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(54) CURRENT SUPPLY CIRCUIT

(57) The present invention provides a current sup-
plying circuit in which the weight of an air bag system is
reduced.

A current supplying circuit supplying a current re-
quired for actuating an electric igniter arranged in a gas
generator at a time of actuation of the gas generator for
an air bag, and comprising a switch circuit for opening
or closing a current path for actuating the igniter, a pulse
generator for providing a controlling pulse for opening
or closing the switch circuit, and the switch circuit pro-
vided between the current path and an external power
source, wherein

a current obtained from the external power source
is supplied as an ignition pulse for actuating the igniter
by the switch circuit, and the current is further adjusted
such that the width of the ignition pulse is 20 to 500 µsec
to be supplied.
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Description

Technical Field to which the Invention belongs

[0001] The present invention relates to a current sup-
plying circuit which supplies an electric current for actu-
ating an igniter at a time of actuation of an air bag gas
generator, an air bag system using the current supplying
circuit and a method of actuating an igniter.

Prior Art

[0002] An air bag system for protecting a passenger
from an impact at a time of collision of a vehicle is indis-
pensable, and the air bag system needs to be reduced
in weight from a demand for reducing weight of a whole
vehicle. Recently, kinds and the total number of air bags
such as an air bag for a driver side, an air bag for a pas-
senger side next to the driver, an air bag for a rear seat
side, and an air bag for an side impact are increasing,
and therefore, a lighter air bag system is in greater de-
mand.
[0003] In a current air bag system, an electronic con-
trol unit (ECU) connected to a power source (a battery
in a vehicle) and an impact detecting sensor are individ-
ually connected to individual gas generators (a gas gen-
erator and an air bag are accommodated in a module
case). An aspect of the connection between the ECU
and the individual gas generators is shown in Fig. 4.
[0004] As shown in Fig. 4, the ECU and each module
case are connected to each other through two conduct-
ing wires (lead wires), and an electric current at a time
of actuation of an igniter is supplied from a battery. When
any one of the lead wires connecting the battery and the
ECU at a time of vehicle collision is broken, a gas gen-
erator is not actuated. In order to avoid such a situation,
a capacitor for backup power source is incorporated into
the ECU. However, this capacitor has to actuate all ig-
niters, and therefore, the capacitor is obligated to have
a large capacitance (namely, weight), which makes the
ECU so large.

Disclosure of the Invention

[0005] An object of the present invention is to provide
a current supplying circuit in which a capacitance of a
capacitor for backup power source provided in an ECU
is reduced and that contributes weight reduction of an
entire air bag system, an air bag system using the cur-
rent supplying circuit, and a method for actuating an ig-
niter.
[0006] In order to reduce a total amount of an electric
current stored in the capacitor, which is an essential con-
dition to reduce a capacitance of the capacitor for back-
up power source provided in an ECU, the present inven-
tors started studying in view of reducing an amount of
ignition energy required for actuating individual igniters.
[0007] In order to inflate an air bag within a required

period at a time of vehicle collision, a heat generating
portion of the igniter has to generate a heat instantane-
ously to securely ignite and burn a priming in contact
with the heat generating portion. Considering an ignition
energy (µJ) required for heat generation at the heat gen-
erating portion, the inventors repeatedly made a study
about a relationship between a pulse width (µsec) of the
current supplied to the heat generating portion and an
amount of ignition energy. As a result, the inventors
found that the priming can be ignited and burnt with ig-
nition energy of about 1000 µJ, provided that the resist-
ance value of the heat generating portion is 2 Ω and the
priming is a mixture (ZPP) of zirconium and potassium
perchlorate, or a mixture of another priming such as haf-
nium hydride or titanium hydride and potassium perchlo-
rate. They further found the range of pulse width of the
current imparting the ignition energy, and completed the
present invention.
[0008] The present invention provides, as one means
for solving the above problem, a current supplying circuit
which supplies an electric current required to actuate an
electric igniter arranged in a gas generator at a time of
actuation of the air bag gas generator, wherein a current
obtained from an external power source is supplied as
an ignition pulse for actuating the igniter, and the current
is supplied such that the width of the ignition pulse be-
comes 20 to 500 µsec.
[0009] In case of a conventional air bag system, since
the electric current for actuating an igniter flows from a
power source (a battery) at 1.2 A for about 2 msec, that
is, at a relatively low current for a long time, the wave-
form (ignition pulse) of the ignition current (a vertical axis
denotes a current value (A) and a horizontal axis de-
notes a time (µsec)) becomes rectangular.
[0010] Therefore, in this invention, a current is sup-
plied at a relatively high current value for a short time,
that is, such that the width of the ignition pulse at this
time is 20 to 500 µsec, preferably 30 to 200 µsec, and
more preferably 40 to 100 µsec. As a result, since the
amount of ignition energy required for actuating individ-
ual igniters can be reduced, the amount of ignition en-
ergy required for all the igniters, namely, for the whole
air bag system can be reduced. For this reason, a ca-
pacitance of a capacitor for backup power source incor-
porated into the ECU can be made smaller and there-
fore, the ECU itself can also be made compact.
[0011] The present invention provides, as another
means for solving the above problem, a current supply-
ing circuit supplying an electric current required for ac-
tuating an electric igniter arranged in a gas generator at
a time of actuation of the gas generator for an air bag,
and comprising a switch circuit for opening or closing a
current path for actuating the igniter, a pulse generator
for providing a controlling pulse for opening or closing
the switch circuit, and the switch circuit provided be-
tween the current path and an external power source,
wherein

an electric current obtained from the external pow-
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er source is supplied as an ignition pulse for actuating
the igniter by the switch circuit, and the current is further
adjusted such that the width of the ignition pulse is 20
to 500 µsec to be supplied.
[0012] In the above invention, such a constitution can
be employed that a disconnection detecting circuit for
detecting a disconnection of the current path is further
provided, and a switch circuit is not provided between
the current path and the disconnection detecting circuit.
[0013] In the above invention, such a constitution can
be employed that a voltage transformer and a capacitor
which stores a current supplied from the external power
source to supply a current instead of the external power
source when supplying a current from the external pow-
er source is interruptted are further provided. The volt-
age transformer is for conducting voltage transform for
an interface or an MCU (Micro Computer Unit).
[0014] As the switch circuit, a thyristor, a MOS-FET
or a bipolar transistor or the like can be used, and the
switch circuit can be provided at both or one of a positive
and negative sides of the path supplying the current.
[0015] In the current supplying circuit of the above in-
vention, a current obtained from the external power
source is supplied as an ignition pulse for actuating the
igniter, and the current is supplied such that the width
of the ignition pulse is 20 to 500 µsec, preferably 30 to
200 µsec, and more preferably 40 to 100 µsec.
[0016] By using an ignition pulse with such a specific
width, an amount of current (an amount of ignition en-
ergy) required for actuating individual igniters can be re-
duced, so that an amount of current required for all ig-
niters, namely for the whole air bag system, can be re-
duced. For this reason, a volume of a capacitor for back-
up power source incorporated into the ECU can be
made smaller and therefore the ECU itself can also be
made compact.
[0017] Further, the present invention provides, as an-
other means for solving the above problem, an air bag
system comprising an ECU connected to a power
source and an impact detecting sensor, and plural mod-
ule cases connected to the ECU and accommodating
plural gas generators and plural air bags, each of the
ECU and individual gas generators being connected
separately by conductors, wherein the above-described
current supplying circuit is provided in the ECU.
[0018] Furthermore, the present invention provides,
as another means for solving the above problem, a
method of actuating an electric igniter in which the ignit-
er is arranged in a gas generator for an air bag to be
actuated by supplying a current, wherein a current ob-
tained from an external power source is supplied as an
ignition pulse for actuating the igniter and the current is
supplied such that the width of the ignition pulse is 20
to 500 µsec.
[0019] In the above invention, it is preferable to supply
a current, in view of reducing an amount of current, such
that the width of the ignition pulse is 40 to 100 µsec.
[0020] By using the current supplying circuit of the

present invention, the weight of the whole air bag sys-
tem mounted on a vehicle can be reduced while secur-
ing operation performance similar to that in the conven-
tional one.

Brief Description of the Drawings

[0021]

Fig. 1 is a conceptual diagram of a current supplying
circuit;
Fig. 2 is a graph for explaining an advantage of the
current supplying circuit;
Fig. 3 is a vertical sectional view of an igniter;
Fig. 4 is a diagram of an air bag system;
Fig. 5 is a sectional view of a single type gas gen-
erator in the radial direction;
Fig. 6 is a sectional view of a dual type gas gener-
ator in the radial direction; and
Fig. 7 is a conceptual diagram of a test circuit used
in Experimental Example 1.

Preferred Embodiments of the Invention

(1) First Embodiment

[0022] An embodiment of the present invention will be
explained below with reference to the drawings. Fig. 1
is a conceptual diagram of a current supplying circuit of
the present invention, and the current supplying circuit
is provided in an ECU.
[0023] A current supplying circuit is constituted by ar-
ranging respective elements of at least a switch circuit,
a pulse generator, a disconnection detecting circuit, a
voltage transformer, a capacitor and the like on a sub-
strate, and it is provided in a midway of a current path
connecting a battery which is an external power source
and igniters incorporated into gas generators. Two cur-
rent paths are provided for each igniter and formed by
two conducting wires (lead wires).
[0024] The switch circuit which opens or closes the
current path and blocks a current when it is unnecessary
to actuate an igniter to start supplying a current at a time
of actuation of the igniter is provided in the current sup-
plying circuit, and one switch circuit is provided for each
current path (for each one lead wire). When the switch
circuit is opened, a current never flows into the current
path.
[0025] The switch circuit and the pulse generator are
connected by conductors, and the switch circuit is
opened or closed by sending a controlling pulse instruct-
ing to open or close the switch circuit from the pulse gen-
erator. A command for transmitting a controlling pulse
to the pulse generator is sent from an MCU upon receipt
of an instruction from an impact detecting sensor.
[0026] The switch circuit is formed of a thyristor, a
MOS-FET, a bipolar transistor or the like. It is desirable,
in view of preventing an erroneous operation, that the
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switch circuits is provided on each of positive and neg-
ative sides of the current path, as shown in Fig. 1, but it
may be provided on only the positive side. For example,
when that a current pulse with a waveform width of 100
µsec is applied from the pulse generator, the switch is
closed for 100 µsec so that a current from the voltage
transformer flows to a heat generating portion of the ig-
niter as a pulse with a width of 100 µsec. By applying a
pulse with a predetermined time-width to the heat gen-
erating portion of the igniter in this manner, heat is gen-
erated at the heat generating portion to ignite and burn
a priming.
[0027] The disconnection detecting circuit is for de-
tecting abnormality of an igniter (abnormality of the heat
generating portion of the igniter), and it is connected with
the current path, but a switch circuit is not provided be-
tween the disconnection detecting circuit and the cur-
rent path. For this reason, when the igniter is not being
actuated (when a vehicle is running normally), a weak
electric current for detecting disconnection is always
flowing from the disconnection detecting circuit, so that
abnormality of the igniter can be detected promptly and
such abnormality is notified by an alarm lamp actuated
in a linkage manner, which allows early exchange of
parts.
[0028] The capacitor is for storing a current supplied
from the battery and supplying an electric current in-
stead of the battery when supplying the current from the
battery is interrupted. Therefore, the capacitor is con-
nected to all elements within the current supplying circuit
directly or indirectly through conductors. The capacitor
is provided in a midway of the current path from the bat-
tery to the current supplying circuit, but a current is sent
to the current supplying circuit by only the battery unless
a disconnection occurs between the battery and the
ECU.
[0029] The voltage transformer is for performing volt-
age transformation for an interface or an MCU, a ROM
is for storing patterns of signals required for actuating
each air bag system, and the interface is for optimizing
external signals in order to transmit them to the MCU,
the pulse generator and the disconnection detecting cir-
cuit.
[0030] Next, operation of the current supplying circuit
will be explained. When a vehicle is running normally, a
capacitor stores therein a current required as a backup
power source of a current supplied from the battery.
Then, a test current (weak current) for detecting discon-
nection flows from the disconnection detecting circuit,
so that abnormality of the igniter (a loose contact be-
tween the heat generating portion and the priming of the
igniter, or a disconnection of the heat generating portion)
is detected.
[0031] As one of conditions required for the gas gen-
erator to activate normally, a contacting state between
the heat generating portion of the igniter and the priming
has to be good (the heat generating portion and the
priming has to be brought in press-contact with each

other). For example, when there is a gap between the
heat generating portion and the priming, it is considered
that there occurs a malfunction such that the priming is
not ignited when the igniter is actuated or an ignition is
delayed. Further, when the heat generating portion is
disconnected or have been half-disconnected, a similar
malfunction occurs. For this reason, by recording infor-
mation for detecting the malfunction in the integrated cir-
cuit, an inferior product can be removed at a time of ship-
ping, and by detecting abnormality at a practical use
(while driving a vehicle), a prompt exchange can be per-
formed.
[0032] When a vehicle collides, an instruction from the
impact detecting sensor is transmitted to the ECU, and
an instruction for closing the switch circuit is transmitted
to the pulse generator via the MCU. When transmission
of the instruction is received, a current from the battery
is sent to the igniter via the current path as an ignition
pulse for actuating the igniter (the width is 20 to 500
µsec, preferably 30 to 200 µsec and more preferably 40
to 100 µsec) while a controlling pulse is flowing into the
switch circuit from the pulse generator. Upon receipt of
the ignition pulse, the heat generating portion of the ig-
niter generates heat, so that the priming coming in con-
tact with the heat generating portion is ignited.
[0033] Next, a relationship between the ignition pulse
width (µsec) and the ignition energy (µJ) when the cur-
rent supplying circuit was used will be explained with
Experimental Examples.

Experimental Example 1

[0034] A test circuit shown in Fig. 7 was used as the
current supplying circuit, and it was recorded such that
each switch circuit was supplied with currents supplied
from the power source, being adjusted to have ignition
pulses with widths of 15 µsec, 40 µsec, 100 µsec and
2000 µsec.
[0035] A general igniter shown in Fig. 3 was used as
the igniter. In the igniter, the heat generating portion was
constituted by connecting a metal thin wire, which was
a resistance heat generating body (resistance = 2 Ω),
between electrodes by a resistance-welding, ZPP of 60
mg was used as the priming, and the heat generating
portion and ZPP were maintained in a cup such that they
were press-contacted with each other. The igniter were
connected to conducting wires at two pin portions, and
it was connected to a direct-current source via the cur-
rent supplying circuit shown in Fig. 7.
[0036] Under these experimental conditions, the com-
bustion state of the priming when a current was supplied
from the direct-current source to supply a predeter-
mined width of ignition pulses (µsec) was observed. The
measurement results are shown in Fig. 2.
[0037] Fig. 2 shows a relationship between a pulse
width (µsec) of an ignition pulse and ignition energy (µJ),
and respective points are 15 µsec, 40 µsec, 100 µsec
and 2000 µsec in an ascending order. Incidentally, the
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ignition energy can be obtained from the following for-
mula: E = I2Rt [I denotes a current (A) (an ignition current
having a reliability of 99.9999%), R denotes a resistance
(Ω), t denotes a pulse width (µsec)). In case that R(Ω)
was made constant and the pulse width (t) was set to
15 µsec, 40 µsec, 100 µsec and 2000 µsec, test was
repeated about whether or not the priming was normally
actuated when the current (I) was changed, so that the
minimum ignition energy (E) was obtained when the
priming was normally ignited.
[0038] The minimum ignition energies at all the pulse
widths of 15 µsec, 40 µsec, 100 µsec and 2000 µsec
are shown in Fig. 2, from which it was confirmed that the
priming could sufficiently be ignited and burnt even in a
pulse width in the range of 40 to 100 µsec, which corre-
sponded to the ignition energy of about 1000 µJ. The
ignition energy obtained in the pulse width in the range
of 40 to 100 µsec was reduced down to 1/5 of the ignition
energy obtained at the conventional pulse width of 2000
µsec (2 msec).
[0039] By setting the ignition pulse width to a prede-
termined range with such a current supplying circuit, an
amount of a current (an amount of ignition energy) re-
quired for actuating individual igniters normally can be
reduced, so that an amount of current (an amount of ig-
nition energy) required actuating all the igniters normally
can also be reduced. As a result, the capacitance
(namely weight) of the capacitor for a backup power
source can also be made smaller and the ECU itself can
be made compact.
[0040] The current supplying circuit of the present in-
vention can be applied to various inflators (gas genera-
tors) such as an inflator for an air bag for a driver side,
an inflator for an air bag for a passenger side next to the
driver, an inflator for a side air bag, an inflator for a cur-
tain air bag, and an inflator for a knee-bolster air bag,
an inflator for an inflatable seat belt, an inflator for a tu-
bular system, and an inflator for a pretensioner.

(2) Second Embodiment

[0041] Next, an embodiment of an air bag system of
the present invention using the above-described current
supplying circuit will be explained with reference to Fig.
1 to Fig. 6. Fig. 5 and Fig. 6 are sectional views of gen-
eral gas generators in the radial direction, Fig. 5 showing
a gas generator of a single type having a single igniter,
and Fig. 6 showing a gas generator of a dual type having
two igniter.
[0042] As shown in Fig. 4, an air bag system mounted
in a vehicle comprises an ECU connected to a power
source (a battery) and an impact detecting sensor, and
plural module cases accommodating plural gas gener-
ators and air bags, which is connected to the ECU,
wherein each of the ECU and individual gas generators
is connected separately by conductors, and the current
supplying circuit as shown in Fig. 1 is provided in the
ECU.

[0043] As the gas generator accommodated in the
module case, one of the single type shown in Fig. 5 or
one of the dual type shown in Fig. 6 can be used, and
as an igniter incorporated into the gas generator, one
shown in Fig. 3 can be used.
[0044] In the current supplying circuit shown in Fig. 1,
four igniters are shown, where four gas generators of
the single type, two gas generators of the dual type, or
a combination of gas generators of the single type and
the dual type can be used.
[0045] Next, an operation of the air bag system of the
present invention will be explained with reference to Fig.
1 to Fig. 6. When a vehicle is running normally, a weak
current for disconnection detecting of the heat generat-
ing portion flows to the igniters of the gas generators
from the current supplying circuit to detect abnormality
in the igniters. If abnormality is detected, the abnormality
is announced by an alarm lamp actuated in linkage with
the air bag system or the like so that an early exchange
of parts can be made and a safety can therefore be en-
sured. Further, charging of the capacitor in the current
supplying circuit from the power source can be made.
[0046] When the vehicle mounted with the air bag sys-
tem collides, information from the impact detecting sen-
sor is transmitted to the current supplying circuit in the
ECU, a controlling pulse is transmitted from the pulse
generator upon receipt of this information, and the
switch circuit is actuated. A current is supplied as an
ignition pulse for actuating the igniter due to the actua-
tion of the switch circuit, the width of the ignition pulse
is adjusted to 20 to 500 µsec so that required ignition
energy is supplied to the heat generating portion of the
igniter, and the priming is ignited and burnt.
[0047] According to ignition and combustion of the
priming, a transfer charge in the gas generator shown
in Fig. 5 or Fig. 6, and further the gas generating agent
is ignited and burnt to generate a gas. The generated
gas is discharged from gas discharging ports to inflate
an air bag accommodated in the module case together
with the gas generator.
[0048] By using such an air bag system, an amount
of a current (an amount of ignition energy) required for
actuating individual igniters normally is reduced, so that
an amount of a current (an amount of ignition energy)
required for actuating all the igniters normally can also
be reduced. Thereby, the capacitance (weight) of the ca-
pacitor for a backup power source can also be made
smaller and the ECU itself can be made compact. For
this reason, the weight of the whole air bag system can
be reduced.
[0049] The air bag system of the present invention
can be applied to various inflators (gas generators) such
as an inflator for an air bag for a driver side, an inflator
for an air bag for a passenger side next to the driver, an
inflator for a side air bag, an inflator for a curtain air bag,
and an inflator for a knee-bolster air bag, an inflator for
an inflatable seat belt, an inflator for a tubular system,
and an inflator for a pretensioner.
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Claims

1. A current supplying circuit which supplies a current
required to actuate an electric igniter arranged in a
gas generator at a time of actuation of the air bag
gas generator, wherein a current obtained from an
external power source is supplied as an ignition
pulse for actuating the igniter, and the current is
supplied such that the width of the ignition pulse be-
comes 20 to 500 µsec.

2. The current supplying circuit, wherein the current is
supplied such that the width of the ignition pulse be-
comes 40 to 100 µsec.

3. A current supplying circuit supplying a current re-
quired for actuating an electric igniter arranged in a
gas generator at a time of actuation of the gas gen-
erator for an air bag, and comprising a switch circuit
for opening or closing a current path for actuating
the igniter, a pulse generator for providing a control-
ling pulse for opening or closing the switch circuit,
and the switch circuit provided between the current
path and an external power source, wherein

a current obtained from the external power
source is supplied as an ignition pulse for actuating
the igniter by the switch circuit, and the current is
further adjusted such that the width of the ignition
pulse is 20 to 500 µsec to be supplied.

4. The current supplying circuit according to claim 3,
wherein the current is supplied such that the width
of the ignition pulse is 40 to 100 µsec.

5. The current supplying circuit according to claim 3 or
4, wherein a disconnection detecting circuit for de-
tecting a disconnection of the current path is further
provided, and any switch circuit is not interposed
between the current path and the disconnection de-
tecting circuit.

6. The current supplying circuit according to any one
of claims 3 to 5, which further comprises a voltage
transformer and a capacitor storing a current sup-
plied from an external power source to supply a cur-
rent instead of the external power source when sup-
plying a current from the external power source is
blocked.

7. The current supplying circuit according to any one
of claims 3 to 6, wherein the switch circuit is a thy-
ristor, a MOS-FET or a bipolar transistor.

8. The current supplying circuit according to any one
of claims 3 to 7, wherein the switch circuit is provid-
ed on each side of positive and negative sides of
the current path.

9. An air bag system comprising an electronic control
unit connected to a power source and an impact de-
tecting sensor, and plural module cases connected
to the electronic control unit and accommodating
plural gas generators and plural air bags, each of
the electronic control unit and individual gas gener-
ators being connected separately by conductors,
wherein the current supplying circuit according to
any one of claims 1 to 8 is provided in the electronic
control unit.

10. A method of actuating an igniter in which the electric
igniter is arranged in a gas generator for an air bag
to be actuated by supplying a current, wherein a
current obtained from an external power source is
supplied as an ignition pulse for actuating the igniter
and the current is supplied such that the width of
the ignition pulse is 20 to 500 µsec.

11. The method for actuating an igniter according to
claim 10, wherein the current is supplied such that
the width of the ignition pulse is 40 to 100 µsec.
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