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CONTAMINATION MONITORING OF HIGH
VOLTAGE INSULATORS

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to the maintenance of high-
voltage electrical equipment, and particularly to a system and
method for contamination monitoring of high voltage insula-
tors that provides for transmission of an alarm signal when
contaminant levels (such as equivalent salt deposit density
(ESDD) levels) formed on a high voltage insulator exceed
pre-selected threshold values, indicating the likelihood of
high voltage insulator failure.

2. Description of the Related Art

FIG. 2 illustrates a typical high voltage insulator 1. Con-
ventional high voltage transmission lines L. typically use
modular cap and pin insulators, such as high voltage insulator
1. The wires or lines L. are suspended from a string of sub-
stantially identical disc-shaped insulators D that are attached
to each other with metal clevis pin or ball-and-socket links.
The advantage of this design is that insulator strings with
different breakdown voltages, for use with different line volt-
ages, can be constructed by using different numbers of the
basic units (i.e., different numbers of disc-shaped insulators
D). The breakdown voltage of an insulator is the minimum
voltage that causes a portion of the insulator to become elec-
trically conductive.

When an insulator is polluted or wet, its ability to withstand
mechanical and electrical stresses, as well as its flashover
voltage, is greatly reduced. Contaminant particles in the pres-
ence of moisture form conducting films on the surfaces of
discs D, allowing leakage currents to form and be transmitted.
This current heats the surfaces, leading to formation of dry
bands in areas of high current density. High voltages then
build up across those bands, which may cause partial dis-
charges, leading to insulator flashover.

Insulator surface contamination, and subsequent flow of
leakage current, has caused operating problems for electric
power utilities since electrical power has been in use. The
effect of leakage current and insulator flashover is a major
practical concern for continuity of electric power supply.

Detection of a failed or contaminated insulator requires
either visual inspection or disruption of the normal electrical
power supply. In other words, failure must first occur before
repairs can be made. It would be desirable to provide an early
predictor for high voltage insulator failure, allowing repair-
men to either already be on site when the insulator fails, in
order to expedite repair time, or to allow repair and/or
replacement of a faulty insulator before the failure actually
occurs.

Insulator contamination is often a result of exposure to
various pollution types, including desert sandstorms, air-
borne salt from the sea, industrial pollution, high humidity
and fog, in addition to high ambient temperatures and large
ambient temperature differences within a 24-hour cycle.
Typically, electric utilities perform scheduled periodic high-
pressure water, live-line and sub-station insulator washing.
The practice of periodic insulator washing is not particularly
cost effective, due to the fact that insulator performance is
determined by a number of parameters, some of which are
variable and mostly unpredictable.

Thus, a system and method for contamination monitoring
of high voltage insulators solving the aforementioned prob-
lems is desired.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The system and method for contamination monitoring of
high voltage insulators provides an early predictor for high
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voltage insulator failure, allowing repairmen to either already
be on site when a high voltage insulator fails in order to
expedite repair time, or allowing repair and/or replacement of
a faulty insulator before the failure actually occurs. The sys-
tem and method for contamination monitoring of high volt-
age insulators transmits an alarm signal when contaminant
levels (such as equivalent salt deposit density (ESDD) levels)
formed on a high voltage insulator exceed pre-selected
threshold values, indicating the likelihood of high voltage
insulator failure.

In use, a database of equivalent salt deposit density eigen-
values is first stored in computer readable memory. A high
voltage insulator is then visually monitored by a digital cam-
era or the like mounted proximate to the high voltage insula-
tor. The digital camera produces a digitized visual image of
the high voltage insulator, which is then transmitted via a
wireless transceiver, a wireless modem or the like.

The digitized visual image is then receiving by a wireless
transceiver connected to a controller. The controller, prefer-
ably through use of an associated neural network, extracts a
set of visual eigenvalues from the digitized visual image that
represent visual indicators of contaminants. The set of visual
eigenvalues are compared with the database of equivalent salt
deposit density eigenvalues stored in the computer readable
memory. The controller then calculates an equivalent salt
deposit density level formed on the high voltage insulator
based upon the comparison of the set of visual eigenvalues
with the database of equivalent salt deposit density eigenval-
ues stored in the computer readable memory. An alarm signal
is transmitted when the calculated equivalent salt deposit
density level formed on the high voltage insulator is greater
than a pre-selected threshold value of equivalent salt deposit
density.

These and other features of the present invention will
become readily apparent upon further review of the following
specification.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 11is block diagram schematically illustrating a system
for contamination monitoring of high voltage insulators
according to the present invention.

FIG. 2 illustrates a typical high voltage insulator string
mounted on a high voltage power line according to the prior
art.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating a controller for a
system for contamination monitoring of high voltage insula-
tors according to the present invention.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram illustrating process flow in the
controller of FIG. 3.

Similar reference characters denote corresponding fea-
tures consistently throughout the attached drawings.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

As best shown in FIG. 1, a system for contamination moni-
toring of high voltage insulators 10 provides an early predic-
tor for high voltage insulator failure, allowing repairmen to
either already be on site when a high voltage insulator, such as
exemplary insulator I, fails in order to expedite repair time, or
allowing repair and/or replacement of a faulty insulator I
before the failure actually occurs. As will be described in
greater detail below, the system for contamination monitoring
ot high voltage insulators 10 transmits an alarm signal when
contaminant levels (such as equivalent salt deposit density
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(ESDD) levels) formed on the high voltage insulator exceed
pre-selected threshold values, indicating the likelihood of
high voltage insulator failure.

As shown in FIG. 3, a controller 16 is provided, with
computer readable memory 22 being associated therewith. A
database of equivalent salt deposit density eigenvalues is
stored in computer readable memory 22. It should be under-
stood that computer readable memory 22 may be any suitable
type of computer readable memory. Examples of computer-
readable recording media include a magnetic recording appa-
ratus, an optical disk, a magneto-optical disk, and/or a semi-
conductor memory (for example, RAM, ROM, etc.).
Examples of magnetic recording apparatus that may be used
in addition to memory 22, or in place of memory 22, include
a hard disk device (HDD), a flexible disk (FD), and a mag-
netic tape (MT). Examples of the optical disk include a DVD
(Digital Versatile Disc), a DVD-RAM, a CD-ROM (Compact
Disc-Read Only Memory), and a CD-R (Recordable)/RW.

A high voltage insulator, such as exemplary insulator 1, is
then visually monitored by a digital camera 12 or the like,
mounted proximate to the high voltage insulator I (as repre-
sented diagrammatically in FIG. 1). The digital camera 12
produces a digitized visual image of the high voltage insulator
1, which is then transmitted via a wireless transceiver 14, a
wireless modem or the like. Alternatively, the image could be
transmitted via a conventional wired line, or through any
suitable type of communication interface. In FIG. 1, wireless
signal S is transmitted to controller 16.

The signal S carrying the digitized visual image is received
by a wireless transceiver 26 connected to controller 16. It
should be understood that the controller 16 and the memory
22 may be associated with, or incorporated into, any suitable
type of computing device, for example, a personal computer
oraprogrammable logic controller. Additionally, any suitable
type of interface 24 may be associated with controller 16,
such as a keyboard, a mouse, a display or the like. The con-
troller 16, the memory 22, the wireless transceiver or receiver
26, interface 24, and any associated computer readable
recording media are in communication with one another by
any suitable type of data bus, as is well known in the art.

Processor 20 of controller 16, which may include, or be in
communication with, an associated neural network, extracts a
set of visual eigenvalues from the digitized visual image
representing visual indicators of contaminants. It should be
understood that any suitable image processing and pattern
recognition techniques may be utilized, as are well-known in
the arts of medicine, seismology, geology, face recognition,
fingerprint recognition, and the like. Examples of such sys-
tems are shown in U.S. Pat. Nos. 7,676,441; 7,532,745,
7,295,687;7,212,655; and 6,185,337, each of which is hereby
incorporated by reference in its entirety.

In the flow diagram of FIG. 4, the received image goes
through a step of “feature extraction” 28, in which the set of
visual eigenvalues are extracted from the transmitted digital
image. These eigenvalues, representing the visual contami-
nant images, are then passed to the neural network and/or
processor 20. The set of visual eigenvalues are compared with
the database of equivalent salt deposit density eigenvalues
stored in the computer readable memory 22.

The processor 20 then calculates an equivalent salt deposit
density level formed on the high voltage insulator 1 based
upon the comparison of the set of visual eigenvalues with the
database of equivalent salt deposit density eigenvalues stored
in the computer readable memory. The equivalent salt deposit
density eigenvalues stored in computer readable memory 22
represent pre-recorded visual indicators of contamination. A
high voltage insulator with a known ESDD level (typically
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measured in milligrams of NaCl per cm? of insulator surface
area) is analyzed in a laboratory or the like, a digital image of
this high voltage insulator is recorded, and eigenvalues of the
image are extracted, thus forming a database of visual eigen-
values with known contaminant levels. System 10 uses this
database to record new eigenvalues from the digital image of
insulator I, compare the eigenvalues with the stored database
of eigenvalues, and then finds the equivalent contaminant
level.

An alarm signal is transmitted by controller 16 to alarm 18
when the calculated equivalent salt deposit density level
formed on the high voltage insulator I is greater than a pre-
selected threshold value of equivalent salt deposit density, the
threshold level being stored in memory 22. An exemplary
threshold value is 0.1 mg/cm?®. The alarm 18 may be any
suitable type of alarm, such as a visual alarm, an audio alarm
or the like.

It is to be understood that the present invention is not
limited to the embodiments described above, but encom-
passes any and all embodiments within the scope of the fol-
lowing claims.

We claim:

1. A system for contamination monitoring of high voltage
insulators, comprising:

means for visually monitoring a high voltage insulator with

a salt deposit;

means for transmitting a digitized visual image of the high

voltage insulator and the salt deposit;
means for receiving the digitized visual image;
means for extracting a set of visual eigenvalues from the
digitized visual image, the set of visual eigenvalues rep-
resenting visual indicators of salt deposit contaminants;

computer readable memory, a database of equivalent salt
deposit density eigenvalues being stored therein, the
database includes visual eigenvalues with known con-
taminant levels, wherein a pre-selected threshold value
of equivalent salt deposit density being stored in the
memory;

means for directly comparing the set of visual, real-time

eigenvalues with the database of equivalent salt deposit
density eigenvalues stored in the computer readable
memory;

means for calculating an equivalent salt deposit density

level formed on the high voltage insulator based upon
the direct comparison of the set of visual eigenvalues
with the database of equivalent salt deposit density
eigenvalues stored in the computer readable memory;
and

means for transmitting an alarm signal when the calculated

equivalent salt deposit density level formed on the high
voltage insulator is greater than the pre-selected thresh-
old value of equivalent salt deposit density.

2. The system for contamination monitoring of high volt-
age insulators as recited in claim 1, wherein said means for
visually monitoring the high voltage insulator comprises a
digital camera mounted proximate the high voltage insulator.

3. The system for contamination monitoring of high volt-
age insulators as recited in claim 2, wherein said means for
transmitting the digitized visual image of the high voltage
insulator comprises a wireless transceiver in communication
with the digital camera.

4. The system for contamination monitoring of high volt-
age insulators as recited in claim 3, wherein the wireless
transceiver comprises a wireless modem.
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5. The system for contamination monitoring of high volt-
age insulators as recited in claim 4, wherein said means for
receiving the digitized visual image comprises a wireless
modem.
6. The system for contamination monitoring of high volt-
age insulators as recited in claim 1, wherein said means for
extracting the set of visual eigenvalues from the digitized
visual image comprises a neural network.
7. A method for contamination monitoring of high voltage
insulators, comprising the steps of:
storing a database of equivalent salt deposit density eigen-
values in computer readable memory, the database
includes visual eigenvalues with known contaminant
levels, wherein a pre-selected threshold value of equiva-
lent salt deposit density being stored in the memory;

visually monitoring a high voltage insulator with a salt
deposit;

transmitting a digitized visual image of the high voltage

insulator and the salt deposit;

15
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receiving the digitized visual image;

extracting a set of visual eigenvalues from the digitized
visual image, the set of visual eigenvalues representing
visual indicators of salt deposit contaminants;

directly comparing the set of visual eigenvalues with the
database of equivalent salt deposit density eigenvalues
stored in the computer readable memory;

calculating an equivalent salt deposit density level formed
on the high voltage insulator based upon the direct com-
parison of the set of visual eigenvalues with the database
of equivalent salt deposit density eigenvalues stored in
the computer readable memory; and

transmitting an alarm signal when the calculated equiva-
lent salt deposit density level formed on the high voltage
insulator is greater than the pre-selected threshold value
of equivalent salt deposit density.



