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A novel flow-based geometrical 
upscaling method to represent 
three-dimensional complex sub-
seismic fault zone structures into a 
dynamic reservoir model
Md Saiful Islam   1,2 & Tom Manzocchi1

Most hydrocarbon reservoirs contain faults, which are highly complex heterogeneous and anisotropic 
three-dimensional (3D) volumes of deformed rock. A major technical challenge in full-field flow 
simulation is to represent the effects of 3D fault zone structure within the two-dimensional (2D) fault 
planar surfaces using the industry standard commercial reservoir flow simulator due to its limited 
functionality. Therefore, a new flow-based geometrical upscaling (FBGU) method has been developed 
for capturing the effects of 3D fault zone structures in conventional low-resolution upscaled flow 
simulation models. Geometrical upscaling (GU) is the process of calculating across-fault and up-fault 
transmissibility arising from 3D flow paths through fault zones, and expressing these transmissibilities 
as implicit connections in a low-resolution upscaled flow simulation model. The high accuracy of the 
method is demonstrated by comparing the flow responses of high-resolution (referred as truth model 
in this paper) simulation models in which the 3D fault zone structure is represented explicitly in the grid 
geometry, with that of conventional resolution models in which it is upscaled using FBGU method. The 
flow results show that the newly developed FBGU method is extremely accurate and geometrically 
flexible.

In many hydrocarbon reservoir management studies, detailed geological models with different scales of hetero-
geneities are generated. Upscaled versions of these models are routinely used in flow simulation history match-
ing studies in order to predict future behaviour of the reservoir and to optimize development decisions. In the 
geological modelling process, several scales of heterogeneities, representing both petrophysical properties (e.g. 
permeability, porosity or net-to-gross variability) and geometrical complexity (e.g. faults, facies transitions, pinch 
outs) are encountered and, if important to flow performance, all of these heterogeneities need to be preserved in 
the upscaled numerical flow simulation model. Commercial numerical flow simulators commonly can deal with 
approximately 104 to 105 cells, and the precise number of cells may vary depending on the available computer 
memory and complexity of the reservoir modelling study. However, a typical 3D fine-scale geological model con-
tains details generated stochastically and may comprise 106 to 109 or more cells1,2. Therefore, upscaling is needed 
to redefine the high-resolution geological model to a low-resolution upscaled flow model. This scale-up must 
preserve the effects of heterogeneities on the overall flow in the numerical flow simulation models.

Many researchers have investigated and developed single-phase (i.e. absolute permeability, porosity, 
net-to-gross ratio) and two-phase (i.e. pseudo relative permeability and pseudo capillary pressure) upscaling pro-
cedures1,3–8 for dealing with small-scale volume-filling petrophysical variability. Small-scale geometrical features 
which occupy only a small fraction of the volume they are contained in, such as sub-seismic faults or shale-draped 
sedimentary structures, have received less attention and if they are considered in upscaling studies it is generally 
only with reference to establishing effective permeabilities due to low permeability fault rock or shale drapes9–11. 
However, low permeability fault rock is not the only characteristic of faults to consider, and shear displacements 
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across sub-seismic faults can be very significant on reservoir flow. Effects of uncertainties in across-fault juxtapo-
sitions arising from uncertain fault displacement are much more difficult to predict and manage than effects of 
uncertain fault rock12–14. Methods for sub-seismic fault prediction15–17 are beyond the scope of the present study, 
which instead focuses on the modelling of it.

Manzocchi et al.18, first introduced geometrical upscaling (GU) specially for capturing the juxtaposition 
effects of sub-seismic fault zone structures into field-scale flow simulation models and this method is referred 
as template-based geometrical upscaling (TBGU) method. Nonetheless, some other researchers have modelled 
small-scale sub-seismic fault zone structure using high-resolution flow models by local grid refinement (LGR)19–24.  
For example, Havana22 is such a fault-modelling tool using LGR, which has more recently been applied in the 
Fault Facies (FF) research program. The LGR technique aims to capture the influences of fault zones with heter-
ogeneous petrophysical properties into flow simulation models as deformed rock volumes. In this method, fault 
zones are isolated from the coarse grid model and split into high-resolution refined grids, which are then merged 
in the coarse grid model at the equivalent location. The GU method allows fault zone structure to be represented 
in conventional low-resolution flow simulation models without changing the geometry of the flow simulation 
model, or requiring a locally-refined grid. Instead, neighbour and non-neighbour connections representing flow 
paths within, across and along the segmented fault are calculated as a function of transmissibilities and output at 
the resolution of the full-field model. In the TBGU method18, the connection transmissibilities are determined 
using a three-dimensional template which can be modified to reflect the geometry of intact or variably breached 
and variably rotated relay zones and other types of fault lens. This TBGU method has been applied to test the 
sensitivity of full-field reservoir production behaviour to a range of fault-zone related uncertainties including 
the presence of realistic densities of relay zones, damage zones and paired slip surfaces, with results indicating 
a reservoir-specific dependence on the importance of fault segmentation on reservoir flow18. Downsides of the 
TBGU method are that the template is not sufficiently flexible to include all possible forms of sub-seismic fault 
zone geometry, and that the upscaled flow path transmissibilities are not particularly accurate25,26. The objective 
of this paper, therefore, is to introduce a new flow-based geometrical upscaling (FBGU) approach, which is both 
more accurate and more flexible than the existing TBGU approach and the LGR method. The modelling work-
flow of the new FBGU method is presented in the following section. The existing TBGU method is described in 
the supplementary information section to understand the study and to justify the development of the new FBGU 
method (please see the Supplementary Notes 1, 2 and Supplementary Figs S1 and S2 for the existing TBGU 
method and its limitations).

Modelling workflow of FBGU approach.  This section provides an overview of the modelling workflow 
applied in this study to take into account the scale of heterogeneities caused by petrophysical properties and the 
heterogeneities caused by geometrical complexities such as faults into upscaled flow simulation models. Three 
different test cases (Table 1) are considered, and all are modelled using the same basic workflow (Figs 1 and 2). 
The petrophysical properties, sub-seismic fault zone structures and reservoir production boundary conditions 
are different for each case, so between them the three cases provide a more comprehensive test of FBGU than any 
one of them alone.

The fault zones are embedded in a spatially variable reservoir sequence, and the starting points of the mod-
elling are a high-resolution geostatistical property model (Fig. 2a) and a high-resolution segmented fault zone 
model (Fig. 2b). The final objective of the modelling is to create a high-resolution flow simulation model in which 
fault zone complexity is included explicitly (Fig. 2c), and a lower-resolution model in which the fault zone is 
upscaled and represented implicitly as neighbour and non-neighbour connection transmissibilities (Fig. 2d). This 
section describes the seven stages applied to generate these models.

In Stage 1, a high-resolution property model is constructed in a regular unfaulted grid (Fig. 2a). This model 
deliberately has much smaller grid cells than all subsequent models, allowing it to be upscaled to their resolutions 
in later modelling stages (see below). Properties (porosity, net-to-gross ratio and directional permeabilities) were 
generated stochastically using the Sequential Gaussian Simulation tool in Petrel27, with normal distributions and 
exponential variograms for each property (Supplementary Tables S1 and S2).

Fine-scale geological model

  Petrophysical properties are upscaled from fine-scale geological model

Truth model Upscaled model

• Reservoir structures are 
homogeneous (e.g. unfaulted model)

• Contains 3D sub-seismic fault zone 
components explicitly

• Contains 3D sub-seismic fault zone 
components implicitly

• Uniform Grid cells • Non-uniform grid cells • Uniform grid cells

• Test model A: • Test model A: • Test model A:

  ° Dimension: 1 km × 500 m × 90 m   ° Dimension: 1 km × 500 m × 90 m   ° Dimension: 1 km × 500 m × 90 m

  ° Resolution: 1000 × 500 × 90   ° Resolution: 82 × 67 × 9   ° Resolution: 40 × 20 × 9

• Test model B: • Test model B: • Test model B:

  ° Dimension: 1 km × 500 m × 90 m   ° Dimension: 1 km × 500 m × 90 m   ° Dimension: 1 km × 500 m × 90 m

  ° Resolution: 1000 × 500 × 90   ° Resolution: 80 × 52 × 9   ° Resolution: 40 × 20 × 9

• Test model C: • Test model C: • Test model C:

  ° Dimension: 2 km × 1 km × 90 m   ° Dimension: 2 km × 1 km × 90 m   ° Dimension: 2 km × 1 km × 90 m

  ° Resolution: 1000 × 500 × 90   ° Resolution: 84 × 56 × 9   ° Resolution: 40 × 20 × 9

Table 1.  Dimension, resolution and structures of the models.
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The second input is a high-resolution fault zone model (Stage 2, Fig. 2b). This model was created using 
FaultMaker, a standalone software allowing the generation of geocellular models of realistically heterogeneous 
segmented fault zones28. In the FaultMaker approach, fault zone components such as intact and breached relay 
zones are modelled stochastically using similar parameters to those discussed by Manzocchi et al.18 to determine 
the frequency and geometry of each component. In the present study, constant throw faults are modelled with 
between 5 and 10 relay zones along their length.

FaultMaker creates pillar grids with constant layer thickness but variable cell sizes in the two horizontal direc-
tions. In Stage 3 of the modelling, the high-resolution regular gridded petrophyscial model is upscaled to coarser, 
irregular FaultMaker grid. The upscaling was performed using Petrel27. The additive petrophysical properties 
(e.g. porosity and net-to-gross) are upscaled by volume weighted arithmetic average and the non-additive direc-
tional permeability is upscaled using the flow-based property upscaling method available in Petrel27. The resultant 
model (Fig. 2c) contains both a heterogeneous sequence and a heterogeneous fault, but is not yet the truth model 
as fault rock properties have not yet been added.

The truth model is created in Stage 4, by adding fault rock properties to the petrophysical model upscaled to 
the resolution of the FaultMaker model (Fig. 2c). Single-phase fault rock properties are represented as fault trans-
missibility multipliers29 using a constant absolute fault rock permeability of 0.001 mD, and a fault rock thickness 
estimated from the correlation with the local fault throw using a ratio of 170 between throw and thickness (i.e. a 
100 m throw fault has a 59 cm thick low permeability fault core). The transmissibility multipliers used to assign 
these properties were calculated in TransGen30. In this study, only single-phase fault rock properties are consid-
ered, however two-phase fault rock properties (i.e. relative permeability and capillary pressure curves of the fault 
rock) can also be dealt with during the geometrical upscaling process31.

Figure 1.  Flow chart of the stages of models applied in this study. Arrows represent modelling processes and 
the software tools used to perform the modelling. The figures cited (mainly in Fig. 2) show stages of the model 
for Reservoir A.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41723-y
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Stage 5 of the modelling concerns the creation of the upscaled grid which is designed to be representative of a 
portion of a conventional resolution flow simulation model in which faults are represented as offsets between cells 
(Fig. 2d). The model contains a single continuous fault and a regular grid. Cell properties were upscaled from the 
high-resolution property model using the same procedures as used in Stage 3.

Stage 6 of the modelling is the principal objective of this study. The structurally complex 3D fault zone 
model (Fig. 2c) is upscaled to the resolution of the coarse model (Fig. 2d) using the newly developed FBGU 
approach. Flow paths that exist explicitly in the geometry of the truth model (Fig. 2c) are included as neigh-
bour and non-neighbour connections between cells in the upscaled model (Fig. 2d). In the newly developed 
FBGU method, incompressible steady state numerical flow simulation is conducted using Eclipse32 to calculate 
the transmissibilities of these connections using Darcy’s law. The working principle and details of FBGU approach 
is described in the Method Section. In the low-resolution upscaled model (Fig. 2d), the single-phase fault rock 
properties are incorporated implicitly as their effects are included with the geometrical effects of the fault zones 
during the upscaling process.

The final modelling Stage (Stage 7, Fig. 1) involves testing the accuracy of the FBGU method. In this stage, 
the truth and upscaled models are subjected to identical two-phase (i.e. oil is displaced by water) numerical flow 
simulation tests, and the model behaviours are compared. The summary of the test models used to examine the 
FBGU method is presented in the Supplementary Information Section (please see Supplementary Note 3, and 
Supplementary Figs S3–S5 and Supplementary Table S3) and results are discussed in the next Section. Models 
considered in this study are built exclusively in corner-point geometry (CPG) which is still the most common 
means of building full-field faulted flow simulation models of hydrocarbon reservoirs33–39.

Results and Discussion
The accuracy of the newly devised FBGU method is tested by comparing the flow results of the truth model 
with those of the upscaled model for three synthetic test reservoirs (Table 1) in terms of reservoir performance 
(Fig. 3), individual layer or well performances (Fig. 4), and cell oil saturation through time (Figs 5 and 6). These 
are discussed in turn. Throughout this Section, the version of Reservoir A with a kv/kh ratio of 0.0001 is used. The 
version with the higher kv/kh ratio (for reservoir A) is used to discuss the influence of vertical permeability at the 

Figure 2.  Reservoir model, A at different stages in the workflow. (a) Permeability field of a fine-scale geological 
model generated in Petrel27. (b) The FaultMaker model that defines the high-resolution explicit fault zone 
geometry. (c) Petrophysical properties (e.g. permeability) are upscaled to the resolution of the FaultMaker 
model to define the truth model. (d) The upscaled property model. The objective is to upscale the fault zones 
from the truth model into this geometrical framework.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41723-y
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end of this Section. Note that flow simulation modelling on a high-resolution truth model is beyond the scope for 
a full-field real reservoir model; however it is indispensable in this study to validate the newly developed FBGU 
method.

Reservoir performance.  The equivalent sets of graphs for the truth model and the upscaled model data are 
reported for the three test reservoirs (Fig. 3). The average reservoir pressure, oil production rate, cumulative oil 
production, and water-cut are plotted as a function of simulation time, and all show a close similarity between 
the overall flow responses of the upscaled models (grey coloured solid line) and the truth models (black coloured 
circles) in each test reservoir. There is a slight tendency for the total oil production to be lower and the average 
reservoir pressure to be higher, in the upscaled model as opposed to the truth model for reservoir C, which is 
discussed in the subsequent Section. Overall, however, these results imply that the newly devised FBGU method 
is an accurate way of representing sub-seismic fault zones into low-resolution upscaled models.

Well performance.  To test the FBGU method more precisely, individual layer or well responses (i.e. time to 
water breakthrough, and oil production rate and water-cut for each well at different time steps) of the upscaled 
model are compared with those of the truth model for three test reservoirs (Fig. 4). Oil production rate is plotted 
at the time to water breakthrough (WBT) and at 20 years of simulation, and water-cut is plotted at 10 years and 
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Figure 3.  Field wide behaviour of the three reservoirs. (a) oil production rate (Sm3/day), (b) total oil 
production (Sm3), (c) water-cut (fraction), and (d) average reservoir pressure (bar) over time for the truth 
model (black coloured circles) and upscaled model (grey coloured solid line).
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at 20 years of simulation. The individual well responses of the models especially the time to water breakthrough 
(Fig. 4) are a bit different in each reservoir test case. The inconsistencies might have been introduced during the 
FBGU process, during two-phase numerical flow simulation modelling to test the method, or due to the petro-
physical property upscaling processes from geological models. However, the FBGU method gives a good result in 
terms of individual well for the three reservoir test scenario.

Saturation maps.  A visual inspection of the saturation maps (Figs 5 and 6) is another means of comparing 
the upscaled and truth models. Figure 5a shows that the saturation maps of layer 6 of the truth model A and the 
upscaled model of reservoir A are very similar to each other at different time steps, while Fig. 5b shows this for all 
layers at a particular time (e.g. @20 years). Figure 6 shows the saturation maps of each layer of the models B & C. 
These figures reveal that the saturation profile of the upscaled models of three reservoir test cases are very similar 
to the corresponding truth models, implying that the newly developed FBGU method is an accurate means of 
representing sub-seismic fault zone components into upscaled flow simulation models.

Effects of vertical permeability.  Reservoir A has been selected to check the influence of permeability ani-
sotropy (i.e. kv/kh ratio) on the accuracy of the FBGU method. The FBGU on the isolated fault zone component 
(discussed in Method Section) and the two-phase flow responses of model A is performed for two permeability 
anisotropy values of 0.0001 (lower) and 0.01 (higher). The two-phase numerical flow responses for the lower 
kv/kh value were discussed in the previous sections (Figs 3–6). The effect of permeability anisotropy is tested by 
comparing the flow results of the truth model and the upscaled model in terms of field cases (Fig. 7a) and the 

Figure 4.  Cross plot of individual producing well flow responses of the upscaled model with respect to the 
truth model for three reservoir test cases (Reservoir A, B, C are represented by column 1, 2, 3 respectively). (a) 
Water breakthrough time (Years). (b) Oil production rate (Sm3/day) at water breakthrough time (black circles) 
and at 20 years of simulation (grey circles). (c) Water-cut (fraction) at 10 years (black triangles) and at 20 years 
of simulation (grey triangles).
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individual well responses (Fig. 7b–d). Figure 7a shows that the flow response of the upscaled model in terms of 
hydrocarbon production is very similar to the truth model for the lower kv/kh ratio case, but less for the higher 
kv/kh ratio case, which shows a similar slight underestimation of total oil production (like Reservoir C, Fig. 3). 
The individual well performances in terms of the time to water breakthrough, oil production rate and water-cut 
also show a good agreement between the upscaled model and the truth model even for the higher kv/kh ratio case 
(Fig. 7b–d). The water breakthrough time of each corresponding producing well happens slightly earlier in the 
upscaled model than in the truth model for higher kv/kh value. This combination of slightly lower oil production 
(Fig. 7a) but slightly earlier water breakthrough (Fig. 7b) suggests that the flow paths from injector to producer 
are slightly more direct in the upscaled model as opposed to the truth model. This could be due to an inaccu-
racy in the upscaling, but could equally be because the two models have different resolutions, as indicated by a 
comparison of Fig. 2c–d. Overall, the results demonstrate a remarkable similarity between the truth models and 
upscaled versions, confirming the conclusion of Islam and Manzocchi26 that the new FBGU approach developed 
in this research is significantly better than the earlier TBGU approach18.

Conclusions
This section summarises the reasons why further research to represent the complex 3D fault zone structures into 
an upsaled model by devising a new FBGU method is indispensable. From a modelling perspective, local grid 
refinement (LGR) technique has never been demonstrated within a full-field flow simulation model. Therefore, 
the principal aim of the present study has been to improve a particular method to represent the sub-seismic 
fault zones into the field-scale flow simulation models, referred as geometrical upscaling (GU). GU can easily be 
applied to conventional upscaled flow simulation models by assigning new connection transmissibilities between 
cells as the across-fault and up-fault flow paths without altering the geometrical configuration of the conventional 
upscaled flow models. This is the reason why GU is considered as a particular flexible means of representing the 
sub-seismic fault zone components into flow simulation models.

Figure 5.  Saturation maps of reservoir A. (a) Layer 6 for different time steps. (b) All layers at 20 years of 
simulation.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41723-y
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Another important aim of this study was to overcome the limitations of the existing TBGU method. A new 
FBGU algorithm has been applied to upscale models containing complex sub-seismic fault zone structure 
(Fig. 2c) to the resolution of a conventional upscaled flow simulation model (Fig. 2d). It would not be possible to 
upscale these relays using the existing TBGU and LGR method. This newly developed FBGU method has been 
tested for three synthetic reservoir models, which contain realistic small-scale fault zone complexity.

The application of this new FBGU method provides good results in terms of individual well responses and 
results of field cases for the upscaled models in each of three test reservoirs for different permeability anisotropy 
values. Therefore, the newly devised FBGU algorithm is a flexible and an accurate means of representing com-
plex small-scale sub-seismic fault zone geometry into low-resolution conventional upscaled production models 
regardless of the structures, size and location of the fault zone components, and regardless of the petrophysical 
property heterogeneity and permeability anisotropy.

Methods
Working principle of the novel flow-based geometrical upscaling (FBGU) approach. The existing TBGU 
method explained why the use of a template makes the method inflexible and difficult to extend (please see the 
Supplementary Notes 1 and 2 for TBGU method). A new and emerging approach, referred as FBGU is therefore 
formulated in this study to simplify the existing TBGU approach and to make it more flexible. In this FBGU 
method, all cell-centre to cell-centre connection transmissibilities between simulation model cells through the 
fault zone are calculated by conducting single-phase, incompressible steady state numerical flow simulation mod-
elling within a high-resolution truth model which contains the 3D fault zone structure explicitly. In this flow 
simulation model, the injector and producer wells are controlled by well bottom hole pressure ensuring a constant 
pressure drop (i.e. ΔP) between the cells and a steady state volumetric flow rate (Q). The transmissibility of the 
flow path between the cells containing injector and producer wells is deduced from these values and the viscosity 
of the flowing fluid (µ) using the simplified Darcy’s law, which can be written as:

Figure 6.  Saturation maps at 20 years of simulation for all the nine layers of the truth model and the upscaled 
model. (a) Reservoir B. (b) Reservoir C.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41723-y
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µ
= ×

ΔQ kA
L

P
(1)

where Q is the volumetric flow rate, A is the contact area, k is the equivalent permeability of the two grid cells, ΔP 
is the pressure difference between the injector and producer wells, μ is the viscosity and L is the distance between 
the two cell centres over which pressure drop is taking place.

The flow simulator simplifies eq. (1) by combining all the terms that do not change over the course of a sim-
ulation run, to give:

µ
= ×

ΔQ T P
(2)12

where T12 is the transmissibility between the centres of the two grid cells.

Figure 7.  The influence of vertical permeability in the FBGU method. (a) The total oil production for two 
permeability anisotropy values (top: kv/kh = 0.01, and bottom: kv/kh = 0.0001). (b) Water breakthrough time 
(Years). (c) Oil production rate (Sm3/day) at water breakthrough time (black) and at 20 years of simulation 
(grey). (d) Water-cut (Fraction) at 10 years (black) and 20 years of simulation (grey). The filled markers are for 
kv/kh = 0.0001, and the hollow markers are for kv/kh = 0.01.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41723-y


1 0Scientific Reports |          (2019) 9:5294  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41723-y

www.nature.com/scientificreportswww.nature.com/scientificreports/

Therefore, the simplified general form of the transmissibility between the two grid cells can be re-written by 
combining the eqs (1) and (2) as:

T
Q
P P (3)

ij
j

i j

µ
=

.

−

where subscript i represents the cell containing the injection well, j represents the cell containing the producing 
well, T is the transmissibility between the cells containing injection and producing wells, Q is the volumetric flow 
rate of the flow path recorded in the producing well, µ is the viscosity of the flowing fluid (water in this case), and 
Pi & Pj are the bottom hole pressures of the injector and producer wells respectively.

The next section considers the FBGU for a 9 layers fault zone component model (Fig. 8) and the across-fault 
and up-fault transmissibilites associated with 18 cells from both sides of the fault can be estimated by the new 
FBGU method. In the FBGU method, these transmissibilities are determined by placing an injector well in any of 
the wall rock cells, and 17 producer wells in each of the other 17 cells (Fig. 8), and deducing the transmissibility 
from the flow simulation results. This process is repeated 17 more times by changing the location of the injector 
well to the remaining 17 cells in turn to define the complete set of transmissibilities associated with the model. 
The process is described in detail in the next Section.

Upscaling of a single fault zone component. Figure 8 is a complex and realistic fault zone component in truth 
model in 3D. The grey coloured cells are the adjacent wall-rock cells on either side of the fault zone, and the black 
coloured cells are the sub-seismic fault zone component. To ensure that only flow paths between the wall-rock 
cells through the fault zone are calculated and output by the upscaling algorithm, no flow boundary conditions in 
the vertical direction are applied to the wall-rock cells on the footwall and hanging wall sides of the fault, even if 
vertical flow is possible between these cells in the truth model. In contrast to the existing TBGU approach, how-
ever, the model vertical permeability is honored in the fault zone cells.

A fault zone model with 9 active layers has a total of 18 layers from both sides of the fault (Fig. 8). The 
wall-rock cell stacks closest to the centre of the ramp are chosen, and all the possible across-fault and up-fault 
connection transmissibilities between the 18 cells within these stacks on either side of the fault, through the fault 
zone, are calculated based on the working principle of FBGU method described in the previous section. This 
involves conducting incompressible steady state high-resolution numerical flow simulation modelling on the fault 
zone component (Fig. 8) using 18 different flow simulation models.

Consider flow from the top layer in the footwall (i.e. i = 1) to all other remaining 17 grid cells (i.e. j = 2 to 18) 
on either side of the fault as illustrated in Fig. 8. This requires one injector well (black coloured hollow circle) and 
17 producer wells (black coloured filled circle) for calculating the 17 possible connection transmissibilities, which 
are associated with the cell containing the injector well (Fig. 8). These 17 possible connection transmissibilities 
through the fault zone are calculated using the simplified general form of Darcy’s law (eq. (3)) based on multi-
point flux approximation (MPFA)40–43 and are given by:

Figure 8.  Example figure of a breached fault zone component with the adjacent wall-rock cells in 3D to explain 
the newly devised FBGU method. One of 18 well configurations applied in the upscaling is shown. Vertical no 
flow boundary conditions are applied to the wall-rock cells on either sides of the fault indicated by grey colour 
to ensure the fluid flow between the wall- rock cells through the fault zones only.
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The flow simulation model assumes incompressible and steady state flow, the flowing fluid, therefore, conforms 
to the laws of conservation in numerical flow simulations as:

Q Q
(5)

i
j

j1
2

18

∑==
=

where Qi is the flux of injection well, Qj is the flux of different individual producing wells through the fault zone.
These 17 transmissibilities (eq. (4)) are calculated from a single run of simulation model and are all associated 

with a particular wall-rock cell (i.e. cell 1). To get the remaining possible connection transmissibilities from the 
other 17 remaining wall-rock cells on either side of the fault in Fig. 8 (i.e. cells 2 to 18), 17 more simulations are 
required. Therefore, a total 18 numerical flow simulations are required (which is equal to the total number of 
wall-rock cells from both sides of the fault) to get all the possible connection transmissibilities through the fault 
zone. Hence, the total number of possible transmissibilities between 18 wall-rock cells is 18 × (18-1) in this case 
which can be represented algebraically as 18P2. A 18 × 18 matrix is formed to get all of the possible flow paths and 
is represented by eq. (6).

	 (6)

In eq. (6), the diagonal components of the matrix are the flow paths that start and end in the same cell, and 
therefore are not relevant. Hence, all the possible across-fault and up-fault connection transmissibilities are the 
off-diagonal components in the matrix (eq. (6)). The seventeen (17) off-diagonal components in the first row/
column in eq. (6) are calculated from one simulation run associated with the injector well in cell 1 (Fig. 8), and 
the off-diagonal components of the remaining 17 rows/columns are computed in a similar way using another 17 
numerical flow simulations with the injector in a different cell in each case.

In eq. (6), each off-diagonal matrix component exists twice in the matrix, one in the upper triangular matrix 
(solid black coloured triangle) and the other one is in the lower triangular matrix (dotted black coloured tri-
angle). These off-diagonal matrix components are symmetrical and have equal numerical value to each other 
(i.e. T1,2 = T2,1 …. T17,18 = T18,17). Since each off-diagonal component exists twice in the matrix and has an equal 
numerical value, the total number of possible connection transmissibilities for the upscaled model will be half 
of the total number of off-diagonal connections that exist in the matrix. Therefore, the off-diagonal matrix com-
ponents either from the upper triangular matrix or from the lower triangular matrix are assigned as neighbour 
and non-neighbour connection transmissibilities to the upscaled model. The upscaling of a fault zone compo-
nent model (Fig. 8) described above a 9-layer model; if such a model has N layers, then total across-fault and 
up-fault transmissibilities associated with 2N cells from either side of the fault would be 2N(2N-1), which could 
be deduced from 2N number of flow simulation models. Therefore, FBGU method described above for a 9-layer 
fault zone model is the generalized form of upscaling a fault zone model containing any number of layers in 
question.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41723-y


1 2Scientific Reports |          (2019) 9:5294  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41723-y

www.nature.com/scientificreportswww.nature.com/scientificreports/

It is important to appreciate the role that the vertical permeability of the fault zone cells has on the upscaled 
results. For example, in the case of Fig. 8, there is no direct flow path through a single layer of the relay ramp 
between hanging wall layer 9 (i.e. cell 18) and footwall layer 1 (i.e. cell 1), and the existing TBGU approach of 
Manzocchi et al.18 would not output a connection between these cells. In the FBGU approach, however, vertical 
flow is possible within the ramp, and so a pressure response is observed in producer cell 18 from injector in cell 1, 
and from this a transmissibility is calculated.

As mentioned previously, the wall-rock cells are assigned zero vertical permeability in the upscaling irre-
spective of their input value, as only flows within the fault zone are required during the upscaling. Vertical flow 
through the cell stack outside the fault zone will be simulated during the full-field simulation to test the FBGU 
method (Supplementary Figs S3 and S4). Note that the FBGU method described above is for a one fault zone 
model that is isolated from the high-resolution truth model (Fig. 2c) in which petrophysical properties (e.g. 
permeability, porosity, net-to-gross) for each of wall-rock and fault zone cells are very heterogeneous. However, 
in the model described above (Fig. 8), the wall-rock cells are coloured as grey and fault zone cells are coloured as 
black only to make differentiation between them and to show that there is no vertical flow between wall-rock cells 
during the upscaling process but it is honoured within fault zone cells. The isolation of fault zone components 
from the high-resolution truth model (Fig. 2c) is described in the next section.

Isolation of fault zone components.  The most important and foremost fundamental task for conduct-
ing the FBGU of sub-seismic fault zone components is to isolate all the fault zone components available in the 
high-resolution truth model into different regions with their corresponding adjacent along-fault and across-fault 
wall-rock cells (Fig. 9). The high-resolution truth model shown in Fig. 2c is considered as an example reservoir 
model to describe the isolation process. The isolation of sub-seismic fault zone components of a reservoir model 
is done manually (using the standard Eclipse32 ACTNUM keyword) and each component is subsequently dealt 
with individually. Eclipse32 ACTNUM keyword assigns two numbers (e.g. either 0 or 1) to all cells of a reservoir 
model to isolate a fault zone component. The number 0 is assigned for all cells that would like to be inactive and 
1 is assigned for all active cells. For example, if a modeller is interested to isolate the first fault zone component 
(Fig. 9b), ACTNUM must assign a value of 1 to all cells within the first bounded black box and 0 value to the 
remaining cells of the model. In the test model (Fig. 9a), the seven available fault zone components must be iso-
lated individually into seven different components as shown in Fig. 9b. The method described above is applied to 
each component in turn, and the output transmissibilities are assigned to cells in approximately at the equivalent 
location in the low-resolution upscaled model (Fig. 9c). The inclusion of neighbour and non-neighbour connec-
tion transmissibilities into upscaled model is presented in the Supplementary section (please see Supplementary 
Note 4).

An important consideration is the decision of how much of the model surrounding the fault zone component 
should be included in the isolated fault zone model. For the implementation of the method discussed by Islam 
and Manzocchi26, the width of the isolated region was equivalent to the width of a cell in the upscaled model, 

Figure 9.  Geometry of reservoir model A. (a) The truth model contains seven explicit sub-seismic fault 
zone components. (b) Individual fault zone components are coloured black and their adjacent wall-rock 
cells are coloured grey to make differentiation between them, however, all cells of wall-rock and fault 
zones contain heterogeneous petrophysical properties of truth model. All other cells are rendered inactive 
during the upscaling of each component. (c) The components are upscaled and represented by connection 
transmissibilities at the closest equivalent location into the low-resolution upscaled model.
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which seems intuitively an appropriate value. In the implementation discussed in this study, the decision was 
made to include one cell in each horizontal direction in the isolated fault zone component model (Figs 8 and 9b).  
Cells in FaultMaker tend to be of variable size parallel to the fault (i.e. in the X-direction) and very narrow per-
pendicular to it (Figs 8 and 9b), and therefore the resultant boundary size is variable, and relatively arbitrary. 
Despite this, this study will show that the results of these models are accurate. Assessment of the optimum volume 
to include in the isolated region is beyond the scope of this study, and may be the subject of future work.

Summary of FBGU approach.  The methodology to upscale the sub-seismic fault zone components within 
the truth model using the new FBGU method (i.e. the stage 6 of modelling workflow Section, described thor-
oughly in this Section) is sub-divided, and summarised below.

Stage 6.1 Isolate the fault zone components with their adjacent wall-rock cells into different individual regions.
Stage 6.2 Along the fault zone length, identify the approximate mid-point of the non-uniform wall-rock cells 

adjacent to fault zone component for placing the injector and producer wells (Fig. 8).
Stage 6.3 Apply the FBGU algorithm described in this Section to upscale the explicit sub-seismic fault zone 

components available in the truth model (Fig. 2c) as a function of neighbour and non-neighbour connection 
transmissibilities, which are represented implicitly into the low-resolution upscaled model (Fig. 2d).

Stage 6.3 is repeated 2 N times (for a fault zone component model containing N layers), with the injector well 
location in a different layer on both sides of the fault in each flow simulation model.

Stages 6.2 and 6.3 combined are repeated for each fault zone component present in the truth model. Hence in 
the example truth model (Fig. 9a, which has 7 fault zone components and 9 layers), a total of 126 flow simulation 
runs are required to upscale the 7 isolated fault zone components.

Data Availability
The datasets that support the plots within this paper and other findings of this study are available from the corre-
sponding author upon reasonable request.

References
	 1.	 Farmer, C. L. Upscaling: a review. International Journal for Numerical Methods in Fluids 40(1–2), 63–78 (2002).
	 2.	 Lie, K.-A., Aarnes, J. E., Kippe, V. & Krogstad, S. Multiscale methods for flow in porous media. Journal of Structural Mechanics 38(3), 

19–25 (2005).
	 3.	 Barker, J. W. & Dupouy, P. An analysis of dynamic pseudo-relative permeability methods for oil-water flows. Petroleum Geoscience 

5(4), 385–394 (1999).
	 4.	 Barker, J. W. & Thibeau, S. A critical review of the use of pseudo relative permeabilities for upscaling. SPE Reservoir Engineering 

12(2), 138–143 (1997).
	 5.	 Christie, M. A. Upscaling for reservoir simulation. Journal of petroleum technology 48(11), 1004–1010 (1996).
	 6.	 Durlofsky, L. J. Numerical Calculation of Equivalent Grid Block Permeability Tensors for Heterogeneous Porous Media. Water 

resources research 27(5), 699–708 (1991).
	 7.	 Kyte, J. R. & Berry, D. W. New Pseudo Functions to Control Numerical Dispersion. Society of Petroleum Engineers Journal 15(04), 

269–276 (1975).
	 8.	 Li, D., Beckner, B. & Kumar, A. A new efficient averaging technique for scaleup of multimillion-cell geologic models. SPE Reservoir 

Evaluation & Engineering 4(04), 297–307 (2001).
	 9.	 Fossen, H. & Bale, A. Deformation bands and their influence on fluid flow. AAPG Bulletin 91(12), 1685–1700 (2007).
	10.	 Manzocchi, T., Ringrose, P. S. & Underhill, J. R. Flow through fault systems in high-porosity sandstones. In: Coward, M. P., Johnson, 

H. & Daltaban, T. S. (eds) Structural Geology in Reservoir Characterization. Geological Society, London, Special Publications 
127(1), 65–82 (1998).

	11.	 Massart, B. Y. G., Jackson, M. D., Hampson, G. J. & Johnson, H. D. Effective flow properties of heterolithic, cross-bedded tidal 
sandstones: Part 2. Flow simulation. AAPG Bulletin 100(5), 723–742 (2016).

	12.	 Jolley, S. J. et al. Faulting and fault sealing in production simulation models: Brent Province, northern North Sea. Petroleum 
Geoscience 13, 321–340 (2007).

	13.	 Manzocchi, T., Childs, C. & Walsh, J. J. Faults and fault properties in hydrocarbon flow models. Geofluids 10, 94–113 (2010).
	14.	 Manzocchi, T. et al. A study of the structural controls on oil recovery from shallow-marine reservoirs. Petroleum Geoscience 14(1), 

55–70 (2008).
	15.	 Lohr, T. et al. Prediction of sub-seismic faults and fractures: Integration of 3D seismic data, 3D retro-deformation, and well data on 

an example of deformation around an inverted fault. AAPG Bulletin 92(4), 473–485 (2008).
	16.	 Maerten, L., Gillespie, P. & Daniel, J.-M. Three-dimensional geomechanical modeling for constraint of subseismic fault simulation. 

AAPG Bulletin 90(9), 1337–1358 (2006).
	17.	 Yielding, G., Walsh, J. & Watterson, J. The prediction of small-scale faulting in reservoirs. First Break 10, 449–449 (1992).
	18.	 Manzocchi, T., Heath, A. E., Palananthakumar, B., Childs, C. & Walsh, J. J. Faults in conventional flow simulation models: a 

consideration of representational assumptions and geological uncertainties. Petroleum Geosciences 14, 91–110 (2008).
	19.	 Fachri, M., Rotevatn, A. & Tveranger, J. Modelling of Relay Ramp Using Fault Facies and Truncated Gaussian Simulation. Presented 

at the 3rd International Conference on Fault and Top Seals, Montpellier, France, https://doi.org/10.3997/2214-4609.20143055, (1–3 
October 2012).

	20.	 Fachri, M., Tveranger, J., Braathen, A. & Røe, P. Volumetric faults in field-sized reservoir simulation models: A first case study. AAPG 
Bulletin 100(5), 795–817 (2016).

	21.	 Fredman, N. et al. Fault facies modeling: Technique and approach for 3-D conditioning and modeling of faulted grids. AAPG 
Bulletin 92(11), 1457–1478 (2008).

	22.	 Hollund, K. et al. Havana-a fault modeling tool. In: Koestler, A. G. & Hunsdale, R. (eds) Hydrocarbon Seal Quantification. 
Norwegian Petroleum Society, Special Publications 11, 157–171 (2002).

	23.	 Soleng, H. H., Syversveen, A. R., Skorstad, A., Roe, P. & Tveranger, J. Flow Through Inhomogeneous Fault Zones. Presented at the 
SPE Annual Technical Conference and Exhibition, Anaheim, California, USA, SPE-110331-MS, https://doi.org/10.2118/110331-MS, 
(11–14 November 2007).

	24.	 Syversveen, A. R., Skorstad, A., Soleng, H. H., Røe, P. & Tveranger, J. Facies modelling in fault zones. Presented at the ECMOR X - 
10th European Conference on the Mathematics of Oil Recovery, Amsterdam, The Netherlands, https://doi.org/10.3997/2214-
4609.201402485, (4–7 September 2006).

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41723-y
https://doi.org/10.3997/2214-4609.20143055
https://doi.org/10.2118/110331-MS
https://doi.org/10.3997/2214-4609.201402485
https://doi.org/10.3997/2214-4609.201402485


1 4Scientific Reports |          (2019) 9:5294  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41723-y

www.nature.com/scientificreportswww.nature.com/scientificreports/

	25.	 Islam, M. S. & Manzocchi, T. The transmissibility of faulted connections in corner-point geometry models. Petroleum Geoscience 
23(1), 148–158 (2017).

	26.	 Islam, M. S. & Manzocchi, T. New Approaches to Upscaling Fault Zones for Flow Simulation. Extended Abstract, Presented the 76th 
EAGE Conference and Exhibition, Amsterdam, The Netherlands, https://doi.org/10.3997/2214-4609.20141004, (16–19 June 2014).

	27.	 Schlumberger Geoquest, Petrel User Manual, Version 2012.2 (2012).
	28.	 Manzocchi, T., Childs, C. & Islam, M. S. Representation of Sub-seismic Fault Zone Structure in Reservoir Modelling. Extended 

Abstract, Presented the Third EAGE Integrated Reservoir Modelling Conference, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, https://doi.
org/10.3997/2214-4609.201602416, (5–7 December 2016).

	29.	 Manzocchi, T., Walsh, J. J., Nell, P. & Yielding, G. Fault transmissibility multipliers for flow simulation models. Petroleum Geoscience 
5, 53–63 (1999).

	30.	 Badley Geoscience, User notes and Technical description. TransGen 3.2, Lincolnshire, UK (2006).
	31.	 Islam, M. S. & Manzocchi, T. The Inclusion of Two-Phase Fault Rock Properties into Upscaled Models: A Novel Flow-Based 

Geometrical Upscaling Approach. Presented at the SPE Annual Technical Conference and Exhibition, San Antonio, Texas, USA, 
SPE-187228-MS, https://doi.org/10.2118/187228-MS, (9–11 October 2017).

	32.	 Schlumberger Geoquest, Eclipse 100 Technical Description (2010).
	33.	 Toronyi, R. M. & Ali, S. M. F. Determining Interblock Transmissibility in Reservoir Simulators. Journal of Petroleum Technology 

2(03), 338–349 (1974).
	34.	 Ding, Y. & Lemonnier, P. Use of Corner Point Geometry in Reservoir Simulation. Presented at the International Meeting on 

Petroleum Engineering, Beijing, China, SPE-29933-MS, https://doi.org/10.2118/29933-MS, (14–17 November 1995).
	35.	 Goldthorpe, W. H. & Chow, Y. S. Unconventional Modelling of Faulted Reservoirs: A Case Study. Presented at the SPE Reservoir 

Simulation Symposium, Dallas, Texas, USA, SPE-13526-MS, https://doi.org/10.2118/13526-MS, (10–13 February 1985).
	36.	 Hegre, T. M., Dalen, V. & Henriquez, A. Generalized Transmissibilities for Distorted Grids in Reservoir Simulation. Presented at the SPE 

61st Annual Technical Conference and Exhibition, New Orleans, Louisiana, USA, SPE-15622-MS, https://doi.org/10.2118/15622-MS, 
(5–8 October 1986).

	37.	 Peaceman, D. W. Effective Transmissibilities of a Gridblock by Upscaling - Comparison of Direct Methods with Renormalization. 
SPE Journal 2(03), 338–349 (1997).

	38.	 Ponting, D. K. Corner Point Geometry in Reservoir Simulation, Proceedings of the Joint IMA/SPE European Conference on the 
Mathematics of Oil Recovery, Cambridge, UK, https://doi.org/10.3997/2214-4609.201411305, (14–16 July 1989).

	39.	 Sammon, P. H. Calculation of Convective and Dispersive Flows for Complex Corner Point Grids. Presented at the SPE Annual 
Technical Conference and Exhibition, Dallas, Texas, USA, SPE-62929-MS, https://doi.org/10.2118/62929-MS, (1–4 October 2000).

	40.	 Aavatsmark, I. An Introduction to Multipoint Flux Approximations for Quadrilateral Grids. Computational Geosciences 6(3–4), 
405–432 (2002).

	41.	 Aavatsmark, I., Reiso, E., Reme, H. & Teigland, R. MPFA for Faults and Local Refinements in 3D Quadrilateral Grids With 
Application to Field Simulations. Presented at the SPE Reservoir Simulation Symposium, Houston, Texas, USA, SPE-66356-MS, 
https://doi.org/10.2118/66356-MS, (11–14 February 2001).

	42.	 Chen, Q.-Y., Mifflin, R. T., Wan, J. & Yang, Y. A New Multipoint Flux Approximation for Reservoir Simulation. Presented at the SPE 
Reservoir Simulation Symposium, Houston, Texas, USA, SPE-106464-MS, https://doi.org/10.2118/106464-MS, (26–28 February 
2007).

	43.	 Potsepaev, R., Farmer, C. L. & Fitzpatrick, A. J. Multipoint Flux Approximations via Upscaling. Presented at the SPE Reservoir 
Simulation Symposium, The Woodlands, Texas, USA, SPE-118979-MS, https://doi.org/10.2118/118979-MS, (2–4 February 2009).

Acknowledgements
This work was financially supported by ExxonMobil URC and the research was completed at University College 
Dublin in Ireland. The single-phase high-resolution truth models were created using Fault Analysis Group 
software (TransGen and FaultMaker). Academic licenses of Eclipse and Petrel, kindly provided by Schlumberger, 
were used for flow simulation and model visualization.

Author Contributions
M.S.I. has been developed the new FBGU method, which was accomplished at University College Dublin in 
Ireland and wrote the manuscript. T.M. was the principal supervisor of this research, and he edited the manuscript 
and managed the funding from ExxonMobil Upstream Research Company to complete this research.

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41723-y.
Competing Interests: The authors declare no competing interests.
Publisher’s note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2019

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41723-y
https://doi.org/10.3997/2214-4609.20141004
https://doi.org/10.3997/2214-4609.201602416
https://doi.org/10.3997/2214-4609.201602416
https://doi.org/10.2118/187228-MS
https://doi.org/10.2118/29933-MS
https://doi.org/10.2118/13526-MS
https://doi.org/10.2118/15622-MS
https://doi.org/10.3997/2214-4609.201411305
https://doi.org/10.2118/62929-MS
https://doi.org/10.2118/66356-MS
https://doi.org/10.2118/106464-MS
https://doi.org/10.2118/118979-MS
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41723-y
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	A novel flow-based geometrical upscaling method to represent three-dimensional complex sub-seismic fault zone structures in ...
	Modelling workflow of FBGU approach. 
	Results and Discussion

	Reservoir performance. 
	Well performance. 
	Saturation maps. 
	Effects of vertical permeability. 

	Conclusions

	Methods

	Isolation of fault zone components. 
	Summary of FBGU approach. 

	Acknowledgements

	Figure 1 Flow chart of the stages of models applied in this study.
	Figure 2 Reservoir model, A at different stages in the workflow.
	Figure 3 Field wide behaviour of the three reservoirs.
	Figure 4 Cross plot of individual producing well flow responses of the upscaled model with respect to the truth model for three reservoir test cases (Reservoir A, B, C are represented by column 1, 2, 3 respectively).
	Figure 5 Saturation maps of reservoir A.
	Figure 6 Saturation maps at 20 years of simulation for all the nine layers of the truth model and the upscaled model.
	Figure 7 The influence of vertical permeability in the FBGU method.
	Figure 8 Example figure of a breached fault zone component with the adjacent wall-rock cells in 3D to explain the newly devised FBGU method.
	Figure 9 Geometry of reservoir model A.
	Table 1 Dimension, resolution and structures of the models.




