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(54) Method and system for detecting a disturber in a PLC network

(57) A method for detecting a disturber in a PLC net-
work comprising a PLC transmitter and a PLC receiver
connected by a segment of said PLC network, said meth-
od comprising: obtaining channel frequency response in-
formation pertaining to said segment; fitting an undis-
turbed channel extrapolation to said channel frequency
response information, said undisturbed channel extrap-
olation being characteristic of frequency-dependent sig-

nal attenuation on an undisturbed transmission line; cal-
culating at least one parameter representative of the dif-
ference between said channel frequency response infor-
mation and said undisturbed channel extrapolation; and
applying a decision criterion to said at least one param-
eter to determine presence or absence of said disturber
in said PLC network.
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Description

Field of the Invention

[0001] The present invention relates to the field of pow-
er line communications (PLC), and in particular to the
field of fault detection in PLC networks.

Background

[0002] In PLC networks, digital information is transmit-
ted at high bit rates over a medium that was not originally
designed for this purpose. As in the case of DSL, which
uses telephone wiring for high-speed data transfer, the
use of unstructured wiring poses many challenges, in-
cluding high attenuation, noise, bridged taps, and cross-
talk from other (similar or alien) transceivers.
[0003] In electricity networks, end users often place
additional devices in series with the PLC transceivers,
which severely affect the quality of the channel. One class
of such disturbers consists of surge protectors or electro-
magnetic injuries filters. The presence of such disturbers
may compromise the quality of service, which may cause
the end user to contact their service provider for technical
support. Presently, the service provider does not have
adequate tools to remotely assess issues related to the
subscriber’s PLC network.

Summary

[0004] It is an object of embodiments of the present
invention to facilitate detection of disturbers in a PLC net-
work, in particular disturbers consisting of passive devic-
es placed in series with the PLC transceivers, more in
particular surge protectors or electro-magnetic injuries
filters.
[0005] According to an aspect of the invention, there
is provided a method for detecting a disturber in a PLC
network comprising a PLC transmitter and a PLC receiver
connected by a segment of the PLC network, the method
comprising: obtaining channel frequency response infor-
mation pertaining to the segment; fitting an undisturbed
channel extrapolation to the channel frequency response
information, the undisturbed channel extrapolation being
characteristic of frequency-dependent signal attenuation
on an undisturbed transmission line; calculating at least
one parameter representative of the difference between
the channel frequency response information and the un-
disturbed channel extrapolation; and applying a decision
criterion to the at least one parameter to determine pres-
ence or absence of the disturber in the PLC network.
[0006] The present invention is based inter alia on the
insight of the inventors that the difference between the
expected disturber-free envelope and the actual channel
frequency response contains the necessary information
to detect the presence of absence of a disturber. This
insight has been confirmed by field measurements and
lab tests.

[0007] In an embodiment of the method according to
the present invention, at least one of the PLC transmitter
and the PLC receiver comprises a management agent,
and the obtaining of the channel frequency response in-
formation comprises receiving the channel frequency re-
sponse information from the management agent.
[0008] It is an advantage of this embodiment, that no
technician need to come to the site to make an adequate
assessment of the condition of the PLC network.
[0009] In an embodiment of the method according to
the present invention, the at least one parameter com-
prises a maximum value over all values in a relevant fre-
quency domain of the difference between an attenuation
given by the undisturbed channel extrapolation and an
attenuation given by the channel frequency response in-
formation.
[0010] In an embodiment of the method according to
the present invention, the at least one parameter com-
prises a summation or integration over a relevant fre-
quency domain of the difference between an attenuation
given by the undisturbed channel extrapolation and an
attenuation given by the channel frequency response in-
formation.
[0011] This particular choice of parameters is based
on the inventors’ insight that a particular class of disturb-
ers, viz. surge protectors, present characteristics "dips"
in the channel frequency response, which are sufficiently
different from features such as bridged taps, and which
may be effectively quantified by those parameters.
[0012] In an embodiment of the method according to
the present invention, the channel frequency response
information is downsampled, and the at least one param-
eter comprises distinct evaluations of the same function
at different levels of downsampling.
[0013] It is an advantage of this embodiment that in-
formation about features present in the channel frequen-
cy response is optimally used by analyzing it at different
resolutions.
[0014] In a particular embodiment, the channel fre-
quency response information is downsampled by calcu-
lating predetermined percentile values over a variable
numbers of bins.
[0015] It is an advantage of this embodiment, that the
algorithm will use a series of values that stays close to
the peaks of the curve (which is important for a proper
extrapolation of the undisturbed line characteristics),
while having sufficient sensitivity to significant downward
trends or dips.
[0016] In an embodiment of the method according to
the present invention, the applying of the decision crite-
rion comprises calculating a scalar function value of the
at least one parameter, and comparing the scalar func-
tion value to a predetermined threshold.
[0017] This embodiment provides an efficient and clear
criterion for the determination of presence or absence of
a target disturber.
[0018] In an embodiment, the method according to the
present invention further comprises establishing the sca-
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lar function and the threshold by means of a machine
learning algorithm.
[0019] According to an aspect of the present invention,
there is provided a computer program comprising soft-
ware means configured to perform, when executed, the
method as described above.
[0020] According to an aspect of the present invention,
there is provided a system for detecting a disturber in a
PLC network comprising a PLC transmitter and a PLC
receiver connected by a segment of the PLC network,
the system comprising: an input interface configured to
obtain channel frequency response information pertain-
ing to the segment; a processor, configured to: fit an un-
disturbed channel extrapolation to the channel frequency
response information, the undisturbed channel extrapo-
lation being characteristic of frequency-dependent signal
attenuation on an undisturbed transmission line; calcu-
late at least one parameter representative of the differ-
ence between the channel frequency response informa-
tion and the undisturbed channel extrapolation; and apply
a decision criterion to the at least one parameter to de-
termine presence or absence of the disturber in the PLC
network; and an output interface to signal the presence
or absence of the disturber.
[0021] The technical effects and advantages of the
computer program and system according to the present
invention correspond mutatis mutandis to those of the
corresponding embodiments of the method according to
the present invention.

Brief Description of the Figures

[0022] Some embodiments of apparatus and/or meth-
ods in accordance with embodiments of the present in-
vention are now described, by way of example only, and
with reference to the accompanying drawings, in which:

Figure 1 provides an overview of an exemplary net-
work in which the present invention may be applied;

Figure 2 provides a flow chart of an exemplary em-
bodiment of the method according to the present in-
vention;

Figure 3 provides a schematic illustration of a system
according to an embodiment of the present inven-
tion;

Figure 4 illustrates a generalized surge protection
circuit, as may be detected by embodiments of the
present invention; and

Figure 5 is an illustration of exemplary channel fre-
quency response information, fitted undisturbed
channel extrapolation, and decision parameters, as
obtained in embodiments of the method according
to the present information.

Description of Embodiments

[0023] Figure 1 provides an overview of an exemplary
network in which the present invention may be applied.
An end user apparatus such as a television set 100 is
provided with a PLC transceiver 110 for communication
over power wiring 140 via a first power socket 130. At a
second power socket 150, connected to the same power
wiring 140, a modem 160 bridges between the PLC net-
work and any appropriate access interface, providing ac-
cess to a service provider network 170 and preferably
the Internet. The access interface may for instance in-
clude an interface for an xDSL, xPON, WMAN, or 3G
link. Without loss of generality, the modem 160 is illus-
trated as one device with an integrated PLC transceiver,
but the network may alternatively comprise another sep-
arate PLC transceiver with a LAN or PAN interface, and
a separate modem device with a corresponding LAN or
PAN interface and an access interface, connected to the
PLC transceiver via the LAN or PAN. A LAN interface
may for instance include an interface for one or more of
an IEEE 802.3 "Ethernet" link, an IEEE 802.11 "Wireless
LAN" link. A PAN interface may for instance include a
USB interface or a Bluetooth interface.
[0024] The term "interface" designates the necessary
hardware and software required to establish data com-
munication connectivity across the various layers of the
protocol stack, as is well known to a person skilled in the
art. Preferably, standardized protocols are used.
[0025] The service provider network 170 preferably
connects to one or more servers 180 that provide serv-
ices to the end user, such as a TV-over-IP of Video-on-
Demand service. The service provider network 170 pref-
erably also connects to a management server 190, such
as the Alcatel-Lucent "Network Analyzer", which is ca-
pable of detecting problems in the end-to-end network
between the relevant servers 180 and the end user de-
vices 100.
[0026] Although only two PLC devices are shown in
Figure 1, this is done to illustrate the concept in the sim-
plest way, without intending to limit the invention in any
way.
[0027] In the illustrated network, a surge protector 120
is present between the first power socket 130 and the
first PLC transceiver 110. The term "surge protector" is
used herein to use any kind of EMI filter, as is commonly
used by consumers to protect sensitive electrical or elec-
tronic equipment, which is placed in series (bipolar) be-
tween the electrical grid and the equipment. The pres-
ence of this surge protector 120 will affect the properties
of the channel as experienced between the respective
PLC transceivers 110, 160, in each direction.
[0028] Figure 2 provides a flow chart of an exemplary
embodiment of the method according to the present in-
vention. The method is applied to a PLC network com-
prising a PLC transmitter and a PLC receiver connected
by a segment of said PLC network. It is an object of this
embodiment to detect a disturber in the PLC network.
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For clarity purposes, the network will be explained with
reference to the elements illustrated in Figure 1.
[0029] The method is typically applied when problems
are detected at the service level, e.g. when the subscriber
notices that the quality of a received TV-over-IP signal
is unsatisfactory, or the internet connection is perceived
to be slow. In such cases, the subscriber will typically
contact the service provider’s help desk, who will need
to be able to assess the situation. The detection of the
disturber, in particular the surge protector 120, is prefer-
ably carried out without sending a technician to the site.
[0030] In a first step, the illustrated method comprises
obtaining 210 channel frequency response information
pertaining to the PLC network segment 140. The term
"channel frequency response information" is used herein
to denote digital information representing the transfer
function of the channel between a PLC transmitter and
a PLC receiver, as actually measured at the receiver side.
As it consists of a digital representation of a measured
function, it will be discretized and quantized. The channel
frequency response may be obtained by carrying out an
on-site measurement using dedicated equipment, but it
is preferably read remotely, e.g. by the management
server 190, from the PLC transceiver’s management
agent. This requires that the concerned PLC transceiver
has a MIB which can be read out remotely, which is typ-
ically implemented by means of an SNMP protocol stack.
[0031] It should be noted that the capability of perform-
ing a channel frequency response measurement is in-
herent in PLC transceivers according to the presently
deployed technologies, because these technologies use
OFDM modulation, and the channel information is used
to carry out bit loading algorithms.
[0032] In a second step, an undisturbed channel ex-
trapolation is fitted 220 to the channel frequency re-
sponse information. The fitted undisturbed channel ex-
trapolation is a characteristic of the normal frequency-
dependent signal attenuation that would be expected on
an undisturbed transmission line of a given length. Con-
ceptually, the fitting consists of estimating the length of
the channel, and thus the shape of the channel frequency
response that would be measured on this network in the
absence of disturbers. However, the fitting process does
not necessarily include an actual length estimation step.
[0033] Preferably, the fitting process comprises inter-
polation by a tangent curve. Graphically, and applying
some non-substantive simplifications, this process may
be visualized as finding a decreasing log-linear function
of frequency that touches the channel frequency re-
sponse curve in at least two points (including the highest
maximum of the channel frequency response curve).
[0034] In a third step, at least one parameter repre-
sentative of the difference between the channel frequen-
cy response information and the undisturbed channel ex-
trapolation is calculated 230.
[0035] Preferably, the at least one parameter compris-
es a maximum value over all values in a relevant fre-
quency domain of the difference between an attenuation

given by said undisturbed channel extrapolation and an
attenuation given by said channel frequency response
information and/or a summation or integration over a rel-
evant frequency domain of the difference between an
attenuation given by said undisturbed channel extrapo-
lation and an attenuation given by said channel frequency
response information. The former parameter graphically
corresponds to the maximal difference between the two
curves (measured CFR and undisturbed channel extrap-
olation), while the latter parameter graphically corre-
sponds to the area between the same two curves.
[0036] To further illustrate the above steps, Figure 5
shows exemplary channel frequency response informa-
tion (the jagged line), along with an undisturbed channel
extrapolation obtained by tangent curve interpolation (the
decreasing straight line). As relevant derived parame-
ters, the Euclidian distance (the shaded area) and the
maximum local distance (vertical double arrow) are
shown.
[0037] The channel frequency response information
may be downsampled 215 at one or more levels, and
one or more downsampled versions of the channel fre-
quency response may be used in undisturbed channel
extrapolation and/or in calculation the parameters, to ob-
tain additional inputs for the decision criterion. The down-
sampling may be carried out by calculating predeter-
mined percentile values over a variable numbers of bins.
Good results have been obtained by assigning the 50-
percentile or the 90-percentile value to each bin.
[0038] The at least one parameter is then used to apply
a decision criterion 240 in order to determine presence
or absence of said disturber in said PLC network.
[0039] Applying the decision criterion may comprise
calculating a scalar function value of the at least one pa-
rameter, and comparing the scalar function value to a
predetermined threshold. The scalar function (and op-
tionally the threshold value) is preferably established by
means of a machine learning algorithm, using measured
channel frequency response information of known PLC
networks and the known presence or absence of a target
disturber to train the algorithm. Applicable algorithms in-
clude logistic curves, neural networks, support vector
machine, Bayesian network, etc.
[0040] Figure 3 provides a schematic illustration of a
system according to an embodiment of the present in-
vention.
[0041] The illustrated system 300 comprises an input
interface 310 configured to obtain channel frequency re-
sponse information pertaining to the examined segment.
The system 300 further comprises a processor 320, con-
figured to fit an undisturbed channel extrapolation to the
channel frequency response information, characteristic
of frequency-dependent signal attenuation on an undis-
turbed transmission line; calculate at least one parameter
representative of the difference between the (downsam-
pled and/or otherwise preprocessed) channel frequency
response information and the undisturbed channel ex-
trapolation; and apply a decision criterion to said at least

5 6 



EP 2 712 096 A1

5

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

one parameter to determine presence or absence of said
disturber in said PLC network. Furthermore, the system
300 comprises an output interface 330 to signal the pres-
ence or absence of the disturber, as detected by the proc-
essor 320 by application of the decision criterion.
[0042] The processor 320 is interconnected with the
input interface 310 and the output interface 330 in known
ways. The operation is of the processor 320 is in accord-
ance with the method as described with reference to Fig-
ure 2.
[0043] Although methods and apparatus have been
described hereinabove as separate embodiments, this
is done for clarity purposes only, and it should be noted
that features described only in connection with method
embodiments may be applied in the apparatus according
to the present invention to obtain the same technical ef-
fects and advantages, and vice versa.
[0044] Embodiments of the present invention are par-
ticularly efficient in detecting the present of standard
surge protection devices. These devices may include one
or more of the partial circuits illustrated in Figure 4 (de-
lineated by vertical dashed lines).
[0045] For example, in the simplest surge protector, a
varistor, or MOV (basic surge protection section) is the
only component that will impact the PLC channel re-
sponse.
[0046] More advanced surge protections are also us-
ing MOVs between live and neutral wires and the earth
wire, in combination with a Gas-Discharge-Tube, or GDT
(optional surge protection section). As the GDT exhibits
a very low capacitance, it can be considered as an open
circuit in the PLC frequency range. It results in a series
combination of two MOVs connected between live and
neutral wires, in parallel on the first MOV from the basic
surge protection section.
[0047] To the other hand, simple EMI filters are based
only on a single EMI filter (X2 capacitor).
[0048] Finally, in some devices, a combination of both
surge protection (basic and optional sections) and EMI-
filter are encountered. In that case, both the varistors
(MOV) of the surge protection and the EMI-filter (X2 ca-
pacitor) are involved.
[0049] It must be noticed that, beyond the X2 capacitor,
the MOVs, because of their physical construction, also
act as capacitors in the PLC frequency band. Moreover,
like every real capacitor, the X2 capacitor and each
MOVs will resonate with a "stray" inductance (made of
the combination of the inductances of the component
legs and PCB tracks). This resonance occurs at the so-
called "self-resonant frequency", and strongly impacts
the PLC channel transfer response by creating a big hole
in it (resulting in significant bitrate loss). This phenome-
non occurs typically for X2 capacitors between 1 and
2MHz, while MOVs show the same behavior higher in
frequency (typically above 10Mhz, because the capaci-
tance is lower). Finally, as the resonance frequency is
not only a function of component choice but also PCB
design, different "signatures" can be found among vari-

ous EMI filters or surge protections manufacturers.
[0050] The functions of the various elements shown in
the figures, including any functional blocks labeled as
"processors", may be provided through the use of dedi-
cated hardware as well as hardware capable of executing
software in association with appropriate software. When
provided by a processor, the functions may be provided
by a single dedicated processor, by a single shared proc-
essor, or by a plurality of individual processors, some of
which may be shared. Moreover, explicit use of the term
"processor" or "controller" should not be construed to re-
fer exclusively to hardware capable of executing soft-
ware, and may implicitly include, without limitation, digital
signal processor (DSP) hardware, network processor,
application specific integrated circuit (ASIC), field pro-
grammable gate array (FPGA), read only memory (ROM)
for storing software, random access memory (RAM), and
non volatile storage. Other hardware, conventional
and/or custom, may also be included. Similarly, any
switches shown in the FIGS. are conceptual only. Their
function may be carried out through the operation of pro-
gram logic, through dedicated logic, through the interac-
tion of program control and dedicated logic, or even man-
ually, the particular technique being selectable by the
implementer as more specifically understood from the
context.
[0051] A person of skill in the art would readily recog-
nize that steps of various above-described methods can
be performed by programmed computers. Herein, some
embodiments are also intended to cover program storage
devices, e.g., digital data storage media, which are ma-
chine or computer readable and encode machine-exe-
cutable or computer-executable programs of instruc-
tions, wherein said instructions perform some or all of
the steps of said above-described methods. The program
storage devices may be, e.g., digital memories, magnetic
storage media such as a magnetic disks and magnetic
tapes, hard drives, or optically readable digital data stor-
age media. The embodiments are also intended to cover
computers programmed to perform said steps of the
above-described methods.

Claims

1. A method for detecting a disturber in a PLC network
comprising a PLC transmitter and a PLC receiver
connected by a segment of said PLC network, said
method comprising:

- obtaining channel frequency response infor-
mation pertaining to said segment;
- fitting an undisturbed channel extrapolation to
said channel frequency response information,
said undisturbed channel extrapolation being
characteristic of frequency-dependent signal at-
tenuation on an undisturbed transmission line;
- calculating at least one parameter represent-
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ative of the difference between said channel fre-
quency response information and said undis-
turbed channel extrapolation; and
- applying a decision criterion to said at least one
parameter to determine presence or absence of
said disturber in said PLC network.

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein at least
one of said PLC transmitter and said PLC receiver
comprises a management agent, and wherein said
obtaining of said channel frequency response infor-
mation comprises receiving said channel frequency
response information from said management agent.

3. The method according to any of the preceding
claims, wherein said at least one parameter com-
prises a maximum value over all values in a relevant
frequency domain of the difference between an at-
tenuation given by said undisturbed channel extrap-
olation and an attenuation given by said channel fre-
quency response information.

4. The method according to any of the preceding
claims, wherein said at least one parameter com-
prises a summation or integration over a relevant
frequency domain of the difference between an at-
tenuation given by said undisturbed channel extrap-
olation and an attenuation given by said channel fre-
quency response information.

5. The method according to any of the preceding
claims, wherein said channel frequency response in-
formation is downsampled, and wherein said at least
one parameter comprises distinct evaluations of the
same function at different levels of downsampling.

6. The method according to claim 5, wherein said chan-
nel frequency response information is downsampled
by calculating predetermined percentile values over
a variable numbers of bins.

7. The method according to any of the preceding
claims, wherein said applying of said decision crite-
rion comprises calculating a scalar function value of
said at least one parameter, and comparing said sca-
lar function value to a predetermined threshold.

8. The method according to claim 7, further comprising
establishing said scalar function and said threshold
by means of a machine learning algorithm.

9. A computer program comprising software means
configured to perform, when executed, the method
of any of the preceding claims.

10. A system for for detecting a disturber in a PLC net-
work comprising a PLC transmitter and a PLC re-
ceiver connected by a segment of said PLC network,

said system comprising:

- an input interface configured to obtain channel
frequency response information pertaining to
said segment;
- a processor, configured to:

- fit an undisturbed channel extrapolation to
said channel frequency response informa-
tion, said undisturbed channel extrapolation
being characteristic of frequency-depend-
ent signal attenuation on an undisturbed
transmission line;
- calculate at least one parameter repre-
sentative of the difference between said
channel frequency response information
and said undisturbed channel extrapola-
tion; and
- apply a decision criterion to said at least
one parameter to determine presence or
absence of said disturber in said PLC net-
work;

and

- an output interface to signal said presence or
absence of said disturber.
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