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Abstract: This work presents three data-driven models based on process data, to estimate different
indicators related to process performance in a steel production process. The generated models allow
the optimization of the process parameters to achieve optimal performance and quality levels. A new
approach based on ensembles has been developed with feature selection methods and four state-ofthe-art regression approximations (random forest, gradient boosting, xgboost and neural networks).
The results show that the proposed approach makes the prediction more stable reducing the variance
for all cases, even in one case, slightly reducing the bias. Furthermore, from the four machine learning
paradigms presented, random forest is the one with the best results in a quantitative way, obtaining a
coefficient of determination of 0.98 as a maximum, depending on the target sub-process.
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1. Introduction
In the industrial sector and in traditional industrial processes such as the steel industry,
more and more elements of the chain are digitized. The availability of data is increasing
but sometimes these data are difficult to structure and process, and it is also difficult to
extract valuable information from them. In this context, efficiency in industrial processes is
of great importance, especially when it is intended to reduce the ecological footprint while
maintaining the production availability.
The quality of the final product is one of the most important indicators in any production process, but especially in iron and steel processes, where production conditions are
very harsh and where there is hardly a theoretical framework and therefore disturbances
dominate production.
Large amounts of data are available in these processes, but they are underused due to
the difficulty in interpreting them, as well as the nature of the data corresponding to hostile,
erratic and highly variable environments. Accordingly, data analysis tasks require a lot
of expert knowledge in the domain to generate useful conclusions for business objectives.
One of the biggest difficulties when working with data from an industrial process and in
the steel industry in particular is uncertainty. We have to face a generalized uncertainty of
different origins [1] due to the hostile and highly variable conditions.
Currently the production of high quality steel is supported by modern measuring
systems gathering an increasing amount of high resolution quality and process data along
the complete flat steel production chain [2].
The benefits of higher product quality, reduction of internal rejection and higher productivity will directly result in a reduction of the overall production costs. Moreover, it will
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provide access to some very stringent product applications for which the quality requirements are very high. The competitiveness of steel companies will be significantly improved
in productivity at the Finishing Shop and reduced raw materials and energy consumption.
But despite digitization, obtaining valuable conclusions through smart tools is not
being easy task. Machine learning techniques have also burst into steel production as
mentioned in the work by Laha et al. [3].
Although there have been several studies on the application of machine learning
techniques, there are few works in the literature where these techniques are used especially
in the prediction of the output performance of the steel manufacturing process.
There are some works on the use of neural networks to predict output parameters, such
as the temperature of the liquid metal and the volume of oxygen blowing [4], metallurgical
length in continuous casting (CC) where the steel solidifies, shell thickness at the end of
the mold and the billet surface temperature [5], percentage of phosphorus in the final
composition of the steel [6,7]. Mazumdar and Evans [8] provide a complete description
of modern steelmaking processes together with physical and mathematical models and
solution methodologies based on artificial intelligence. In the work presented in [9],
prediction models based on production data are developed for casting surface defects.
The authors show the importance of quality in the foundry industry by comparing 6
machine learning methods. Soft-sensing approaches are also proposed [10–12] to obtain a
prediction of the content of silicon in the molten iron, hot metal temperature forecasting or
slag amount prediction in EAF furnace. These works employ decomposition of the time
series, neural networks, multivariate adaptive regression splines and ensemble learning
approaches. The optimization of process parameters as a prescriptive strategy carried
out in [13], is one of the most demanding tasks in the steel industry today.In this case
using a surrogated model based on neural networks, within a multi-objective problem.
Multi-output support vector regression and particle swarm optimization were used in [14]
to optimize de process parameters in steel production.
This work belongs to a project framework in which activities towards a better product
quality, productivity improvement and cost reduction of the steel making process have
been developed. Strategies have been built via the modelling and control issues related
to secondary metallurgy (SM), CC and hot rolling (HR) with the aim of optimizing these
sub-processes. These models are the basis of an optimization methodology, in which the
use of data-driven models, and therefore the use of machine learning techniques is a key
point. This publication only presents the work developed with the data-driven models
within this methodology.
The aim of this work is to develop process models to improve the steelmaking process and reduce the number of surface and sub-surface defects at the final product for
micro-alloyed steels, ensuring a good performance of the three sub-processes that have
an influence in the generation of surface defects: SM, CC and HR. These models are the
basis of an optimization strategy for each sub-process, based on the relationship established
between the control parameters and performance indicators.
Based on the growing demand of the microalloyed steels and the critical points for
their correct manufacturing, the following data based models were developed and are
presented in the following sections:
•

•
•

SM model to predict the castability index of a heat. This index is a measure of the
performance of the refining process, mainly influenced by the formation of solid
micro-inclusions into liquid metal [15], that affects to the steel cleanliness.
CC model to predict the temperature at the middle point of the upper face of the billet
before the straightener during the continuous casting process.
HR model to predict the minimum and average temperatures of the billet before the
continuous rolling mill.

The description of the proposed approach goes from the data processing to the generation of the models through the analysis of the most relevant parameters. An important
part of this approach is the comparison of feature selection strategies that were applied,
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as well as the comparison of different regression paradigms. Within this strategy, it is worth
highlighting the use of ensemble learning and a novel strategy based on different feature
subspaces is presented. It combines four commonly employed feature selection techniques.
The article is structured as follows. Section 2 describes the key performance indicators
in steel production process, and machine learning methodology employed. In Section 3,
the data used is explained, the preprocessing results are provided, the performance metrics
of the models, and the results are discussed in turn. Finally, in Section 4, some conclusions
are drawn.
2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Steel Production and Quality Measurements
The steel can be produced via two routes: the integrated blast furnace (BF)/basic
oxygen furnace (BOF) route from the primary raw material iron oxide and the electric
arc furnace (EAF) route by using recycled steel (scrap). Figure 1 shows steel production
from EAF furnace. Both routes have in common the secondary metallurgy and casting
process. Castability index is a measurement developed from process data of the casting
machine process. It is a number ranging from 0 to 10. The main concept of the index is
that the steel flux in the casting machine nozzles is smooth if the heat is clean of oxide
inclusions, and more peaky and has a different form if the heat is not clean and has many
oxide inclusions. The calculation of the index is based in the time series data of the casting
machine 6 stopper rods position. The index checks the slope and the peaks of those data and
gets and overall “castability goodness value”. So it is obtained by measured casting process
data but, in practice, is measuring an effect accumulated from the secondary process. This
approach has the disadvantage of indirect measurement but the advantage of having many
more data, as classical cleanliness data are much more difficult to obtain.

Figure 1. Steel making process description. From electric arc furnace to hot rolling and finishing
(inspection) through secondary metallurgy and continuous casting.

Once temperature conditions and composition in the liquid steel are reached, the ladle
is raised in a turret for casting liquid steel into a tundish with several strands. The CC is
the process whereby molten steel is solidified into a “semi-finished” billet, by means of a
watercooled open mold, secondary cooling combining water sprays and air, electromagnetic
stirring, straightening and cutting the semi-product to the desired size.
After solidifying, the billets remain in any of the previous cooling beds transfer to the
rolling mill. The billets are heated and hot rolled through several pairs of rolls to reduce
the thickness and to obtain the desired shape and thickness of the bars. The steel quality is
usually improved when it endures mechanical stresses in hot temperature.
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Finally, the bars are inspected by quality control devices, such as Eddy Current
technology based devices, to detect surface cracks. After this automated crack detection,
there is a manual inspection of every crack-detected bar checking if the crack can be repaired
or not.
Microalloyed steel grades are a family of steel composition characterized by the
effect of alloying small amounts of elements like V, Nb, Ti, Al combined with C and/or
N. Those elements exert an important effect on the steel properties by controlling the
grain size evolution during different stages of the production process. In this way, it
is possible to obtain reasonably good properties and avoid additional heat treatments.
Heat treatments add additional costs to the product, additional energy use and emission
generation. For these reasons, microalloyed steels are a growing trend in special steel
industry for the global benefit they bring to different agents in the whole supply chain,
but at the same time, they are quite demanding for the steel producer as one of their
intrinsic properties is a low ductility at some critical temperatures. The low ductility makes
them very prone to superficial cracks as the billet surface suffers the most important strains
in different processes but mainly in the casting machine and HR. For this reason, it is
important to control the temperatures before the straightener during the CC and before the
continuous rolling mill during the HR process to avoid the cracks generation during these
processes [16,17].
2.2. Ensemble Based on Feature Selection Approach
The most important aspect to take into account in this methodology is the ensemble
learning strategy. Not only regarding the regression models used, but also the development
of a novel approach, which will be explained in this section.
A supervised analysis starts with a database in which the predictor variables x = { x j }
(where 1 ≤ j ≤ M), M being the number of input variables and the dependent variable y
are well defined for each use case or sub-process. So, we have for each regression problem
a set of data defined as { X, y}.
Regression methods aim to predict a numerical value of a target variable given some
input variables. To solve this task, the learning algorithm is asked to build a function
f : Rn → R. In the metallurgical cases present in this paper different regression techniques
have been used to predict a real value which is a performance measure of the process
(such as the castability index, for secondary metallurgy). The selected regression modeling
approaches are largely based on ensemble learning and a neural network has been included,
as it is the most widely used strategy in the literature.
Ensemble methods train multiple learners to solve the same problem [18] with the
ability to build a much stronger model than the base learners. One of the most important
aspects when building an ensemble approach is diversity as well as reliability. One of the
alternatives to provide this diversity is through generative methods, where the structure
of the data set is modified [19]. Strategies based on this principle, as random forest
and gradient boosting, are based on generative strategy where the data set is resampled
randomly. In the approach presented in this work a generative point of view is also
considered but with different non-random feature selection methods.
Figure 2 shows a common ensemble architecture. An ensemble contains L number
of learners called base learners which are usually generated from training data by a base
learning algorithm. A combination strategy has the responsibility to provide a unique
decision.
By reducing the number of input features of the models, the effect of the curse of
dimensionality problem that characterizes data with high number of features, can be
alleviated. For example, by applying feature selection algorithms to construct subsets of
features from the original data, diverse sets of models can be constructed. This is the option
presented here, where the diversity is provided by a non random selection of features by
applying different feature selection methods.
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Figure 2. Ensemble strategy to combine multiple learners. Where X are the input features, L is the
number of learners and ŷ is the estimated output.

The approach proposed, called as meta-estimator, is defined as follows. Given a set of
features defined as X = { xi }, where 1 ≤ i ≤ n and n is the number of features, and given
S = {Sl }, where 1 ≤ l ≤ L and L is the number feature selection methods.
Each Sl establishes a ranking and sort the set of features X creating L different sets Xl ,
which defines a different dimensional space to fit a regression model f ( Xl ) → ŷl .
Having the prediction of each model ŷl , the final output is calculated by consensus as
defined in Equation (1):
∑ L f ( Xl )
ŷ = l =1
(1)
L
Within this approach, three feature selection methods and four regressive paradigms
have been selected. These methods are briefly explained below in the following
Sections 2.3 and 2.4.
2.3. Feature Selection
The focus of feature selection is to select a subset of variables from the initial set
of input variables which can efficiently describe it while reducing effects from noise or
irrelevant variables and still provide good prediction results [20]. In this section, commonly
used methods are revised and proposed to compare them with a real problem in the steel
production where the number of the initial set of input variables is very high.
Feature selection will be carried out using filtering methods. Filtering methods use
variable ranking techniques as principle criteria for variable selection by ordering them.
Ranking methods are used due to their simplicity and good performance which is reported
for practical applications. A suitable ranking criterion is used to score the variables and a
λ threshold is used that represents the percentage of variables that are filtered with each
indicator. Ranking methods are filter methods since they are applied before classification
to filter out the less relevant variables [21]. In this investigation, four ranking criteria
are used: (1) Pearson’s correlation; (2) mutual information (MI); (3) univariate linear
regression; (4) recursive feature elimination. The employed λ was selected for each method
independently to keep the 30% of the variables.
2.3.1. Correlation between Inputs and Target
Correlation between two variables is the most common criteria to filter a feature set.
Pearson’s correlation coefficient is probably the most widely used and simple measure
for linear relationships between two normal distributed variables. Usually, Pearson’s
coefficient is obtained via a Least-Squares fit and a value of 1 represents a perfect positive
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relationship, −1 a perfect negative relationship, and 0 indicates the absence of a relationship
between variables. It is shown in Equation (2), where X and Y are two random variables,
cov refers to the covariance measure and σx and σy are the standard deviations of the
variables, respectively.
ρ=

cov( X, Y )
σx σy

(2)

Correlation ranking can only detect linear dependencies between input variables and
the target.
2.3.2. Mutual Information
Mutual information between two random variables is a non-negative value, which
measures the dependency between the variables. It is equal to zero if and only if two
random variables are independent, and higher values mean higher dependency.
Usually the entropy is a key indicator to calculate the MI, in this method Nearest
Neighbor estimator is used as in [22].
For two random variables, X and Y, let PXY ( x, y) be the joint probability distribution
and PX ( x ) and PY (y) the marginal probability distributions. The MI between X and Y,
denoted I ( X; Y ), is defined as shown in Equation (3):
I ( X; Y ) =

P

( x, y)

∑ PXY (x, y) log PXXY
( x ) PY (y)

(3)

x,y

In information theory, MI is the amount of uncertainty in X due to the knowledge of
Y [23].
2.3.3. Univariate Linear Regression
Univariate linear regression test ranks also the features depending on their correlation
with the dependent variable. Being n the number of observations, the test is defined as
shown in Equation (4):
∑n ( xi − x )(yi − y)
ρ = i =1
(4)
std( x )std(y)
where x and y are the mean values of X and Y and std refers to the standard deviation.
2.3.4. Recursive Feature Elimination
This method is a greedy optimization algorithm which aims to find the best performing
feature subset. It repeatedly creates models and keeps aside the best or the worst performing
feature at each iteration. It constructs the next model with the left features until all the
features are exhausted. It then ranks the features based on the order of their elimination.
This is an iterative procedure:
1.
2.
3.

Train the classifier
Compute the ranking criterion for all features
Remove the feature with smallest ranking criterion

This iterative procedure is an instance of backward feature elimination [24] and
references therein. For computational reasons, it may be more efficient to remove several
features at a time, at the expense of possible classification performance degradation. In
such a case, the method produces a feature subset ranking, as opposed to a feature ranking.
2.4. Regression Strategies
2.4.1. Boosting
The main idea of the boosting method is to add models to the set sequentially. In each
iteration a “weak” model (base-learner) is trained with respect to the total error of the
set generated up to the moment. To overcome the over-training problem of this kind of
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algorithms, a statistical connection is established with the gradient-descent formulation
to find local minimums. In Gradient Boosting models (GBM), the learning procedure is
consecutively adjusted to new models to provide a more accurate estimate of the response
variable. The main idea behind this algorithm is to build the new base models so that they
correlate as much as possible with the negative gradient of the loss function, associated with
the whole set. The loss functions applied can be arbitrary, but to give a better intuition, if the
error function is the classic quadratic error, the learning procedure would result in an error
adjustment. In general, the choice of the loss function depends on the problem, with a great
variety of loss functions implemented up to now and with the possibility of implementing
a specific one for the task. Normally, the choice of one of them is a consequence of trial
and error.
A computationally flexible way of capturing the interactions between variables in a
GBM is based on the use of classification trees. These models usually have the tree depth
and divisions as parameters.
XGBoost or extreme gradient boosting is a scalable machine learning system for
tree boosting [25]. Specifically, XGBoost uses a more regularized model formalization to
control over-fitting, which users of this implementation say gives it better performance.
Also provides an early stoping mechanism, parallel computing capabilities, custom loss
functions, re-training and different base learners as linear regression.
2.4.2. Random Forest
Random forest is an algorithm developed by Breiman and Cutler [26] based on the
idea of bagging ensemble technique by Breiman [27] himself and the random selection of
attributes, introduced independently by Ho [28].
Random forest builds multiple decision trees and merges them together, usually with
an average decision rule, to get a more accurate and stable prediction. One big advantage
of random forest is, that it can be used for both classification and regression problems.
Thus, as Breiman defined [26], a random forest is a classifier consisting of a collection
of tree-structured classifiers h( x, θk ), k = 1, . . . T where the {θk } are independent identically
distributed random vectors and each tree casts a unit vote for the most popular class at
input x and T is the number of trees.
Random forests for regression are formed by growing trees depending on a random
vector θ such that the tree predictor h( x, θ ) takes on numerical values as opposed to class
labels. In this case, a random selection of features is used on top of bagging.
2.4.3. Neural Networks
Artificial neural networks (ANNs), also referred as neural networks (NNs), are basically a certain class of computational techniques for performing non-linear statistical
modeling of data. Therefore, they can be used to model complex relationships between
inputs and outputs, or to find patterns, including temporal patterns, in large amounts of
data [29].
Nowadays, NNs are used in a large number of applications, but in all cases their
composition is basically a certain kind of network of simple interconnected process elements
so that they can generate a complex global behavior, this global behavior being determined
by the connections between the elements of process (what is often referred to as the “weight
of the interconnection”). The functioning of the ANNs is similar to that of the biological
systems formed by the neurons (from which it takes its name), in such a way that the
functions are developed collectively and in parallel through all the elements.
A NN consists of simple processing units, the neurons, and directed, weighted connections between those neurons. Here, the strength of a connection (or the connecting weight)
between two neurons i and j is referred to as wi,j . Thus, it is a sorted triple ( NS, V, w) with
two sets NS, V and a function w, where NS is the set of neurons and V a set {(i, j)|i, j ∈ N}
whose elements are called connections between neuron i and neuron j. The function
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w : V → R defines the weights, where w((i, j)), the weight of the connection between
neuron i and neuron j, is shortened to wi,j .
3. Experimental Results and Discussion
3.1. Data Description and Pre-Processing
This section introduces the data based models implemented for each of the subprocesses mentioned above (secondary metallurgy, continuous casting and hot rolling),
describing the most relevant aspects of the input and output variables of the models.
The variables involved in the models, are mainly of two types. First of all we have
to take into account synchronous, cyclic or high frequency data, related to time series.
Secondly, we refer to asynchronous data, acyclic or data related to specific events in the
process, such as a casting event or the production batch. The different characteristics of these
two types of variables require differentiated treatment and different data preprocessesing.
3.1.1. Secondary Metallurgy
The objective of the SM model is to provide a regression model that, given the process
operating variables, which are the most important in the proper functioning of the process,
provide a prediction of the castability index. As mentioned in the previous section, this is
a critical parameter regarding the steel quality that is measured the day after performing
the heat. In the secondary metallurgy sub-process data from the heats performed during
9 months were taken into account. Cyclic, acyclic, steel grade chemical compositions and
ferroalloys additions are input variables for this model, as described in Table 1.
Table 1. Secondary metallurgy variables. Variable type as a taxonomy within the process and a short
description in the case of Cyclic and Acyclic data.
Variable Type

Description

Cyclic data

Argon consumption
Argon vacuum consumption
Nitrogen consumption
Nitrogen vacuum consumption
Initial and end temperature difference
Temperature at the end of the process

Acyclic data

Total vacuum time
Deep vacuum time
Order inside sequence
Casting temperature
Temperature at the end of the refine process
Wating time between refining and continuous casting
Cap number of uses
Warm-up time
Total time

Steel grade Composition (at the initial and final stage of the process)

Carbon, Silicon, Manganese, Phosphor, Sulfur, Chromium,
Nickel, Molybdenum, Copper, Aluminium, Nitrogen,
Boron

Ferroalloys, deoxidants and slag formers

Steel lime, Pure alumina 100% + fluorspar, Manganese iron,
Cok low nitrogen, Ferrosilicon, Silicium carbide, Silicon
manganese, Charge Chrome, Ferrovanadium, Sulfur in
thread, Niobium, Ingot Aluminum, Aluminum in wire,
Ferro titanium wire, SI-CA 45 thread

Different pre-processing activities of the original data were carried out in order to
refine the data, reduce dimensionality and improve prediction. One of the main tasks
here was to correct certain inconsistencies and characterize the cyclical data. For example,
the measurements of the flow of argon and nitrogen presented certain irregularities, as a
consequence of the measuring system limitations and intrinsic process conditions, that
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were corrected based on expert knowledge by using other variables measured by the
equipment. The correction was based on the vacuum pressure and the back pressure as
follows (Equation (5)):
fˆ = max (min((bp − c1 + 1 − vp/100)/c2 , f ), 0)

(5)

where f is the initial gas flow, fˆ is the gas flow corrected, bp the back pressure, ci are
constants and vp vacuum pressure.
Figure 3 shows the effect of the correction on the gas flow with respect to the initial
sequence.

Figure 3. Gas flow correction, original gas flow (green) and corrected gas flow (red). Back (yellow)
and Vacuum (blue) pressures are provided for a better understanding. Units are not displayed and
scale is not real for confidentiality reasons.

After this correction, the extracted characteristic is the total consumption of argon
and nitrogen (m3 /s) for the entire heat. In addition, the total consumption of each type
of gas during the vacuum stage of the process was extracted as another key feature of
secondary metallurgy.
The last two variables extracted from the cyclical data are those related to the process temperatures, which are trivially obtained from consulting the temperature curve
throughout the process.
Acyclic data, steel grade composition and additions are extracted from the Manufacturing execution system (MES) for each heat. This information is important to successfully
complete the data integration. In addition, a new variable, not existing in the initial
data, was created with the alumina and the fluorspar to capture an important aspect of
the ferroalloys.
In short, with these transformations and preprocessing stage, we got data to generate
a predictive model to predict the castability index of the secondary metallurgy process,
with a total of 54 process variables, including both process variables and the composition
of the steel grade at the initial and the final phase of the process.
Then, following the general methodology for developing data-driven models, a study
of the most relevant variables in this sub-process was made. The objectives of this task are
mainly two: to reduce the number of variables in the model, to act on the precision of the
model but above all its generalization, and secondly, to select the important variables of the
process for a future optimization strategy.
To carry out the selection of features, the methods shown in Section 2.3 were experimented with. Each of the strategies was evaluated with the preprocessed data and in all
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cases with a supervised point of view with the index of castability. Figure 4 shows the
importance of most of the features with each selection method.
As it can be seen, there are many differences in the results obtained for each of the
methods. This may be a consequence of the low absolute contribution of each variable in
the process. The only variable that has a clear contribution is the sequence number, which
is the order within a casting sequence. This conclusion is confirmed with expert knowledge
demonstrating that it has a clear relationship with the operational process.

Figure 4. Feature selection normalized importance indicators per each variable with the performance
variable in secondary metallurgy process.

3.1.2. Continuous Casting
The objective of the continuous casting model is to predict the temperature at the
middle point of the upper face of the billet before the straightener during the continuous
casting process, taking into account the process operating variables. As mentioned before,
the control of this temperature is important to avoid the generation of cracks during the
continuous casting process.
Since the value of this temperature was not measured in real time by any hardware
sensor, it was modeled by using the information provided by a thermal model. This thermal
model predicts the evolution of the temperature distribution during the solidification
process of the billet in the continuous casting machine (see Figure 5). It is a mathematical
model solving the heat transfer equations. Several cross sections of the billet, distributed
along the strand, moves through the continuous caster. The model considers the exchanging
heat with the mold wall and afterward with the secondary cooling system, rolls and
ambient. The differential equation that governs the heat transfer and is solved by the model
is expressed as Equation (6):
∂2 T
∂2 T
Q
ρ( T ) · Cp( T ) ∂T
=
+ 2 +
2
k(T )
k(T )
∂t
∂x
∂y

(6)

where ρ, Cp and k and are the density, specific heat and thermal conductivity of the steel
grade depending on the temperature, T is the Temperature and Q is the transferred heat
from the exterior. The thermophysical properties of the steel grade, such as conductivity,
specific heat, latent heat, density, liquidus and solidus temperature are calculated by a
commercial software, depending on steel composition. The model was used to predict
the temperature at the middle point of the upper face of the billet before the straightener
depending on the process parameters. The model was validated with temperature measurements of the billet before the straightener that were performed with a scanner located
on top of the billet. The results of this validation showed that the temperatures calculated
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by the model were in a good agreement with the measured temperatures, with an average
difference in the temperatures of about 11 ºC (considering that the temperature in this zone
is around 1100 ºC, it means an error about 1%).

Figure 5. Continuous Casting thermal model output. On the top: evolution of the temperatures (left)
and thickness (right) along the strand in corners, central points of the faces and center of the billet.
At the bottom: evolution of the temperatures before the straightener (left) and the thickness at the
end of the mould (right).

Once the model was validated, the process parameters of the heats performed during
9 months were analysed to identify process parameters sets corresponding to steady
conditions. As a result, almost 3000 parameters sets (data set) were obtained, covering
the usual range of the process window for the different parameters. Then, the thermal
model was executed for each element of the data set in order to get the value of the
temperature at the middle point of the upper face of the billet before the straightener.
Finally, these temperatures were used for the development of the data driven model.
The reason for implementing a data-driven model, instead of using the thermal model,
lies in the differences in computation times required by both types of models (the data
model is much faster than the thermal model), a key aspect for an efficient integration with
optimization algorithms.
The Table 2 shows the final input variables for the regression model implemented
to predict the temperature at the middle point of the upper face of the billet before the
straightener. It includes both process parameters (mainly parameters related to the primary
and secondary cooling) and the composition of the steel grade.
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Table 2. Continuous casting variables with a short description for specific variables and compositions.

Variable Type

Description

Specific variables

Lance temperature
Mold input temperature
Casting speed
Steel level (mold)
Mold flow rate
Flow rate in the zones of the secondary cooling
Preassure in the zones of the secondary cooling zones

Compositions

Carbon, Silicon, Manganese, Phosphor, Sulfur, Chromium, Nickel,
Molybdenum, Copper, Aluminium, Nitrogen, Niobium, Titanium,
Vanadium Boron

3.1.3. Reheating Furnace and Hot Rolling
The objective of the hot rolling process modelling was to predict the temperature of
the billet before the rolling mill taking into account the process parameters. As mentioned
before, the control of this temperature is important to avoid the generation of cracks during
the hot rolling As this temperature is acquired continuously, the average and minimum
temperatures of the billet were extracted to correctly characterize the process and they were
taken as response variables or objective of the two models to be developed. In this process,
two models have been developed to predict the temperature before the rolling mill. As this
temperature is acquired continuously, the average and minimum temperature have been
extracted to correctly characterize the process. These two variables are very relevant for
the correct rolling of the billet, so both are taken as response variables of the models to
be developed.
Data integration played a relevant role in generating the necessary data for the hot
rolling modeling. The data source for the process parameters was compressed files with
XML format.
These files store the whole processing information of each billet hot rolled.
The information that was extracted from these files is detailed in the Table 3 and can
be structured in the following types: general data, dimensions, speeds, times, furnace
times/temperatures and other temperatures.
In addition, it was necessary to integrate other important data for the model to
be developed, accessible from other data sources. Specifically, we are referring to the
steel grade compositions obtained from the secondary metallurgy data base (composition
described in Table 1). Finally, with the information of the billets hot rolled during 6 months
and after a feature selection stage, we got a data set with 22 predictor variables and two
objective variables, with which two independent models were generated and analysed.
3.2. Process Modeling Results
In this section, the results obtained for all models presented in the previous section will
be shown and discussed. The validation method used was hold out with repetitions since
there is a lot of deviation between different simulations. Likewise, the coefficient of determination (a.k.a R2 ) was used as a metric to evaluate the goodness of each approximation,
as well as statistical tests to see significant differences between them.
Holdout evaluation is a cross-validation approach whereby the available data are
partitioned into a training set and a test set. The purpose of holdout evaluation is to test
a model on different data to those from which it is learned. This provides an unbiased
estimate of learning performance, in contrast to in-sample evaluation. Repeated holdout
evaluation experiments are performed, each time with a different partition of the data,
to create a distribution of training and test sets with which an algorithm is assessed [30].
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Table 3. Raw data information from hot rolling process.

Variable Type

Description

General information

Heat number
Manufacturing order
Billet

Dimensions

Bar diameter
Billet lengths

Speeds

Roughing speed
Continuous mill

Times

Furnace time
Download time
Shelling time
Roughing times
Rolling mill time

Furnace times

Pre-heating zone time
Heating zone time
Maintenance zone time

Furnace temperatures

Surface temperatures
Average temperatures
Core temperatures

Other billet temperatures

Before roughing
Before rolling mill
Finishing exit block

The coefficient of determination (R2 ) depicts the quality of the model to replicate the
results, and the proportion of variation of the results that can be explained by the model.
The metric is defined in Equation (7).
R2 =

∑im=1 (yi − ŷi )2
∑im=1 (yi − ȳ)2

(7)

where m are number of instances, yi and ŷi are real and predicted values, and ȳ = m1 ∑im=1 yi .
In the previous section, especially in the case of SM, it was seen that each feature
selection strategy provided a different dimensional space. The hypothesis that we handle
in this work is that this result is due to the complexity of the problem, so that no selection
method has the correct answer but all together can offer a better solution.
The possibility of being able to generate diverse spaces fits with an ensemble learning strategy, in which, taking into account a regressive paradigm, different models are
generated for each of the selection strategies. These models are part of an ensemble and
by means of a model fusion rule for each dimensional space, a single output is provided,
which is the global estimate.
The meta-estimator (Section 2.2) using the three selection strategies explained in
Section 2.3 was tested in SM, CC and HR, giving positive results in SM as can be seen in
Table 4. To validate this strategy in the different processes, gradient boosting has been used
as a base learner, which is the best base line without the meta-estimator approximation.
This table summarizes the obtained R2 using all features and the different considered
feature selection techniques for the three models. The results with all features and the
best method are indicated in bold. In CC and in the rolling process there are hardly
any differences, although looking at the results in a global way, the methodology of an
ensemble of models with different non-random dimensional spaces seems to be a good
strategy for this type of problem where establishing the main characteristics of the process
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is complicated. In addition, this form of combination of models gives a stability to the
prediction that none of the other strategies has.
Table 4. Feature selection strategy comparison, number of features used and R2 score for each
sub-process SM, CC and HR. The best results per model are indicated in bold.
Selection Method
All features
Pearson correlation
Univariate linear regression
Mutual information
Recursive selection
Meta-estimator

SM
#Features

R2

CC
#Features

R2

HR
#Features

R2

54
17
17
17
17
30

0.42
0.42
0.42
0.41
0.42
0.43

26
8
12
8
8
14

0.93
0.88
0.9
0.89
0.91
0.92

22
7
9
7
7
14

0.87
0.82
0.85
0.85
0.86
0.86

Considering that the ensemble based on feature selection approach can be a valid
solution to produce a reliable and robust model for the performance prediction of a metallurgical process, a study was carried out using each of those proposed in Section 2.4 as a
basic learning method.
Table 5 shows the obtained results using the meta-estimator strategy changing the base
regression learner in each case. The best obtained R2 values are indicated in bold. A clear
conclusion that can be drawn is that a base model with a random forest produces the best
results. In the case of SM, for example, random forest has quite better results than a NN
with a much lower computational cost. However, the NN has competitive results compared
to random forest or gradient boosting for both continuous casting and hot rolling. Also, it is
noteworthy the low reliability of the XG Boost method in CC compared to other algorithms,
which is an improvement on the state-of-the-art of a boosting strategy. However, in SM,
and HR their results are similar and the computational cost of this approach is very low
comparing especially with neural networks. A scatter plot for real measurements and
predicted values with regression estimate is shown in Figure 6. This graph shows how the
estimate for the Random forest strategy fits quit well in CC and HR. The high reliability
provided by this strategy is visually appreciated for the entire magnitude range.
Table 5. Benchmark of applied regression methods where the R2 is indicated for each sub-process:
SM, CC, and HR. The best results per model are indicated in bold.
Regression Model

Secondary Metallurgy

Continuous Casting

Hot Rolling

Gradient Boosting
Random Forest
Neural Network
XG Boost

0.43
0.44
0.29
0.43

0.92
0.94
0.92
0.87

0.86
0.98
0.94
0.85

The Friedman statistical test is a non-parametric statistical procedure to compare more
than two related samples [31]. The default assumption, or null hypothesis, is that the
multiple paired samples have the same distribution. A rejection of the null hypothesis
indicates that one or more of the matched samples have a different distribution. Taking a
significance value of 0.05, if the p-value is below the significance level, then the test says that
there is enough evidence to reject the null hypothesis and that the samples were probably
drawn from populations with different distributions.
On the other hand, the Wilcoxon signed-rank test is a nonparametric statistical procedure to compare two samples that are paired or related. The parametric equivalent of the
Wilcoxon signed rank test is known by names such as Student’s t-test, t-test for matched
pairs, t-test for paired samples, or t-test for dependent samples. The default assumption
for the test, the null hypothesis, is that the two samples have the same distribution. In this
case, in the same way, a significance of 0.05 is taken as the threshold.
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Figure 6. Scatter plots real vs. predicted values for Random forest strategy in case of CC (a) , MS (b)
and HR (c). A linear regression line shows the trend line of the scatter plot result set. MS unit is the
castability index, the CC and HR units are both temperature (ºC).

Friedman’s non-parametric statistical significance test was performed to analyze
whether there are significant differences between the error distributions of the regression
models implemented. For the three sub-processes treated in this work, the statistic exceeds
the threshold of significance, so there is at least one model that has a different error
distribution in all cases. Table 6 shows the p-value obtained for each sub-process.
Table 6. The obtained p-values from the Friedman’s test for each sub-process.

Secondary Metallurgy

Continuous Casting

Hot Rolling

1.88 × 10−55

0.0017

9.77 × 10−20

Taking this general conclusion, a pair-wise comparison has been made between the
regression methods for each sub-process with the Wilcoxon test as can be seen in Figure 7.
The objective was to extract the underlying differences between the error distributions
of the different models. The main conclusion is that the NN is the model with an error
distribution that has a significant difference comparing with the rest of the regression
paradigms, except XGBoost in HR. This shows that in cases where the random forest
method exceeds the rest in R2 score, it is statistically the method with the highest reliability.
Figure 8 shows the differences between the error distributions of the random forest and
neural network of the three sub-processes.
Regarding the error distribution of the ensemble methods, there are some significant
differences in the Wilcoxon test for CC. Any way, the use of one method or another in this
case, taking into account the R2 is a matter of reliability. In the case of SM there is not a
significant difference between gradient boosting and ensemble approaches.
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Figure 7. Wilcoxon signed rank test p-values (%) (a) CC, (b) MS and (c) HR. RF stands for Random
Forest, GB Gradient Boosting, NN Neural Network and XGRB Extreme Gradient Boosting regressor.

Figure 8. Error distribution for the random forest and neuronal network regression methods in
CC (a), MS (b) and HR (c). x-axis is error produced by the model and y-axis is the density.
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Lastly, the Wilcoxon paired test for HR draws slightly different conclusion. There
are only significant differences between NN, random forest and gradient boosting. This
enhances the hypothesis of the random forest method as an approximation with greater
reliability for this sub-process and for the rest.
4. Conclusions
The defects in the final product in a steel making process are related to inefficiencies
in the different sub-processes involved. SM, CC and HR are the ones that have the greatest
impact, and each one has its own indicators to determine these inefficiencies. The estimation
of these indicators through data-driven models is an utility that allows establishing the
causes of poor production and thus optimizing operations to move towards efficient
production. For these models to be used in plant operation, two visual decision-making
tools are being developed. First, a simulator of the indicators with some inputs to the
process, in such a way that the operator himself can explore the parameter space of the
process. Second, a search tool for optimal process parameters, where the cost function is
based on the generated model itself.
In this work, various data-driven models of a steel production process have been
developed. These models developed for each sub-process independently estimate a relevant
indicator such as the castability index for secondary metallurgy, the temperature in the
billet before straightening in the continuous casting machine and temperatures of the billet
before the continuous rolling mill.
In the methodology used in this study, different methods of feature selection and
different regression strategies come into play. A novel approach based on ensemble strategy
with a generative approach is also presented, using several selection methods to generate
different base learners in order to obtain greater diversity in prediction.
In the tests carried out to validate the methodology, experimental results are presented
for the models of the three sub-processes. Firstly, it has been verified that the selection
of features with the presented methods allows maintaining the reliability of the models
in most cases. Secondly, the approximation with ensemble techniques by means of nonrandom subsampling of features, maintains in the same way the reliability, giving it more
stability and reducing the variance of the prediction. Even in the case of SM we see a
slight improvement.
A study has been carried out with different regression strategies, based on the proposed ensemble approximation. Analyzing the coefficient of determination, the most clear
conclusion is that the Random Forest method obtains the best results, even above NNs. In a
more statistical way, the non-parametric tests of Friedman and Wilcoxon reveal significant
differences between boosting and bagging paradigms and NNs. With the results of the
models alone (not meta-estimator), the boosting strategy produces better results, which is
not the case in the meta-estimator. This fact requires further analysis to be carried out in
future work.
The direct prediction of the defects in the final product is a very challenging task,
which is further complicated by the difficulties of the product traceability along the process,
anyway a data-driven model for direct prediction of defects is being worked on. At any
case, as mentioned before, the indicators of the sub-processes can be understood as indirect
measurements of that quality.
Finally, all these process models are within a process optimization methodology/
platform, using global methods such as evolutionary algorithms, being of great interest to
the steel industry.
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