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Abstract: Massive hydraulic fracturing (MHF) is currently the most effective technology used to
create fracture networks with sufficient conductivity and maximize the stimulated reservoir volume
(SRV) in tight oil and gas reservoirs. The newly initiated fracture networks during MHF usually
exhibit complex fracture morphology and contain intersected fractures and fracture branches. The
conductivity of these fractures plays a pivotal role in determining long-term productivity. Due to
the complex geometry, it is difficult to accurately evaluate intersected fracture conductivity through
traditional conductivity measurement methods and devices which are designed for a single primary
fracture. Unlike previous studies where fracture conductivity was measured using two rock slabs
under single-direction (vertical) loading, we establish a novel conductivity measurement apparatus
that can mimic different fracture intersection scenarios under both vertical and transverse loading to
facilitate the evaluation of intersected fracture conductivity. Based on this apparatus, a standard con-
ductivity measurement framework for intersected fractures under biaxial compaction conditions is
also proposed, and stable and reliable conductivity testing data are obtained. Sensitivity analyses are
performed to find out the controlling factors of intersected fracture conductivity and the correspond-
ing conductivity evolution law. Results indicate that the overall intersected fracture conductivity of
intersected fractures can be divided into three stages, with closure pressure increasing, videlicet, the
conductivity rapid reduction stage at low closure pressure, the conductivity slow reduction stage,
and the conductivity stabilization stage. Higher proppant concentration results in higher conductiv-
ity. However, the conductivity differences among cases with different proppant concentration are
relatively small at high closure pressure (conductivity stabilization stage). The more complex the
fracture intersecting pattern is, the higher the conductivity would be. The experimental results can
provide guidance for the design of proppant placement procedure for intersected fractures.

Keywords: unconventional reservoir; complex fracture; conductivity; conductivity measurement

1. Introduction

With the rapid development of conventional reservoirs and increased demand of
oil and gas resources, tight reservoirs, such as shale reservoirs, now have huge potential
for world future oil and gas supply [1]. However, due to poor permeability, primary
production from these reservoirs is extremely low [1–5]. Multistaged massive hydraulic
fracturing (MMHF) is frequently used to extend fracture networks, maximize reservoir
contact surface areas, and achieve economic rates in these reservoirs [6–8]. After MMHF,
multiple intersected fractures within the fracture networks are observed, and they are
a combination of tensile fractures, sheared weak discontinuities, natural fractures, and
pressure solution interfaces [9,10]. Fracture conductivity is a crucial parameter that affects
postfracturing productivity [11]. Laboratory tests are treated as direct, controllable, and
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repeatable methods to investigate fracture conductivity [12]. Thus, over the years, a lot
of experimental work has been performed to directly measure fracture conductivity at
different closure pressures.

Early in 1973, Cooke [13] performed fracture conductivity measurement procedures
under stress using multilayer brittle proppants. The impacts of fluid type, temperature,
and non-Darcy flow were investigated. In 1985, Cutler et al. [14] completed laboratory
fracture conductivity studies to compare the performance of various proppants under
intermediate- and high-stress conditions. Their results show that many oxide ceramics
provide acceptable conductivity even the closure stress reaches 96.5 MPa. Resin-coated
proppants offer smaller conductivity compared with uncoated oxide ones. Then, Penny [15]
outlined equipment and procedures that can obtain repeatable long-term fracture conduc-
tivity at different temperatures and closures. The conductivity impairment caused by
crosslinked fracturing fluids and fluid loss additives were studied. It was found that
fracturing fluids reduce fracture conductivity due to the formation of the residual filter
cake. The used additives generate 5% additional conductivity loss. Much and Penny [16]
performed conductivity measurement experiments using two classes of proppants to reveal
the effects of time, stress, proppant embedment, and gel damage on fracture conductivity.
They concluded that traditional conductivity–stress evaluation would overestimate fracture
conductivity under in situ conditions. The inclusion of time and temperature effects makes
the measurement results more meaningful. In the same year, Parker and McDaniel [17]
developed laboratory conductivity testing methods to mimic in situ conditions. Their
results indicate that achieving high proppant concentration can reduce the impairment
caused by gel filter cakes. Later on, a laboratory investigation was conducted by Bilden
et al. [18] to analyze the effects of shut-in periods on fracture conductivity. They found that,
under their experimental conditions, 7-day shut-in periods did not show a detrimental
effect on conductivity. In 2001, Fredd et al. [19] conducted a series of fracture conductivity
measurement experiments to understand how fracture properties affect conductivity. The
impacts of fracture displacement, asperity, proppant concentration and strength, and rock
mechanical properties on fracture conductivity were analyzed. They found that under
asperity-dominated conditions, the conductivity variation is difficult to predict, while high-
strength proppants with low concentration offer proppant-dominated conductivity and
overcome the uncertainty of conductivity caused by formation properties. Weaver et al. [20]
developed a method to examine the impact of geochemical reactions on proppant-pack
conductivity. They used radial-conductivity cells and found that proppant dissolution
and remineralization result in the proppant pack permeability reduction. Kurz et al. [21]
measured the conductivity provided by various proppants at reservoir temperatures and
pressures utilizing reservoir rock cores. They found that some fluids can influence both
proppant and rock strength. The overall conductivity is controlled by proppant and rock
strength and formation spalling and embedment.

More recently, Zhang et al. [22] tested the unpropped induced fracture, unpropped
natural fracture, and propped fracture conductivity under realistic conditions for the
Barnett shale. Their results indicate that unpropped displaced fracture conductivity is one
order of magnitude higher than that of unpropped aligned fractures, while larger proppant
size and higher proppant concentration enhance propped fracture conductivity. To measure
complex fracture network conductivity, Wen et al. [23] established a new conductivity
measurement device and used marble slabs to mimic nine fracture intersection scenarios for
typical fracture networks. However, lateral compaction cannot be included in that device,
which may produce inaccurate results compared with those from in situ conditions. Zhan
et al. [24] developed core-scale complex fracture conductivity measurement equipment
and simply tested unpropped fracture conductivity. Combining 3D scanning and 3D
engraving technology, Chen et al. [25] proposed a new method to reproduce samples with
identical fracture surface morphology and similar mechanical properties and used them to
investigate the conductivity of fractures with rough surfaces under different conditions. Li
et al. [26] experimentally studied the role of proppant size, concentration, effective stress,
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water soaking, and rock type on nonmonotonic fracture conductivity evolution. Based
on the background of popular temporary plugging and diversion fracturing technology,
Zhang et al. [27] placed a mixture of proppants and degradable particle diverter in the
fracture to evaluate fracture conductivity and find the optimal combination of the two
types of particles. Fan et al. [28] used sand and ceramic proppant monolayers to test
how proppant embedment induces the conductivity loss in narrow fractures. From the
above review, it can be seen that these studies help researchers and engineers to better
understand the controlling factors of fracture conductivity. However, existing fracture
conductivity measurement procedures mainly focus on the conductivity of a single fracture.
The experimental apparatus they used is similar to or the same as the API standard
conductivity cell, as shown in Figure 1. It can only deal with vertical compaction, although
researchers may use different samples, such as a combination of two original rock slabs or a
combination of multiple marble slabs [23]. The core-scale device used by Zhan et al. [24] is
also a cuboid cell with a cylindrical core chamber. The laboratory work for complex fracture
conductivity measurement still has some limitations. The conductivity of intersected
fractures has not been comprehensively studied under conditions close to the in situ ones.
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Figure 1. A typical fracture conductivity cell [29].

This research aims at establishing a new fracture conductivity measurement system
that can test intersected fracture conductivity under more realistic conditions. Based on this
apparatus, we figure out a standard conductivity measurement framework for intersected
fractures under biaxial compaction conditions. Dominant factors for intersected fracture
conductivity evolution are documented according to our experimental results. The findings
of this work are beneficial for MHF optimization design.

2. Experimental Apparatus

The newly developed conductivity measurement system consists of four sub-systems,
namely the loading system, the fluid injection system, the data acquisition system, and
the conductivity cell. Detailed components of the conductivity measurement system are
shown in Figure 2. The conductivity cell is designed and improved based on the API cell of
Cooke [13]. Unlike classical conductivity cells where the hydraulic load is added parallel to
a certain direction (vertical direction), this conductivity cell involves both vertical and lateral
loading so that biaxial compaction can be realized. The new cell uses the same hydraulic
device as the API standard conductivity cell in the vertical direction. The difference is that
the lateral stress-loading module is added to the loading system. The system pushes the
side piston to achieve lateral stress loading by injecting flow pressure into the side pressure
piston cylinder. This is closer to the actual in situ conditions for intersected fractures
in the reservoir. Figures 3 and 4 demonstrate the components of the conductivity cell
and the intersected fracture patterns of the intersected fracture unit that will be placed
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in the conductivity cell. The length, width, and height of the inner chamber are 178 mm,
38 mm, and 81 mm, respectively. Note that in the length direction, there is a length of
38 mm occupied by the two semicircular ends of the chamber, so the effective length for
the intersected fracture unit is 140 mm. The intersected fracture unit is fabricated into
dimensions fit for chamber of the conductivity cell, and is 140 mm long, 34 mm wide, and
34 mm high. This unit is composed of several steel cuboid blocks representing rock blocks.
Compared with rock samples, it is more flexible to create different fracture intersecting
patterns if we utilize steel cuboid blocks. Since the conductivity is provided by the propped
space and conductivity evolution is dominated by the proppant’s dynamic responses
to external loading, the impact of adjacent cuboid block’s material on conductivity is
negligible. The fracture patterns (types A, B, and C in Figure 4) used to represent different
fracture intersecting scenarios are selected based on Wen et al. [23] and the typical sugar
cube fracture network model. The conductivity cell’s biaxial loads that mimic closure
pressure can reach up to 60 MPa with an accuracy of 0.01 MPa. The flux offered by the
pump is in the range of 0 to 100 mL/min. The pressure transducer is connected to the
three-way connector (Figure 2d) to collect pressure data. Different sizes of proppants, such
as 30/50 mesh, 40/70 mesh, and 70/140 mesh, are used in our experiments to analyze the
impact of the proppant size on intersected fracture unit conductivity. Sand-control screens
are also added to the inlet and outlet of the intersected fracture unit (Figure 3d) to avoid
crushed proppant flowing out.
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Figure 2. Schematic of the experimental apparatus: (a) upstream fluid reservoir, (b) pump, (c) pre-
treated fracturing fluid reservoir, (d) pressure transducer, (e) conductivity cell, (f) back pressure
regulator, (g) vacuum buffer container, (h) vacuum pump, (i) downstream fluid collection container,
(j) precision lab scale, (k) computer, (l) data acquisition panel, (m) hydraulic load frame, (n) vertical-
direction piston, (o) lateral load frame, and (p) side piston.
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by another transparent heat-shrink sleeve outside the black sleeve.

3. Experimental Procedure

This research focuses on testing intersected fracture conductivity, investigating the
conductivity’s controlling factors, and evaluating the conductivity evolution law. The
conductivity was measured at varying closure pressure (from 3.45 MPa to 55.2 MPa) with
different proppant concentration (from 3 kg/m2 to 10 kg/m2). Detailed description of the
experimental procedure is as follows (see the flow chart in Figure 5).
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3.1. Intersected Fracture Unit Preparation

The intersected fracture unit needs to be prepared first before performing the conduc-
tivity measurement experiment. To mimic different fracture intersecting patterns, different
combinations of cuboid blocks are used, as shown in Figure 4a. The relative position
of the blocks is fixed by utilizing transparent plastic sheets (see Figure 4b), forming the
intersected structure. Then, proppants are placed into the void space (fractures) of this unit
through the inlet, while the outlet of this unit is sealed by the plastic sheets. When loading
proppant, firstly the sample is fixed, a thin transparent plastic sheet is used to bond and fix
the steel block to keep its relative position, and a physical model of intersected fractures
is constructed. Then, the fixed steel block assembly is placed upright, the bottom of the
sample is sealed with the same thin transparent plastic sheet, and the seam is filled with
proppant by pouring. After the completion of proppant filling, a pressure-resistant heat
shrinkable pipe is sheathed outside the proppant and steel block assembly and heated with
a hot air gun to make it shrink and compact. After the fluid inlet and outlet are installed
by bonding, sealant shall be poured on both sides of the sample inlet and outlet. For each
intersecting pattern, we can calculate the total inner surface area of the fracture system.
The corresponding proppant concentration can be calculated by mp/s, where mp and s
are total proppant mass (kg) and total inner fracture surface area (m2), respectively. After
proppant placement, the intersected fracture unit is sealed by a black heat-shrink sleeve due
to its reliable sealing quality. Rubber tubes are connected to the inlet and outlet with sand
screens. The two sand screens are added to avoid crushed proppant flow-out. Another
transparent heat-shrink sleeve is used to cover the black one to protect the test unit under
loading conditions.

3.2. Conductivity Measurement

After intersected fracture unit preparation, the test unit is placed into the center of
the conductivity cell. Then, the conductivity cell is inserted into the loading system to
perform conductivity measurement. Pressure transducers are applied at the inlet and outlet
through three-way connectors to collect the corresponding pressure data. Fluid (water)
leakage measurement is also conducted to check the sealing quality of the whole system.
Before adding the external biaxial loading, two displacement transducers are installed to
record fracture aperture variation under vertical and lateral compaction. To mimic the
in situ stress condition, the vertical loading is controlled by a computer, while the lateral
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loading is realized by the manual loading process. When the external loadings in the two
directions become stable, fluids are injected through the pump, and the displacement and
pressure transducers offer fracture aperture evolution data and the pressure difference
between the inlet and the outlet. Finally, the above steps are repeated under different
closure pressure, proppant concentration, and pump rate conditions to investigate the
corresponding conductivity. In the experiment, the stability of fluid flow is achieved
when the inlet and outlet pressure become stable. Thus, we evaluate the stability of the
fluid through inlet and outlet pressure data. As for the time period required to achieve
stabilization, it changes under different situations and varies from several minute to more
than thirty minutes. For example, when the liquid is injected, the separated gas phases
(bubbles) within the proppant pack affects the time required to realize flow stabilization.
After collecting the required data, one can calculate fracture conductivity. According to
Darcy’s law (Q = KA∆p/(µ∆L)) [30] and the definition of fracture conductivity (fracture
width multiplied by fracture permeability) [13], the conductivity can be calculated from the
pressure difference and flux data:

FCD =
αQµ

∆p
, (1)

where K is the permeability, µm2; Q is the flux, cm3/s; A is the cross-sectional area of
the intersected fracture, cm2; ∆p is the pressure difference between the two pressure
transducers, KPa; µ is the fluid viscosity, mPa·s; and ∆L is the length of the intersected
fracture as the pressure drop outside the fracture can be ignored. Here, α is a dimensionless
coefficient used to convert the unit and is also related to the intersecting patterns. By using
Equation (1), the conductivity can be obtained. Figure 6 shows the relationship between
pressure difference across the equipment and the closure pressure. The flux is stable and
is around 10 mL/min. As can be seen from Figure 6, the pressure difference increases
dramatically as the closure pressure rises, indicating that the conductivity drops with the
increase in closure pressure. Note that we did not plot the change in pressure difference
with time under a certain closure pressure level. Time-dependent conductivity evolution is
beyond the scope of this paper.
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4. Results and Discussion

The primary objective of this paper is to use the new apparatus to investigate in-
tersected fracture conductivity evolution and its controlling factors under more realistic
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biaxial compaction conditions. To ensure the reliability of this apparatus, we compare
the single-fracture conductivity measurement data obtained by using our equipment and
FCES-100 (long-term fracture conductivity evaluation system) [31]. Here, the test unit only
involves a single fracture. Note that the lateral loading is not applied here in order to
perform the comparison under the sane condition. This is because FCES-100 cannot deal
with lateral compaction. Figure 7 shows the comparison results. With the increase in closure
pressure, the single-fracture conductivity drops continuously. In general, the measured
conductivity values from our apparatus and FCES-100 are close to each other. When the
closure pressure is larger than 5 MPa, the conductivity from our apparatus becomes smaller
than that from FCES-100. The above results confirm the reliability of this apparatus. After
checking new equipment’s reliability, the impacts of proppant concentration, proppant size,
and intersected fracture patterns are analyzed.
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4.1. Conductivity of Cruciform Intersecting Pattern Fractures

The cruciform intersecting pattern (type A in Figure 4a) is relatively simple and in-
volves two orthogonally intersected fracture planes. Figure 8 shows the conductivity
variation with different proppant concentration using 40/70 mesh proppants. The over-
all conductivity evolution behavior can be divided three stages regardless of proppant
concentration. In the first stage, the closure pressure is relatively low; conductivity drops
dramatically with closure pressure’s increment. In the second stage, the conductivity
decline rate becomes smaller at higher closure pressure. In the final stage, conductivity
turns relatively stable, and only marginal conductivity variation can be observed with the
increase in closure pressure. As expected, the larger the proppant concentration is, the
higher the conductivity would be. However, with high proppant concentration, an addi-
tional increment in this concentration will not lead to significant conductivity enhancement.
For example, when the concentration changes from 7 kg/m2 to 10 kg/m2, conductivity’s
enhancement can even be lower than that obtained by increasing proppant concentration
from 4 kg/m2 to 5 kg/m2. The conductivity enhancement caused by rising proppant
concentration from 4 kg/m2 to 5 kg/m2 is close to that obtained by changing proppant
concentration from 3 kg/m2 to 4 kg/m2. When the closure pressure rises from 3.45 MPa
to 55.2 MPa, the conductivity is reduced by 56.69%, 60.63%, 62.09%, 68.41%, and 68.71%
with proppant concentration increasing. Larger proppant concentration exhibits a heavier
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conductivity decreasing rate. The initial conductivity values are quite different, but the
conductivity values at high closure pressure are close to each other. Figure 9 shows the
impact of the proppant size on conductivity evolution. Here, the proppant concentration
is fixed at 5 kg/m2. It can be seen that larger proppants offer higher conductivity, which
is similar to the conductivity of a single fracture [32]. The conductivity reduction rate of
larger proppants is also higher, possibly due to proppant pack deformation at low closure
pressure and proppant crush at high closure pressure.
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4.2. Conductivity of H-Shaped Intersecting Pattern Fractures

As for H-shaped intersecting pattern fractures, the conductivity evolution behavior is
similar to that of cruciform intersecting pattern fractures. As shown in Figure 10, when
proppant concentration rises from 3 kg/m2 to 4 kg/m2; the conductivity increment is
smaller than that obtained by changing proppant concentration from 4 kg/m2 to 5 kg/m2.
However, a further increase in proppant concentration from 7 kg/m2 to 10 kg/m2 does
not result in a more significant conductivity enhancement. Therefore, there is an optimal
proppant concentration value that can provide sufficient conductivity and is also economi-
cal. Figure 11 illustrates the impact of the proppant size on the conductivity of H-shaped
intersecting pattern fractures. Once again, larger proppants generate higher conductivity.
For this case, the conductivity curves are close to each other, especially at high pressure,
and the evolution laws are also similar to each other.
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4.3. Conductivity of Fishbone Intersecting Pattern Fractures

This case involves the most complex fracture intersecting structure. Figures 12 and 13
show conductivity evolution of fishbone intersecting pattern fractures with different prop-
pant concentrations and proppant sizes, respectively. The overall conductivity values are
higher than those of the previous fracture patterns and increase as proppant concentration
becomes larger. With different proppant concentrations, the conductivity differences are
more noticeable at low closure pressure and turn smaller at the stabilization stage. In terms
of the proppant size, the shapes of the curves are similar to each other. With the increase in
proppant size, the curves move upward.
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4.4. Impact of Fracture Intersecting Patterns

In this section, we compare conductivity evolution behavior of three cases with differ-
ent fracture intersecting patterns, namely the cruciform intersecting pattern, the H-shaped
intersecting pattern, and the fishbone intersecting pattern. The proppant size and concen-
tration for all the three cases are 40/70 mesh and 5 kg/m2, respectively. As can be seen from
Figure 14, the more complex the fracture intersecting pattern is, the higher the conductivity
would be. Even at high closure pressure, the differences in the conductivity of the three
cases are still relatively large. Their conductivity values at 55.2 MPa closure pressure
are 180.41 µm2-cm, 226.88 µm2-cm, and 258.38 µm2-cm, respectively. This indicates that
intersected fractures with complex structures can still provide certain conductivity at high
closure pressure.
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5. Conclusions

This study aims at establishing a new experimental apparatus to evaluate the con-
ductivity evolution of different types of intersected fractures under more realistic biaxial
compaction conditions. The novelty of the developed equipment is that both vertical and
lateral loadings can be added to the intersected fracture unit through the special structure
of the conductivity cell. Furthermore, the design of the fracture intersecting pattern is also
flexible. Various fracture intersecting patterns can be constructed for conductivity mea-
surement by using different combinations of cuboid blocks. Particularly, for this research,
three types of fracture intersecting patterns are analyzed, including cruciform intersecting
pattern fractures, H-shaped intersecting pattern fractures, and fishbone intersecting pattern
fractures. Impacts of both proppant concentration and proppant size on fracture conduc-
tivity evolution with closure pressure increasing are investigated. Based on the analysis
results, the following conclusions can be obtained.

For all the three types of fractures, the overall conductivity evolution upon closure pres-
sure’s increase shows three stages, including the conductivity rapid reduction stage at low
closure pressure, the conductivity slow reduction stage, and the conductivity stabilization
stage.

As for proppant size, larger proppants provide higher intersected fracture conductivity
at the same proppant concentrations and closure pressure conditions. In terms of proppant
concentration, higher proppant concentration results in higher conductivity. However, the
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conductivity differences among cases with different proppant concentrations are relatively
small at high closure pressure (conductivity stabilization stage).

Under the same closure pressure, proppant size, and proppant concentration condi-
tions, the conductivity turns larger with the increase in fracture complexity. The conductiv-
ity differences among cases with different fracture complexity are still noticeable even at
high closure pressure.

From the above understanding, to obtain sufficient conductivity for production at
high closure pressure, low-concentration and relatively large proppants should be pumped
into complex intersected fractures.
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