entry is preferred for the mining production and 
safety. To investigate the gob-side entry deformation rule and its stability under the RPGER 
approach, we monitored the entry vertical and horizontal displacement during the retaining process. 
The vertical displacement monitoring included three indexes: the roof subsidence, the floor heave 
and their algebraic sum (i.e., the roof-to-floor convergence). As shown in Figure 14a, the vertical 
displacement kept going up with the increasing distance behind away from the working face. When 
the working face was 148 m ahead of the monitoring point, the subsequent displacement did not 
increase anymore; the entry of the vertical direction there entered the stable state. In the entry-
deforming stage, the roof subsidence was the principal component of the roof-to-floor convergence, 
and the subsidence rapidly increased within the first 67 m. Compared to the roof deformation, the 
floor heave displacement increased gently over the process, and the increase in the latter half of the 
deforming stage was a little faster than the first half. Finally, the roof subsidence stabilized at 131 
mm, and the floor heave displacement stabilized at 81 mm. The roof-to-floor convergence was 212 
mm. Figure 14b shows the horizontal displacement variation of the gob-side entry as the working 
face advanced. The horizontal displacement monitoring likewise included three indexes: the gangue 
rib extrusion, the coal rib extrusion and their algebraic sum (i.e., the rib-to-rib convergence). As the 
lagging distance from the working face to the monitoring position increased, the horizontal 
displacement remained growth. When the lagging distance was 125 m, the horizontal displacement 
ended up in the convergence, where the entry entered the stable state in the horizontal direction. In 
the deforming stage, the gangue extrusion was the major component of the rib-to-rib convergence. 
As the gangue was gradually compacted (Figure 13), the gangue rib deformation became stable to 86 
mm. The other component of the horizontal convergence (i.e., the coal rib deformation) stabilized at 
53 mm with the weakening effect of the dynamic pressure. The ultimate rib-to-rib convergence was 
139 mm. 
  

Figure 13. Broken-expansion coefficient change.

3.3.3. Gob-Side Entry Deformation

The gob-side retained entry deformation is an important indicator for evaluating an entry
retaining method. A stable and less deforming entry is preferred for the mining production and
safety. To investigate the gob-side entry deformation rule and its stability under the RPGER approach,
we monitored the entry vertical and horizontal displacement during the retaining process. The vertical
displacement monitoring included three indexes: the roof subsidence, the floor heave and their
algebraic sum (i.e., the roof-to-floor convergence). As shown in Figure 14a, the vertical displacement
kept going up with the increasing distance behind away from the working face. When the working
face was 148 m ahead of the monitoring point, the subsequent displacement did not increase anymore;
the entry of the vertical direction there entered the stable state. In the entry-deforming stage, the roof
subsidence was the principal component of the roof-to-floor convergence, and the subsidence rapidly
increased within the first 67 m. Compared to the roof deformation, the floor heave displacement
increased gently over the process, and the increase in the latter half of the deforming stage was a
little faster than the first half. Finally, the roof subsidence stabilized at 131 mm, and the floor heave
displacement stabilized at 81 mm. The roof-to-floor convergence was 212 mm. Figure 14b shows the
horizontal displacement variation of the gob-side entry as the working face advanced. The horizontal
displacement monitoring likewise included three indexes: the gangue rib extrusion, the coal rib
extrusion and their algebraic sum (i.e., the rib-to-rib convergence). As the lagging distance from the
working face to the monitoring position increased, the horizontal displacement remained growth.
When the lagging distance was 125 m, the horizontal displacement ended up in the convergence,
where the entry entered the stable state in the horizontal direction. In the deforming stage, the gangue
extrusion was the major component of the rib-to-rib convergence. As the gangue was gradually
compacted (Figure 13), the gangue rib deformation became stable to 86 mm. The other component of
the horizontal convergence (i.e., the coal rib deformation) stabilized at 53 mm with the weakening
effect of the dynamic pressure. The ultimate rib-to-rib convergence was 139 mm.

According to the above analysis of the entry deformation, the ultimate dimension of the gob-side
entry was 2238 mm high and 4661 mm wide, which sufficiently met the entry retaining requirements
for the next mining face production. Figure 15 shows the scenario of the gob-side entry onsite.
Compared with the entry before mining, the entry was retained with high quality after the mining.
The roof was still complete and flat; the gangue rib was integrally formed with the help of the
gob-side support; the floor and the coal rib were well maintained. The gob-side entry met the safety
production requirements.
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4. Discussion and Conclusions

This study investigates an innovative approach of presplitting roof for retaining the gob-side
entry (RPGER). RPGER uses the directional cumulative blasting technique to split the entry roof before
mining, thus cuting off the lower rock roof connection between the gob-side entry and the gob. The gob
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roof within the presplitting height caves spontaneously on the entry side after mining, and the caved
gangue become the gob-side entry rib with the help of gob-side support. Meanwhile, the gob-side entry
by RPGER is under the pressure relief surroundings, which is favorable for retaining the gob-side entry.

The numerical simulation of RPGER was conducted by the discrete element method. Simulation
results verified the proposed approach. The caved gob roof on the entry side formed one entry rib and
expanded to be the natural supporting body for resisting the upper roof movement. The strata sagging
value on the entry side was significantly less than that on the deep gob side, and most of the gob-side
entry roof was in the least deforming range at this strata system.

A field test was conducted to study the engineering application of the RPGER approach. According
to the geological site conditions, the scientific presplitting angle and length were obtained through the
derived Equations (4) and (6). Under the field construction, the roof presplitting could directionally
cut apart the roof. The mining pressure on the entry side decreased due to the supporting effect of the
broken-expansion rock mass within the presplitting height, and the average pressure was released
by 18.9% in the field. During the pressure relief process, the gangue was gradually compacted to the
stable state, thus becoming an effective rib of the gob-side entry. Meanwhile, the retained gob-side
entry would go through a deforming period when the entry position was closely behind the working
face. The roof subsidence was the major component of the vertical convergence, and the gangue rib
extrusion was the major component of the horizontal convergence. The field test showed that the entry
stabilization distance in the vertical direction was 148 m and in the horizontal direction was 125 m.
The vertical and horizontal displacement was 212 mm and 139 mm, respectively. The gob-side entry
after stabilization sufficiently met the entry retaining and the safety production requirements.

The study results provide an innovative approach of RPGER and potentially reveal its GER
mechanism. Although different coalmines present significant variations of geological and mining
conditions—which may lead to different design parameters and application effects of RPGER—it is vital
to master the RPGER principle and mechanism for optimizing the entry retaining process and ensuring
the entry safety. RPGER is in rapid development and promotion owing to its high usability and
efficiency. It is noteworthy that the law of underground mining pressure under the complex geological
and mining conditions is immensely complicated. Therefore, one potential research direction of RPGER
in future is supposed to concern the applied research of RPGER in the high-stress environment.
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