LB/TH/22/2025
TH5853

INVESTIGATION OF AERODYNAMICS OF
BIOINSPIRED FLAPPING WINGS

G.G.L. De Silva

198121T

Master of Philosophy

Department of Mechanical Engineering
Faculty of Engineering

University of Moratuwa
Sri Lanka

April 2025


User
Typewritten Text
TH5853

User
Typewritten Text
LB/TH/22/2025


INVESTIGATION OF AERODYNAMICS OF
BIOINSPIRED FLAPPING WINGS

G.G.L. De Silva

198121T

Dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the

degree

Master of Philosophy

Department of Mechanical Engineering
Faculty of Engineering

University of Moratuwa
Sri Lanka

April 2025



DECLARATION

I declare that this is my own work and this Dissertation does not incorporate without
acknowledgement any material previously submitted for a Degree or Diploma in any
other University or Institute of higher learning and to the best of my knowledge and
belief it does not contain any material previously published or written by another per-
son except where the acknowledgement is made in the text. I retain the right to use
this content in whole or part in future works (such as articles or books).

Signature: Date: 2025/04/07

The supervisors should certify the Dissertation with the following declaration.

The above candidate has carried out research for the Master of Philosophy Dissertation
under our supervision. We confirm that the declaration made above by the student is
true and correct.

Name of Supervisor: Dr. K.K.N.M.P. Samaraweera

Signature of the Supervisor: Date: 07/04/2025

Name of Supervisor: Prof. N.D. Jayaweera

Signature of the Supervisor: Date:  07/04/2025

Name of Supervisor: Dr. A.G.T. Sugathapala

Signature of the Supervisor: Date:  07/04/2025



DEDICATION

To free education,

To fellow Sri Lankans whose generosity facilitates it,
And,

To the heroes whose sacrifices keep it alive.

il



ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my supervisors, Dr. Nalaka Sama-
raweera, Prof. Nirosh Jayaweera, and Dr. Thusitha Sugathapala, for providing their
support, encouragement, and patience throughout this research. They understood my
capabilities and provided the guidance and advice I needed, which ultimately led to the
success of this research. I am very grateful for dedicating their valuable time to me.

Then I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my loving wife Geemanthi and
my family and friends for their continued belief in me and their support. I would also
like to thank Mr. Lihini Thennakoon, Mr. Rawisha Serasinghe, and Mr. Dhanushka
Pieris for their constant assistance and encouragement as fellow postgraduate students
throughout the research.

All the academic and non-academic staff in laboratories and workshops in the De-
partment of Mechanical Engineering, University of Moratuwa deserve my gratitude
for providing their service whenever required without any hesitation. I extend my sin-
cere gratitude to Dr. Dulini Mudunkotuwa and the dedicated staff members of the
Department of Mechanical Engineering, University of Sri Jayawardhanapure, for their
invaluable assistance in conducting the experimental investigations for this research.

This research was funded by the Senate Research Council of the University of
Moratuwa, Sri Lanka Grant No SRC/LT/2020/16 and I would like to express my grat-
itude towards them for providing all the required funding which makes this research a
reality.

The wind tunnel facilities at the Department of Mechanical Engineering, Uni-
versity of Sri Jayawardhanapure which were used in the experimental investigation,
are provided as part of the Science and Technology Human Resource Development
Project, Ministry of Education, Sri Lanka, funded by the Asian Development Band
under the Grant No: CRG/R3/SJ18.

il



ABSTRACT

In the quest to develop bioinspired micro air vehicles capable of efficient operation
in dynamic environments, transient measurements of aerodynamic forces on pitching
and plunging wings are essential. While previous investigations have measured these
forces, there remain gaps in knowledge that impede further development of bioinspired
micro air vehicles. Overarching characteristics of lift and thrust performances of pitch-
ing and plunging wings in varying kinematic scenarios have not been the subject of ex-
tensive research. The majority of previous research has concentrated on assessing the
performance of custom-developed wing platforms tailored for specific flapping wing
micro air vehicle applications. In cases where a standard airfoil shape is employed,
investigations have been limited to a few wing flapping frequencies or free-stream ve-
locities. In this research, unsteady aerodynamic forces of pitching and plunging wings
in a range of frequencies and free stream velocities inspired by birds are investigated
both experimentally and computationally.

The experimental investigation encompasses fourteen different kinematic scenar-
10s spanning Reynolds numbers from 20,000 to 100,000 and Strouhal numbers from
0.02 to 0.1. Complementing this, the computational investigation provides additional
insights through time series variations in aerodynamic forces, velocity, and pressure
contour for twenty-five kinematic scenarios, including those examined experimentally.
The range of Reynolds and Strouhal numbers is derived from measurements taken
from birds in forward flapping flight. An experimental apparatus, purposefully de-
signed and developed for this investigation, is used in subjecting a wing with a uni-
form cross-section of the NACA 0012 airfoil to controlled pitch and plunge motions
while simultaneously measuring the aerodynamic forces acting on the wing. The mea-
surements taken using a force sensor are post-processed to compute the time-history
variation of lift and thrust coefficients in varying kinematic scenarios. Characteristics
of resultant lift and thrust coefficient variations and average values are discussed with
existing findings in flapping wing aerodynamics. Gradual decrements of extremum
values in transient lift and thrust coefficient variations are observed with increasing
Reynolds number and receding Strouhal number values. The mean values of lift and
thrust coefficients increase by an average of 35% and 83% respectively with increasing
Strouhal number in Reynolds number values of 20 000 and 40 000. But the mean lift
coefficient values decrease by an average of 46% with rising Reynolds number while
Strouhal number is 0.02 and 0.04. Results indicate that flapping wing micro air vehi-
cles perform efficiently in Reynolds numbers below 40 000 with stability in forward
accelerations and altitude changes increasing with rising Reynolds number values.

The computational investigation was done using Ansys fluent computational fluid
dynamics simulation software. After establishing an optimized simulation methodol-
ogy, a series of simulations were carried out. Aerodynamic force values are exported
and postprocessed to develop velocity and pressure contour plots as images and ani-
mations to further supplement the experimental and computational results. The char-
acteristic trends observed in the experimental results were confirmed by the computa-
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tional results. The mean lift coefficient values exhibit an average increase of 31% with
rising Strouhal number values, while they decrease by an average of 54% with increas-
ing Reynolds number values. On the other hand, the mean thrust coefficient values
demonstrate an average increase of 32% with increasing St values and a rise of 11%
on average with increasing Reynolds number values. The comparison between exper-
imental and computational results reveals a favorable agreement in the time-history
variations of lift and thrust coefficients. The percentile deviation between the mean lift
and thrust coefficients of the experimental and computational results is calculated at
12.15%, indicating a reasonably close correlation.

Keywords: Experimental Aerodynamics, Computational Fluid Dynamics, Bioinspired Wings,
Micro Air Vehicles, Flapping Wings
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