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(54) METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR DETECTING A FLOW BLOCKAGE IN A PIPE

(57) A method of detecting a flow blockage in a pipe
comprises the steps of:
(a) arranging a fluid flow along the pipe, the pipe being
in fluid communication with a pressure sensor;
(b) configuring the pressure sensor to measure a pres-
sure within the pipe;
(c) recording a plurality of measurements of the pressure
within the pipe;
(d) sampling ’n’ successive values of the pressure within
the pipe;
(e) performing an analytical test on the ’n’ successive

values, the analytical test producing an output value, the
output value being representative of a variation in the
individual ones of the ’n’ successive values;
(f) comparing the output value to a pre-defined threshold
value, the threshold value being indicative of a lack of
variation in the individual ones of the ’n’ successive val-
ues; and
(g) if the output value is less than the threshold value,
generating an alert to thereby provide a user with an in-
dication of the presence of a flow blockage in the pipe..
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Description

Field of the Invention

[0001] The present invention relates to a method of
detecting a flow blockage in a pipe and particularly, but
not exclusively, to a method of detecting a flow blockage
in a gas pressure signal pipe.

Background to the Invention

[0002] With reference to Figure 1, a conventional high
bypass ratio turbofan engine generally indicated at 10
has a principal and rotational axis 11. This turbofan en-
gine comprises a three-shaft gas turbine engine having
high, intermediate and low pressure spools. Such en-
gines are typically provided with a single rotating stage
in both the high and intermediate turbines. The low pres-
sure turbine however, usually comprises many stages.
[0003] The engine 10 comprises, in axial flow series,
an air intake 12, a propulsive fan 13, an intermediate
pressure compressor 14, a high pressure compressor
15, combustion equipment 16, a high-pressure turbine
17, an intermediate pressure turbine 18, a low-pressure
turbine 19 and a core engine exhaust nozzle 20. A nacelle
21 generally surrounds the engine 10 and defines the
intake 12, a bypass duct 22 and a bypass exhaust nozzle
23. The fan 13 is circumferentially surrounded by a fan
casing 30, which is supported by an annular array of out-
let guide vanes 27.
[0004] The gas turbine engine 10 works in a conven-
tional manner so that air entering the intake 11 is accel-
erated by the fan 13 to produce two air flows: a first air
flow into the intermediate pressure compressor 14 and
a second air flow which passes through a bypass duct
22 to provide propulsive thrust. The intermediate pres-
sure compressor 14 compresses the air flow directed into
it before delivering that air to the high pressure compres-
sor 15 where further compression takes place. The com-
pressed air exhausted from the high pressure compres-
sor 15 is directed into the combustion equipment 16
where it is mixed with fuel and the mixture combusted.
The resultant hot combustion products then expand
through, and thereby drive the high, intermediate and low
pressure turbines 17, 18, 19 before being exhausted
through the nozzle 20 to provide additional propulsive
thrust. The high, intermediate and low pressure turbines
17, 18, 19 respectively drive the high and intermediate
pressure compressors 15, 14 and the fan 13 by intercon-
necting shafts 24, 25, 26 respectively thereby making up
high, intermediate and low pressure spools.
[0005] Control of the gas turbine engine requires anal-
ysis of various data consisting of measured engine pa-
rameters converted into electrical signals by sensors sit-
ed on the engine. These parameters include shaft
speeds, temperatures, pressures and fuel flow rate.
[0006] The measured pressures include the inlet pres-
sure at the fan face (P20), the pressure at the exit of the

intermediate compressor (P25), the high pressure com-
pressor delivery pressure (P30), the hot nozzle pressure
(P50), and the by-pass pressure (P160). The location of
each of these pressure variables within a typical three-
shaft high bypass ratio turbofan engine is shown in Figure
1.
[0007] Of these pressures, P30 being the pressure at
the exit from the high pressure compressor is the highest
pressure in the engine. Due to the hostile environment
at the exit from the high pressure compressor, the asso-
ciated pressure sensor is remotely located with a pipe
connecting it to the exit region.
[0008] The connecting pipe is known to fill with moist
air and in icing conditions this can freeze such that the
pipe is blocked. This has the effect of ’freezing’ the static
pressure measurement because all variation in the
measured pressure ceases until the pipe unfreezes.
[0009] A known technique for detecting the freezing of
the P30 signal pipe relies on comparing a P30 value mod-
elled from other engine parameters (such as, for exam-
ple, fuel flow rate or high pressure compressor delivery
temperature) with the actual measured P30 value. When
a significant difference appears between the modelled
and measured values then a freezing of the P30 signal
pipe may be indicated.
[0010] On detection of the freezing of the P30 signal
pipe, the control strategies of the engine change from
using the measured P30 value to using the modelled P30
value.
[0011] In such circumstances, if there is little or no
change in engine conditions (for example during cruise
of the aircraft) then a P30 pipe freeze event may remain
undetected until the pilot requires a change in engine
thrust. The frozen P30 signal pipe may then cause the
engine to produce an incorrect thrust level (i.e. higher or
lower than requested) which would represent a safety
risk during this critical event.
[0012] In effect, it is a dormant failure waiting for a de-
manded change in engine conditions to make it evident.
[0013] A disadvantage of the prior art system is that
while it would detect the frozen P30 signal pipe and acti-
vate a different control regime for the engine using the
modelled P30, there remains the possibility that a signif-
icantly incorrect thrust level may exist for a short period
of time but at a potentially critical one.
[0014] A further disadvantage of the prior art system
is that an error message, highlighting the frozen P30 sig-
nal pipe, is provided to the pilot. This adds to the pilot’s
workload during a critical time and may distract the pilot
from potentially more important issues.

Statements of Invention

[0015] According to a first aspect of the present inven-
tion there is provided a method of detecting a flow block-
age in a pipe, the method comprising the steps of:

(a) arranging a fluid flow along the pipe, the pipe
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being in fluid communication with a pressure sensor;
(b) configuring the pressure sensor to measure a
pressure within the pipe;
(c) recording a plurality of measurements of the pres-
sure within the pipe;
(d) sampling ’n’ successive values of the pressure
within the pipe;
(e) performing an analytical test on the ’n’ successive
values, the analytical test producing an output value,
the output value being representative of a variation
in the individual ones of the ’n’ successive values;
(f) comparing the output value to a pre-defined
threshold value, the threshold value being indicative
of a lack of variation in the individual ones of the ’n’
successive values; and
(g) if the output value is less than the threshold value,
generating an alert to thereby provide a user with an
indication of the presence of a flow blockage in the
pipe.

[0016] In the method of the invention, the values of the
pressure within the pipe are sampled with the variations
between successive values being measured.
[0017] The normal P30 sensor signal has small varia-
tions in the value with time during all flight conditions.
Consequently, the lack of variation in this signal indicates
that the pipe through which this pressure is measured
has become blocked with ice.
[0018] The method of the invention provides a simple
and robust technique for detecting the presence of the
variations in the value of the P30 sensor signal with time,
which in turn allow an operator to readily detect a block-
age in the P30 sensor pipe.
[0019] The method and system of the invention enable
a flow blockage of the P30 sensor pipe to be detected
within seconds rather than at the point at which the engine
conditions changes. This enables the engine to be im-
mediately and automatically switched into modelled P30
mode. Thus any thrust anomalies would be avoided al-
together and thus a potential safety issue removed. The
pilot warning is given when he is otherwise unoccupied
and does not add to his workload during an aircraft ma-
noeuvre.
[0020] Optionally, the analytical test comprises the fol-
lowing steps:

(e1a) calculating the standard deviation of the ’n’
successive values; and
(e2a) setting the output value of the analytical test
to be the standard deviation of the ’n’ successive
values.

[0021] Optionally, the analytical test comprises the fol-
lowing steps:

(e1b) calculating a relative difference between each
pair of successive ones of the ’n’ successive values;
(e2b) for each of the ’n’ successive values, calculat-

ing a sum of the (n-1) relative difference values; and
(e3b) setting the output value of the analytical test
to be the sum of the (n-1) relative difference values.

[0022] Optionally, the analytical test comprises the fol-
lowing steps:

(e1c) performing a Fourier analysis on the ’n’ suc-
cessive values;
(e2c) for each sample of ’n’ successive values re-
cording the frequencies of any periodicity and their
amplitudes; and
(e3c) setting the output value of the analytical test
to be the amplitudes of the Fourier waveform anal-
ysis.

[0023] An advantage of using a standard statistical
analysis test is that it is simple and straightforward to
implement which makes the method efficient and con-
venient for a user.
[0024] Optionally, step (c) comprises recording a plu-
rality of measurements of the pressure within the pipe at
a rate of between approximately 1 Hz and 100 Hz.
[0025] Optionally, step (c) comprises recording a plu-
rality of measurements of the pressure within the pipe at
a rate of between approximately 10 Hz and 50 Hz.
[0026] Optionally, wherein step (c) comprises record-
ing a plurality of measurements of the pressure within
the pipe at a rate of approximately 20 Hz.
[0027] Optionally, step (d) comprises the step of:

(d1) sampling a rolling set of ’n’ successive values
of the pressure within the pipe.

[0028] According to a second aspect of the present
invention there is provided a system for detecting a flow
blockage in a pipe, the system comprising:

a pressure signal pipe;
a pressure sensor; and
a processor;

wherein the pressure sensor is in fluid communication
with the pressure signal pipe, the pressure sensor being
adapted to generate a plurality of output signal measure-
ments indicative of the pressure within the pressure sig-
nal pipe,
the pressure sensor being further adapted to transmit the
plurality of output signal measurements to the processor,
the processor being adapted to carry out the method as
claimed in any one of Claims 1 to 4.
[0029] An advantage of the system of the invention is
that the data processing that is required by the method
can readily be carried out by an existing electronic engine
controller. This enables the method and system of the
invention to be incorporated into an existing engine in-
stallation with no additional hardware and thus no added
weight penalty. This makes the system and method of
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the invention more convenient and advantageous to a
user.
[0030] Optionally, the plurality of output signal meas-
urements is recorded at a rate of between approximately
1 Hz and 100 Hz.
[0031] Optionally, the plurality of output signal meas-
urements is recorded at a rate of between approximately
10 Hz and 50 Hz.
[0032] Optionally, the plurality of output signal meas-
urements is recorded at a rate of approximately 20 Hz.
[0033] Other aspects of the invention provide devices,
methods and systems which include and/or implement
some or all of the actions described herein. The illustra-
tive aspects of the invention are designed to solve one
or more of the problems herein described and/or one or
more other problems not discussed.

Brief Description of the Drawings

[0034] There now follows a description of an embodi-
ment of the invention, by way of nonlimiting example,
with reference being made to the accompanying draw-
ings in which:

Figure 1 shows a schematic sectional view of a tur-
bofan engine according to the present invention; and
Figure 2A shows a typical pressure signal from a P30
pressure signal pipe embodied in the engine of Fig-
ure 1;
Figure 2B shows the signal variation within the pres-
sure signal of Figure 2A; and
Figure 2C shows a pipe freeze detection flag signal
based on the pressure signal data of Figure 2A.

[0035] It is noted that the drawings may not be to scale.
The drawings are intended to depict only typical aspects
of the invention, and therefore should not be considered
as limiting the scope of the invention.

Detailed Description

[0036] Referring to Figure 1, a system according to the
invention is designated generally by the reference nu-
meral 100.
[0037] The system 100 comprises a pressure signal
pipe 110, a pressure sensor 120 and a processor 130.
In the arrangement of Figure 1, the system 100 is shown
as part of a turbofan engine 10 for an aircraft application.
[0038] The pressure signal pipe 110 is connected at a
first end 112 to the outlet of the high pressure compressor
15 of the gas turbine engine 10, and at a second end 114
to the pressure sensor 120. The pressure sensor 120 is
thus in fluid communication with the outlet of the high
pressure compressor 15 of the gas turbine engine 10 and
corresponds to the P30 signal pipe.
[0039] In the arrangement shown in Figure 1 the pres-
sure sensor 120 is shown as being situated external to
the nacelle 21 of the engine 10. In alternative arrange-

ments the pressure sensor 120 may be situated within
the nacelle 21, for example within the void 28 created
between the nacelle 21 and the fan casing 30.
[0040] The pressure sensor 120 may be any suitable
pressure sensor, such as a piezoelectric sensor gener-
ating an electrical output 121.
[0041] The output 121 from the pressure sensor 120
is electrically connected to a processor 130 by a cable
122. In the arrangement shown in Figure 1, the processor
130 is the original equipment Engine Control Unit for the
engine 10. In alternative arrangements the processor 130
may be a separate unit from the original equipment En-
gine Control Unit for the engine 10.
[0042] In use, the processor 130 monitors the output
121 from the pressure sensor 120 and, in one arrange-
ment of the method, samples the instantaneous value of
this output signal 121 at a pre-determined sampling rate.
Figure 2A shows the raw data values corresponding to
individual measurements of the output signal 121 from
the pressure sensor 120 (i.e. the P30 signal).
[0043] This sampled data is then recorded within the
processor 120 in preparation for further data processing.
In one arrangement of the method, the data is sampled
at a frequency of approximately 20 kHz. In other arrange-
ments, of the method this data may be sampled at a dif-
ferent sampling frequency, for example, between ap-
proximately 1 kHz and 100 kHz.
[0044] The recorded data is then processed within the
processor 120 by the application of a statistical test. In
the present arrangement, a quantity ’n’ (typically 10) of
pressure measurement values is recorded. These ’n’
measurements are then processed to determine the
standard deviation for these ’n’ measurements. Figure
2B shows an example of the processed data.
[0045] The method is then repeated for the subsequent
’n’ measurements of the pressure (P30) signal.
[0046] If the standard deviation is less than a pre-de-
fined threshold value this is indicative of the pressure
(P30) signal pipe 110 being frozen. In this circumstance,
a flag is set within the processor 130 and an alert is sent
to the engine operator (for example, the pilot) to highlight
that the pressure (P30) signal pipe 110 is frozen. Figure
2C shows an example of the ’freeze detection’ flag being
set.
[0047] In addition to the alert being sent to the operator
of the engine, the system may record a maintenance
message in an event data log, which maintenance mes-
sage will trigger a further alert for maintenance of the
engine at the end of the routine operation of the engine.
[0048] In an alternative arrangement of the method, a
different statistical test may be used. For example, a
quantity ’n’ (typically 10) of pressure measurements is
recorded, with the positive differences between succes-
sive measurement values being recorded.
[0049] For example, the sequence of measurements
that comprises 9,10,10,11,9,10,9,8,9,9 would produce
positive differences of 1,0,1,2,1,1,1,1,0. By summing
these positive differences (in this example the sum is

5 6 



EP 2 905 528 A2

5

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

equal to 8) the method produces a measure of the vari-
ation between the successive values.
[0050] If the sum of the positive differences is less than
a pre-defined threshold value this is indicative of the pres-
sure (P30) signal pipe 110 being frozen.
[0051] The method is then repeated for the subsequent
’n’ measurements of the pressure (P30) signal.
[0052] In a further alternative arrangement of the meth-
od, the processor 120 records ’n’ measurements (typi-
cally 100) and performs Fourier analysis on this data.
This analysis provides a measure of the frequencies of
any periodicity and their amplitudes. The freeze condition
is indicated if these amplitudes are below a set value.
The processor 120 then repeats this process with the
next 100 measurements.
[0053] The foregoing description of various aspects of
the invention has been presented for purposes of illus-
tration and description. It is not intended to be exhaustive
or to limit the invention to the precise form disclosed, and
obviously, many modifications and variations are possi-
ble. Such modifications and variations that may be ap-
parent to a person of skill in the art are included within
the scope of the invention as defined by the accompa-
nying claims.

Claims

1. A method of detecting a flow blockage in a pipe, the
method comprising the steps of:

(a) arranging a fluid flow along the pipe (110),
the pipe (110) being in fluid communication with
a pressure sensor (120);
(b) configuring the pressure sensor (120) to
measure a pressure within the pipe (110);
(c) recording a plurality of measurements (121)
of the pressure within the pipe (110);
(d) sampling ’n’ successive values of the pres-
sure within the pipe (110);
(e) performing an analytical test on the ’n’ suc-
cessive values, the analytical test producing an
output value, the output value being represent-
ative of a variation in the individual ones of the
’n’ successive values;
(f) comparing the output value to a pre-defined
threshold value, the threshold value being indic-
ative of a lack of variation in the individual ones
of the ’n’ successive values; and
(g) if the output value is less than the threshold
value, generating an alert to thereby provide a
user with an indication of the presence of a flow
blockage in the pipe (110).

2. The method as claimed in Claim 1, wherein the an-
alytical test comprises the following steps:

(e1a) calculating the standard deviation of the

’n’ successive values; and
(e2a) setting the output value of the analytical
test to be the standard deviation of the ’n’ suc-
cessive values.

3. The method as claimed in Claim 1, wherein the an-
alytical test comprises the following steps:

(e1b) calculating a relative difference between
each pair of successive ones of the ’n’ succes-
sive values;
(e2b) for each of the ’n’ successive values, cal-
culating a sum of the (n-1) relative difference
values; and
(e3b) setting the output value of the analytical
test to be the sum of the (n-1) relative difference
values.

4. The method as claimed in Claim 1, wherein the an-
alytical test comprises the following steps:

(e1c) performing a Fourier analysis on the ’n’
successive values;
(e2c) for each sample of ’n’ successive values
recording the frequencies of any periodicity and
their amplitudes; and
(e3c) setting the output value of the analytical
test to be the amplitudes of the Fourier waveform
analysis.

5. The method as claimed in any one of Claims 1 to 4,
wherein step (c) comprises recording a plurality of
measurements (121) of the pressure within the pipe
(110) at a rate of between approximately 1 Hz and
100 Hz.

6. The method as claimed in Claim 5, wherein step (c)
comprises recording a plurality of measurements
(121) of the pressure within the pipe (110) at a rate
of between approximately 10 Hz and 50 Hz.

7. The method as claimed in Claim 5 or Claim 6, where-
in step (c) comprises recording a plurality of meas-
urements (121) of the pressure within the pipe (110)
at a rate of approximately 20 Hz.

8. The method as claimed in any one of Claims 1 to 7,
wherein step (d) comprises the step of:

(d1) sampling a rolling set of ’n’ successive val-
ues of the pressure within the pipe (110).

9. A system (100) for detecting a flow blockage in a
pipe, the system comprising:

a pressure signal pipe (110);
a pressure sensor (120); and
a processor (130);
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wherein the pressure sensor (120) is in fluid
communication with the pressure signal pipe
(110), the pressure sensor (120) being adapted
to generate a plurality of output signal measure-
ments (121) indicative of the pressure within the
pressure signal pipe (110),
the pressure sensor (120) being further adapted
to transmit the plurality of output signal meas-
urements (121) to the processor (130), the proc-
essor (130) being adapted to carry out the meth-
od as claimed in any one of Claims 1 to 4.

10. The system (100) as claimed in Claim 9, wherein the
plurality of output signal measurements (121) is re-
corded at a rate of between approximately 1 Hz and
100 Hz.

11. The system (100) as claimed in Claim 10, wherein
the plurality of output signal measurements (121) is
recorded at a rate of between approximately 10 Hz
and 50 Hz.

12. The system (100) as claimed in Claim 10 or Claim
11, wherein the plurality of output signal measure-
ments (121) is recorded at a rate of approximately
20 Hz.
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