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(54) MODULAR MULTILEVEL CONVERTERS

(57) A converter arm (50A) for a modular multilevel
converter is described. The converter arm (50A) includes
a plurality of series-connected submodules (521, 522,...,
52n). Each submodule includes a plurality of semicon-
ductor devices, each semiconductor device including at
least a controllable semiconductor switch (S1, S2, ..., S4),
an energy storage device (C), and first and second alter-
nating current AC terminals (54, 56). At least one of the
plurality of submodules is an active submodule (522, ...,
52n) and at least one of the plurality of submodules is a
redundant submodule (521). Each redundant submodule
(521) further includes an inserting switch (58) connected
between the respective first and second AC terminals
(54, 56). The inserting switch (58) includes a fast-acting
circuit breaker adapted to be opened in response to a
detected fault in an active submodule and an optional
contactor.



EP 3 913 781 A1

2

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

Description

Technical Field

[0001] The present invention relates to modular multi-
level converters (MMCs) and to methods of operating
and testing MMCs.

Background Art

[0002] MMCs are well known for various medium- and
high-power applications and have been implemented as:

- voltage source converters (VSCs), e.g., for high volt-
age direct current (HVDC) transmission systems,

- variable speed drives (VSDs), e.g., for driving elec-
trical machine and other electrical loads,

- AC/AC converters, e.g., for supplying AC power to
the overhead line of electric rail networks or industrial
equipment, and

- static synchronous compensators (STATCOMs) for
regulating AC transmission networks, for example.

[0003] A typical MMC includes at least one converter
arm with a plurality of series-connected submodules
(sometimes called switching modules). The submodules
can have any suitable topology such as half-bridge, full-
bridge, cross-connected, mixed-cell etc. as will be known
to the skilled person. Each submodule normally has at
least two controllable semiconductor switches and an en-
ergy storage device (e.g., a capacitor). In some arrange-
ments, the semiconductor switches are connected in se-
ries and the energy storage device is connected in par-
allel with the series-connected semiconductor switches.
According to the switching state of each submodule - as
determined by the switching state of the individual sem-
iconductor switches - the converter arm current will either
charge/discharge the energy storage device or bypass
the energy storage device so that its voltage is main-
tained. The MMC will typically have a plurality of convert-
er arms arranged in parallel - for example each converter
arm may be connected in parallel between a pair of DC
buses with each converter phase having an upper arm
with one or more submodules and a lower arm with one
or more submodules and defining an AC bus therebe-
tween, or each converter arm may be connected at one
end to a respective AC bus and connected to each other
(e.g., in a star or delta configuration) or to another re-
spective AC bus at the other end.
[0004] To ensure reliability, the MMC should continue
to operate even if some of the submodules fail. Each
submodule can include a bypass switch connected be-
tween its AC terminals. During normal operation, the by-
pass switches are open so that converter arm current is
flowing through the submodules. But in the event of a
fault in one of the submodules, the faulty submodule can
be deactivated and taken out of the converter arm. To
do this, the bypass switch for the faulty submodule can

be closed to create a direct electrical path between the
AC terminals so that the converter arm current is diverted
past the semiconductor switches and the energy storage
device. The faulty submodule can then be repaired or
physically removed and replaced with a new submodule.
Each converter arm can also include at least one redun-
dant submodule. The redundant submodule can be a
"cold" redundant submodule, meaning that it is normally
bypassed and does not take any active part during normal
operation of the MMC. The redundant submodule is only
activated if a fault is detected, when it will take the place
of the faulty submodule so that the MMC remains oper-
ational.

Summary of the invention

[0005] The present invention provides a converter arm
for a modular multilevel converter (MMC), the converter
arm comprising:

a plurality of series-connected submodules, each
submodule comprising:

a plurality of semiconductor devices, each sem-
iconductor device including at least a controlla-
ble semiconductor switch (e.g., an IGBT);
an energy storage device; and
first and second alternating current (AC) termi-
nals;

wherein at least one of the plurality of submodules
is an "active" submodule;
wherein at least one of the plurality of submodules
is a "redundant" submodule; and
wherein the converter arm further comprises an in-
serting switch connected between the first AC termi-
nal of a first redundant submodule of the at least one
redundant submodules and the second AC terminal
of the first redundant submodule or a second redun-
dant submodule of the at least one redundant sub-
modules, the inserting switch comprising:
a fast-acting circuit breaker adapted to be opened in
response to a detected fault in an active submodule.

[0006] As used herein, an "active" submodule is a sub-
module that undergoes switching during normal opera-
tion of the MMC. A "redundant" submodule is a submod-
ule that is provided for redundancy and does not undergo
switching during normal operation of the MMC. If a re-
dundant submodule is inserted into the converter arm in
response to a detected fault in an active submodule or
to temporarily provide an increased output voltage or
power, as described in more detail below, the inserted
redundant submodule will become an active submodule
and will subsequently undergo switching during opera-
tion of the MMC.
[0007] If the inserting switch is connected between the
first and second AC terminals of the same redundant
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submodule (i.e., the first redundant submodule), activat-
ing the inserting switch will insert that redundant submod-
ule into the converter arm. However, it will be readily un-
derstood that in some arrangements the inserting switch
can be used to insert two or more redundant submodules
into the converter arm. For example, if the inserting switch
is connected between the first AC terminal of the first
redundant submodule and the second AC terminal of a
second redundant submodule, activating the inserting
switch will insert the first and second redundant submod-
ules (and any additional redundant submodules that are
connected in series between the first and second sub-
modules) into the converter arm. Where the description
below refers to the insertion of only one redundant sub-
module into the converter arm when the inserting switch
is activated, it will be understood that this is not intended
to exclude inserting two or more redundant submodules
where the inserting switch is appropriately connected.
Two or more redundant submodules can also be inde-
pendently inserted into the converter arm by activating
their respective inserting switch, i.e., where the converter
arm includes two or more inserting switches, each insert-
ing switch being connected to insert at least one redun-
dant submodule into the converter arm when it is activat-
ed. Each inserting switch can be as described in more
detail below.
[0008] Any suitable fast-acting circuit breaker can be
used as part of the inserting switch. The circuit breaker
must provide rapid interruption of the converter arm cur-
rent in the electrical path between the respective first and
second AC terminals when there is a need to insert the
"cold" redundant submodule(s) into the converter arm in
response to a fault in an active submodule that is under-
going switching during normal operation of the MMC. It
is generally preferred that the circuit breaker will be ca-
pable of interrupting the converter arm current within
about 10 to 100 ms of being activated so as to insert the
redundant submodule(s) into the converter arm as rapidly
as possible. In practice, the interruption of the converter
arm current means that the converter arm current is
forced to flow through the inserted redundant submod-
ule(s) to charge the energy storage device(s) until there
is sufficient DC voltage for switching operation to start
so that the redundant submodule(s) is (are) fully inserted
into the converter arm.
[0009] In one arrangement, the fast-acting circuit
breaker can be a solid state circuit breaker that uses one
or more controllable semiconductor switches (e.g., thyr-
istors, MOSFETs, JFETs or IGBTs) to provide current
interruption, or a mechanical or electro-mechanical cir-
cuit breaker. In a typical arrangement for a solid state
circuit breaker, a pair of controllable semiconductor
switches can be arranged in anti-parallel. The solid state
circuit breaker can use controllable semiconductor
switches with low on-state losses. Hybrid circuit breakers
can also be used. A fast-acting mechanical circuit break-
er can be implemented using a spring-tightened opening
switch where activation releases the tightened spring to

rapidly open the switch and directly interrupt the convert-
er arm current. Hybrid circuit breakers use one or more
controllable semiconductor switches for current interrup-
tion and one or more mechanical or electro-mechanical
switches to provide proper insulation at higher voltage
levels.
[0010] In one arrangement, the fast-acting circuit
breaker includes a fast-acting mechanical or electro-me-
chanical switch adapted to be opened in response to a
detected fault in an active submodule and a fuse con-
nected in parallel with the fast-acting mechanical or elec-
tro-mechanical switch. In this arrangement, the fast-act-
ing mechanical or electro-mechanical switch will not in-
terrupt the converter arm current, but will divert the con-
verter arm current into the fuse when it is opened. If the
inserting switch further comprises a contactor - see below
- the contactor is connected in series with the parallel-
connected fuse and fast-acting mechanical or electro-
mechanical switch.
[0011] Any suitable fuse can be used - including con-
ventional fuse types. The activation time of the fuse will
typically depend on the magnitude of the converter arm
current. Depending on the design of the fast-acting me-
chanical or electro-mechanical switch, the fuse resist-
ance can be about 5 to 10 times the resistance of the
mechanical or electro-mechanical switch in order to
achieve an appropriate current level to activate the fuse
when the mechanical or electro-mechanical switch is
opened.
[0012] The fast-acting mechanical or electro-mechan-
ical switch can be a pyrotechnic switch that typically in-
cludes an electrically-activated pyrotechnic charge. The
pyrotechnic charge may be used to force apart electrical
contacts that are carrying the converter arm current or
to force an electrically insulating blade to physically sever
or break an electrical conductor that is carrying the con-
verter arm current. Such pyrotechnic switches are typi-
cally capable of opening within about 0.35 ms of being
activated. As technological background, the skilled per-
son can refer to United States Patent Application Nos.
2008/0137253 and 2018/0277325, which disclose circuit
protection devices comprising a pyrotechnic switch con-
nected in parallel with a fuse. The pyrotechnic switch is
activated in response to a detected fault current such as
an overload current or a short-circuit current, for example.
The fast-acting mechanical or electro-mechanical switch
can also be implemented using a spring-tightened open-
ing switch where activation releases the tightened spring
to rapidly open the switch and divert the converter arm
current into the fuse.
[0013] The fast-acting circuit breaker can be externally
activated, e.g., by an activation signal generated by a
fault detection device. This includes external activation
of the pyrotechnic switch or other fast-acting mechanical
or electro-mechanical switch mentioned above. The fast-
acting circuit breaker can receive power from any suitable
power source for its activation. For example, the fast-
acting circuit breaker can receive activation power from
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one or more of:

- an external power source, optionally by means of an
insulating transformer,

- the fault detection device, e.g., where cabling that
provides the activation signal also provides power
for activating the fast-acting circuit breaker,

- a controller that can be implemented at the convert-
er, converter arm or submodule level,

- a redundant submodule, and
- one or more active submodules.

[0014] Supplying the fast-acting circuit breaker with
power from two or more power sources provides redun-
dancy.
[0015] Each submodule can include an auxiliary power
supply which can supply power to the fast-acting circuit
breaker. Where possible, the cabling and insulation re-
quirements of the converter arm should be minimised by
connecting the fast-acting circuit breaker to the auxiliary
power supply of one or more physically close or adjacent
submodules.
[0016] The inserting switch can further comprise an
electrically-controlled contactor connected in series with
the fast-acting circuit breaker. Any suitable contactor can
be used as part of the inserting switch - including con-
ventional contactor types such as electrical and electro-
mechanical switches. The combined voltage rating of the
series-connected contactor and the fast-acting circuit
breaker (or its relevant sub-component) must be equal
to, or greater than, the maximum output voltage of the
redundant submodule(s) after being inserted into the
converter arm and actively switching. It is important to
note that the contactor is not typically intended to be used
to interrupt the converter arm current during normal op-
eration of the MMC but this is possible in some arrange-
ments. Output voltage can be increased by temporarily
opening the contactor to insert the redundant submod-
ule(s) into the converter arm and operating each inserted
redundant submodule as an active submodule according
to a switching operation, for example, during an overvolt-
age operation of the MMC. Output power can also be
increased by temporarily inserting the redundant sub-
module(s) into the converter arm to provide higher volt-
age at the same current level, and where an interface
transformer can adapt the line-to-line voltage or transfer
ratio through an on-load tap changer at the converter
terminals, for example. In this arrangement, the ability of
the contactor to be opened and closed several times is
used to selectively insert one or more redundant sub-
modules into the converter arm and to remove the one
or more redundant submodules from the converter arm.
The contactor can be controlled to open and close by a
controller and is adapted to be opened in response to a
detected fault in an active submodule or as required. The
controller can be coordinated with the fault detection de-
vice to open the contactor after the fast-acting circuit
breaker has been opened in response to a detected fault

in an active submodule to increase the voltage rating of
the inserting switch. The fast-acting circuit breaker can
have a lower voltage rating than the inserting switch as
a whole. The contactor can receive power from any suit-
able power source for its activation, including from the
power sources for the fast-acting circuit breaker de-
scribed above.
[0017] When the MMC is operating normally, each in-
serting switch is closed so that the respective redundant
submodule(s) is (are) bypassed and the converter arm
current flows between the first and second AC terminals
through the inserting switch. In particular, it will be readily
understood that both the fast-acting circuit breaker and
the optional contactor are closed - i.e., in a closed posi-
tion. If a fault is detected in one of the active submodules,
the faulty active submodule may be bypassed - e.g., by
closing a bypass switch connected between the AC ter-
minals of the faulty active submodule in a known manner
- and at least one redundant submodule is inserted into
the converter arm to take its place.
[0018] The at least one redundant submodule is insert-
ed into the converter arm by activating the fast-acting
circuit breaker to rapidly interrupt the converter arm cur-
rent in the electrical path between the first and second
AC terminals - e.g., by sending an activation signal gen-
erated by a fault detection device to activate the circuit
breaker. In the arrangement where the inserting switch
includes a fast-acting mechanical or electro-mechanical
switch and a fuse connected in parallel, the converter
arm current will typically flow mainly through the fast-
acting mechanical or electro-mechanical switch during
normal operation of the MMC. As explained above, open-
ing the fast-acting mechanical or electro-mechanical
switch will divert the converter arm current into the par-
allel-connected fuse which will activate (i.e., rupture or
melt) to interrupt the converter arm current and open the
electrical path between the first and second AC terminals.
Opening the electrical path diverts converter arm current
through the redundant submodule(s) so that it is (they
are) inserted into the converter arm. In particular, the
diverted converter arm current will flow through the en-
ergy storage device of each inserted redundant submod-
ule so that the energy storage device(s) will immediately
start to charge. In some arrangements, if the converter
arm current flows through the inserted redundant sub-
module(s) along a current path that includes one or more
of the controllable semiconductor switches, the redun-
dant submodule(s) must be placed in a suitable switching
state - as determined by the switching states of the indi-
vidual semiconductor switches - for the energy storage
device(s) to be charged. The current path can also in-
clude one or more of the anti-parallel connected diodes
- see below - and in some arrangements the energy stor-
age device(s) can be charged without any need to alter
the switching states of the individual semiconductor
switches. Each inserted redundant submodule can only
start normal switching operation as an active submodule
of the converter arm after the DC voltage across the en-
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ergy storage device reaches a minimum DC voltage
threshold (e.g., about 250 to 500 V). The period of time
between the fast-acting circuit breaker being activated
and the inserted redundant submodule(s) being fully in-
serted into the converter arm can be referred to as the
"inserting period" and the process of inserting the redun-
dant submodule(s) as an "inserting process".
[0019] The switching of the individual semiconductor
switches so that the MMC provides the desired power
conversion or static synchronous compensation, for ex-
ample, can be controlled by a suitable switching control-
ler. The switching controller can generate gate drive com-
mands for controlling the respective gate drive unit of
each semiconductor switch so that the semiconductor
switch is turned on or off as required.
[0020] After the fast-acting circuit breaker has been
activated and the converter arm current has been inter-
rupted, the optional contactor can be opened to increase
the voltage rating of the inserted redundant submod-
ule(s).
[0021] The optional contactor can also be used for test-
ing the redundant submodule(s). It will be understood
that fast-acting circuit breakers can normally only be
opened and cannot be closed - this is the case for circuit
breakers that include fuses, pyrotechnic elements or
tightened-spring contacts, for example. An additional se-
ries-connected contactor that can be opened and closed
several times is therefore particularly useful for testing
functions. For example, during a pre-charge sequence
of the MMC where the energy storage devices of the
active submodules are being charged before normal op-
eration of the MMC is started, the contactor can be
opened to divert pre-charge current to the redundant sub-
module(s) for testing purposes. The value of one or more
parameters of each redundant submodule such as the
DC voltage or current of the energy storage device (e.g.,
capacitor) can be measured or calculated and each
measured or calculated value can be compared against
a respective threshold or expected value to determine if
the redundant submodule is operating normally. For ex-
ample, each submodule can include a DC voltage meas-
urement unit which can compare a measured DC voltage
against a DC voltage threshold. If the measured DC volt-
age reaches the DC voltage threshold, optionally within
a predetermined time limit, the functionality of the redun-
dant submodule can be validated. The measured DC
voltage can be compared against an expected DC volt-
age that can be estimated based on the measured con-
verter arm current and the calculated charge level of the
energy storage device using the known capacitance val-
ue. The difference between the measured and expected
DC voltages can be used to detect a fault or malfunction
in the redundant submodule allowing it to be repaired or
replaced if necessary. Alternatively, the rate of change
of the measured DC voltage can be used for testing in
the same way.
[0022] Once the testing process is complete, the con-
tactor is closed.

[0023] The semiconductor switches can be switched
(i.e., turned on and off) during the testing process to put
the redundant submodule into different switching states.
For example, a switching state where the energy storage
device is charged/discharged and a switching state
where the energy storage device is bypassed such that
its voltage remains unchanged can be used. The value
of one or more parameters of each redundant submodule
such as the DC voltage or current of the energy storage
device can be measured or calculated for each switching
state and compared against a respective threshold or
expected value to determine if the redundant submodule
is operating normally for all switching states.
[0024] Each semiconductor device may further include
an anti-parallel connected diode, i.e., a diode connected
in anti-parallel with its associated controllable semicon-
ductor switch. Controllable semiconductor switches that
normally include an anti-parallel connected diode would
include insulated-gate bipolar transistors (IGBTs), for ex-
ample.
[0025] The submodules can have any suitable topolo-
gy such as half-bridge, full-bridge, cross-connected,
mixed-cell etc. as will be known to the skilled person.
Typically, each submodule will include at least two con-
trollable semiconductor switches connected in series and
an energy storage device (e.g., a capacitor) connected
in parallel with the series-connected semiconductor
switches. In a full-bridge topology, each submodule com-
prises a first leg with two controllable semiconductor
switches connected in series and a second leg with two
controllable semiconductor switches connected in se-
ries. The first and second legs are connected in parallel.
An energy storage device (e.g., a capacitor) is connected
in parallel with both the first and second legs. If the sub-
module includes an auxiliary power supply, it can be con-
nected in parallel with the energy storage device and the
first and second arms. A junction of the semiconductor
switches in the first leg defines the first AC terminal and
a junction of the semiconductor switches in the second
leg defines the second AC terminal. At least one of the
first and second AC terminals of each submodule is con-
nected to an adjacent submodule to define the converter
arm. If the converter arm includes n submodules, the first
AC terminal of the first submodule in the series (i.e., the
submodule at a first end of the converter arm) can be
connectable to an AC bus or a DC bus - e.g., forming
part of an external power system. The second AC termi-
nal of the nth submodule in the series (i.e., the submodule
at a second end of the converter arm) can be connectable
to an AC bus or a DC bus - e.g., forming part of an external
power system - or to another converter arm of the MMC.
For all other submodules (i.e., where n=1, 2, ..., (n-1))
the second AC terminal is connected to the first AC ter-
minal of the next submodule in the converter arm. That
is, the second AC terminal of the first submodule is con-
nected to the first AC terminal of the second submodule,
the second AC terminal of the second submodule is con-
nected to the first AC terminal of the third submodule,
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the second AC terminal of the third submodule is con-
nected to the first AC terminal of the fourth submodule,
and so on, until the nth submodule.
[0026] The converter arm may comprise a plurality of
redundant submodules.
[0027] The present invention further provides an MMC
comprising a converter arm as described above.
[0028] The MMC may comprise a plurality of converter
arms.
[0029] The MMC may be utilised for a wide variety of
medium- and high-power applications and the converter
arms may be configured accordingly for connection to an
external power system, including a transmission system
or power grid, and/or to an electrical load. The converter
arms may also be connected together, e.g., in a delta or
star configuration if the MMC is configured as a static
synchronous compensator (STATCOM).
[0030] The MMC can include one or more switching
controllers. Each switching controller can be implement-
ed at the converter level or at the converter arm level -
i.e., for controlling switching in some or all of the sub-
modules in a particular converter arm. Each switching
controller can be implemented at the submodule level -
i.e., where each submodule has its own switching con-
troller. Individual switching controllers can be coordinat-
ed or operated as part of a controller for the MMC, for
example.
[0031] Each switching controller can utilise one or
more control schemes or sub-controllers to control elec-
trical parameters such as power, current and voltage.
Each switching controller can also utilise energy balanc-
ing to balance the energy content among the converter
arms and among the individual active submodules within
a converter arm if appropriate. The control of electrical
parameters such as power, voltage and current can be
implemented at the converter level, whereas energy bal-
ancing of individual active submodules can be partly
done at the converter arm or submodule level, for exam-
ple.
[0032] The switching controller can include a pulse
width modulation (PWM) generator to generate the gate
drive commands which are supplied to the respective
gate drive unit of the semiconductor switches of one or
more active submodules.
[0033] The switching controller can receive information
about the DC voltage of each associated active submod-
ule and information about the actual switching state that
corresponds to the on- and off-states of the semiconduc-
tor switches. The switching controller can generate the
gate drive commands according to the desired switching
states of the individual active submodules. The controller
can balance the energy content of the individual submod-
ule energy storage devices by using certain switching
states that increase, decrease or maintain the DC voltage
of the submodules in order to balance and equalise the
charge levels of the submodules and the converter arms.
[0034] The present invention further provides a meth-
od of operating an MMC comprising a converter arm as

described above, in response to a fault in an active sub-
module, the method comprising inserting at least one re-
dundant submodule into the converter arm by:
opening the fast-acting circuit breaker (i.e., to interrupt
the converter arm current in the electrical path between
the first and second AC terminals of a first redundant
submodule or between the first AC terminal of the first
redundant submodule and the second AC terminal of a
second redundant submodule).
[0035] If the inserting switch further comprises a con-
tactor, the method can further comprise opening the con-
tactor, e.g., after opening the fast-acting circuit breaker
to interrupt the converter arm current. Opening the con-
tactor can increase the total voltage rating of the inserting
switch.
[0036] The present invention can ensure that a mod-
ulation margin is maintained for the case that one active
submodule fails during operation and the remaining
number of active submodules is not enough to generate
the required magnitude of the output voltage. The present
invention allows the MMC to operate with a minimum
number of active submodules to minimise operational
power losses. If one of the active submodule fails, the
present invention inserts at least one "cold" redundant
submodule into the converter arm to compensate for the
loss of output voltage capability. The converter arm can
be controlled in different ways as part of the inserting
process to compensate for the lost voltage capability until
the redundant submodule(s) is (are) fully inserted into
the converter arm. Full insertion means that the DC volt-
age across the energy storage device of each redundant
submodule is sufficiently high for switching operation to
be started, i.e., the minimum DC voltage threshold men-
tioned above must be reached. If each submodule in-
cludes a DC voltage measurement unit, it can be used
to compare a measured DC voltage against the DC volt-
age threshold to determine if the inserted redundant sub-
module can be transitioned to a switching operation. As
explained above, the inserting process starts by activat-
ing the inserting switch which interrupts the converter
arm current and diverts it into the redundant submod-
ule(s) to charge the energy storage device(s). It takes a
certain amount of time to charge the energy storage de-
vice(s) and the charging itself creates a voltage distur-
bance in the converter arm that has to be compensated
by the remaining active submodules. Hence, a certain
modulation margin has to be created to compensate for
the loss of the failed submodule and the voltage distur-
bance as part of the inserting process.
[0037] Each switching controller can use two-axis vec-
tor control in a rotating reference frame, i.e., a dq-refer-
ence frame. Each switching controller can include a direct
or "d-axis" controller and a quadrature (or "q-axis") con-
troller. The d-axis controller and the q-axis controller can
include one or more controllers such as proportional-in-
tegral (PI) or proportional-integral-derivative (PID) con-
trollers.
[0038] The d-axis controller can control one or both of
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DC voltage and active power. DC voltage can be con-
trolled for an individual active submodule or the average
DC voltage can be controlled for some or all of the active
submodules in the converter arm, for example. The d-
axis controller can derive a signal from the difference
between a demand signal (e.g., a DC voltage demand
signal or an active power demand signal) and a measured
or average value (e.g., a measured or average DC volt-
age or a measured active power). The d-axis controller
can derive a d-axis current demand in the dq-reference
frame. An output for the d-axis controller can be derived
from the difference between the d-axis current demand
and a d-axis current in the dq-reference frame that is
derived from measured current values in the three-phase
reference frame. As part of the inserting process, the DC
voltage of one or more of the active submodules in the
converter arm can be selectively increased by increasing
the demanded DC voltage, e.g., by increasing the DC
voltage demand signal or by using a supplementary DC
voltage demand signal which is in addition to the DC volt-
age demand signal used during normal switching oper-
ation.
[0039] The q-axis controller can control reactive pow-
er. The q-axis controller can derive a signal from the dif-
ference between a demand signal (e.g., a reactive power
demand signal) and a measured value (e.g., a measured
reactive power). The q-axis controller can derive a q-axis
current demand in the dq-reference frame. An output for
the q-axis controller can be derived from the difference
between the q-axis current demand and a q-axis current
that is derived from the measured current values in the
three-phase reference frame. As part of the inserting
process, the reactive power can be controlled to be less
capacitive (i.e., less than entirely capacitive) or to be in-
ductive, but without being entirely inductive, by modifying
the reactive power demand signal.
[0040] The outputs of the d-axis and q-axis controllers
can be transformed to the three-phase reference frame
and used by the PWM generator to derive the gate drive
commands, optionally after voltage balancing.
[0041] The d-axis and q-axis controllers can control
active and reactive current components independently.
This is particularly useful for MMCs that transfer active
power depending on their practical application and that
operate in STATCOM mode for compensation purposes.
For STATCOM, the MMC can be operated mainly with
reactive power control, but where the d-axis controller
can control short-term power demands to absorb or re-
lease energy to cover power losses or other special con-
trol functions such as active power fluctuations etc.
[0042] During the inserting period, the method can fur-
ther comprise controlling the converter arm to do one or
more of:

reduce the generation of capacitive reactive power
(e.g., make the reactive power less capacitive and
more inductive - or move from a leading power factor
towards a lagging power factor by modifying a reac-

tive power demand),
reduce the generation of active power,
increase the DC voltage of at least one active sub-
module (e.g., by increasing a DC voltage demand),
and
set all power demands for at least one active sub-
module to zero.

[0043] The present invention further provides a meth-
od of operating or testing an MMC comprising a converter
arm as described above with a contactor, the method
comprising:

opening the contactor to insert at least one redun-
dant submodule into the converter arm;

(i) operating the at least one inserted redundant
submodule according to a switching operation
("switching process"), or
(ii) measuring or calculating the value of one or
more parameters of the at least one inserted re-
dundant submodule and using each measured
or calculated value to determine if the at least
one inserted redundant submodule is operating
normally ("testing process"); and

closing the contactor.

[0044] During the switching process, the at least one
redundant submodule is inserted into the converter arm
and switched as an active submodule. The switching
process can be used to temporarily increase output volt-
age or output power, e.g. as an overvoltage operation of
the MMC, for a period of time which might range from a
few minutes to several hours. The at least one inserted
redundant submodule can be deactivated and taken out
of the converter arm in a similar manner to a faulty active
submodule by closing the contactor instead of the bypass
switch. Such operation is possible because, unlike the
fast-acting circuit breaker, the contactor is typically ca-
pable of being opened and closed several times. It will
be readily understood that as compared with the activa-
tion of the fast-acting circuit breaker, opening the con-
tactor will not provide rapid interruption of the converter
arm current. But rapid interruption of the converter arm
current is typically not necessary if the one or more re-
dundant submodules are being inserted into the convert-
er arm to increase the output voltage, as opposed to be-
ing inserted into the converter arm in response to a de-
tected fault in an active submodule.
[0045] As part of the switching process, the step of
operating the at least one inserted redundant submodule
according to a switching operation can further comprise
the step of transitioning the or each inserted redundant
submodule to a zero switching state before closing the
contactor. As used herein, the "zero switching state" of
a submodule is defined by the switching state of the one
or more semiconductor switches and refers to a switching

11 12 



EP 3 913 781 A1

8

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

state where the energy storage device is bypassed. Prior
to deactivating an inserted redundant submodule, it can
be transitioned to the zero switching state. The MMC can
continue to operate with the remaining active submod-
ules and the contactor is closed to remove the at least
one redundant submodule from the converter arm.
[0046] The testing process can be carried out as part
of a pre-charge sequence of the MMC.
[0047] During the testing process, the semiconductor
switches can be switched (i.e., turned on and off) to put
the redundant submodule into different switching states.
[0048] The present invention provides inter alia the fol-
lowing technical benefits:

- The MMC can operate for normal switching opera-
tion with the lowest number of required submodules
per converter arm in order to have the lowest semi-
conductor power losses (switching losses, conduc-
tion losses etc.) and avoid the need for "hot" redun-
dant submodules.

- The inserting process allows at least one "cold" re-
dundant submodule to be rapidly inserted into the
converter arm without the need to stop the operation
of the MMC.

- The use of a fast-acting circuit breaker in the inserting
switch provides for rapid current interruption when
the inserting switch is activated. Following activation
of the fast-acting circuit breaker, and during the en-
ergy storage device charging process for the redun-
dant submodule, which must take place before
switching operation can be started and the redun-
dant submodule is fully inserted, the optional con-
tactor can be opened to increase the voltage rating
without the contactor having to interrupt the convert-
er arm current. This is beneficial because contactors
which can provide a higher voltage rating are often
not designed for rapid operation or cannot provide
current interruption at the levels intended. The com-
bination of a fast-acting circuit breaker and a series-
connected contactor therefore provides for rapid cur-
rent interruption (which can include diverting the con-
verter arm current into a parallel connected fuse) and
for better insulation for higher voltages during the
energy storage device charging process through a
slower-operating but higher rated contactor or dis-
connector.

- The optional contactor allows a redundant submod-
ule to be tested and in some arrangements for one
or more redundant submodules to be temporarily in-
serted into the converter arm to increase output volt-
age or the output power by increasing the number
of active redundant submodules in the converter
arm, e.g., during an overvoltage operation of the
MMC and in response to external operating condi-
tions.

[0049] Unless otherwise stated, any reference herein
to components being "connected" includes both a direct
and an indirect electrical connection or coupling, e.g.,
with the option for components to be electrically connect-
ed or coupled together by means of one or more inter-
posing components.

Drawings

[0050]

Figure 1 shows a modular multilevel converter
(MMC) according to the present invention imple-
mented as a variable speed drive (VSD);
Figure 2 shows an MMC according to the present
invention implemented as an AC/AC converter;
Figures 3 and 4 show an MMC according to the
present invention implemented as a static synchro-
nous compensator (STATCOM);
Figure 5A shows a first converter arm according to
the present invention with a plurality of series-con-
nected submodules;
Figure 5B shows a second converter arm according
to the present invention with a plurality of series-con-
nected submodules;
Figure 6A shows a first inserting switch with a fast-
acting circuit breaker;
Figure 6B shows a second inserting switch with a
fast-acting circuit breaker and a contactor connected
in series;
Figures 6C to 6E show solid state circuit breakers
with anti-parallel thyristors, IGBTs and JFETs which
can implement the fast-acting circuit breaker of Fig-
ure 6A of Figure 6B;
Figure 6F shows a circuit breaker with a mechanical
or electro-mechanical switch connected in parallel
with a fuse which can implement the fast-acting cir-
cuit breaker of Figure 6A or Figure 6B;
Figure 6G shows a circuit breaker with a pyrotechnic
switch connected in parallel with a fuse which can
implement the fast-acting circuit breaker of Figure
6A or Figure 6B;
Figure 7A shows the current path through a redun-
dant submodule during normal operation of the MMC
when the inserting switch is closed;
Figure 7B shows the current path through a redun-
dant submodule after it has been inserted into the
converter arm when the inserting switch is open;
Figure 7C shows the current path through an insert-
ed redundant submodule in a first zero switching
state;
Figure 7D shows the current path through an insert-
ed redundant submodule in a second zero switching
state;
Figure 8 shows a first control scheme for a switching
controller;
Figure 9 shows power and voltage waveforms for
the first control scheme;
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Figure 10 shows a second control scheme for a
switching controller; and
Figure 11 shows power and voltage waveforms for
the second control scheme.

[0051] Figure 1 shows a modular multilevel converter
(MMC) implemented as a variable speed drive (VSD).
The MMC includes three converter arms 21, 22 and 23
connected in parallel between first and second direct cur-
rent (DC) buses 4, 6. Each converter arm is divided into
an upper arm and a lower arm. Each upper arm includes
n series-connected submodules 81, 82, ..., 8n and each
lower arm includes n series-connected submodules 101,
102, ..., 10n, where n is any suitable integer.
[0052] The connection between the upper arm and the
lower arm of the first converter arm 21 defines a first al-
ternating current (AC) bus 12. The connection between
the upper arm and the lower arm of the second converter
arm 22 defines a second AC bus 14. The connection be-
tween the upper arm and the lower arm of the third con-
verter arm 23 defines a third AC bus 16. The first, second
and third AC buses 12, 14 and 16 can be connected to
a three-phase AC load or a three-phase AC supply. The
first and second DC buses 4 and 6 can be connected to
a DC load or a DC supply and can include a DC link with
one or more energy storage devices (e.g., capacitor).
[0053] The upper arm of each converter arm includes
a redundant submodule 81 and (n-1) active submodules
82, ..., 8n.
[0054] The lower arm of each converter arm includes
a redundant submodule 101 and (n-1) active submodules
102, ..., 10n.
[0055] The MMC can convert a DC input voltage to an
AC output voltage or vice versa by operating the active
submodules 82, ..., 8n and 102, ..., 10n in a manner well
known to the skilled person.
[0056] Figure 2 shows an MMC implemented as an
AC/AC converter. The MMC includes six converter arms
181, 182, ..., 186. The first and fourth converter arms 181
and 184 are connected in parallel to a first AC bus 20 at
a first end. The second and fifth converter arms 182 and
185 are connected in parallel to a second AC bus 22 at
a first end. The third and sixth converter arms 183 and
186 are connected in parallel to a third AC bus 24 at a
first end. The first, second and third converter arms 181,
182 and 183 are connected to a fourth AC bus 26 at a
second end. The fourth, fifth and sixth converter arms
184, 185 and 186 are connected to ground 28 at a second
end.
[0057] Each converter arm 181, 182, ..., 186 includes
n series-connected submodules 301, 302, ..., 30n, where
n is any suitable integer.
[0058] Each converter arm includes a redundant sub-
module 301 and (n-1) active submodules 302, ..., 30n.
[0059] The MMC can convert a three-phase AC input
voltage to a single-phase AC output voltage at a different
frequency by operating the active submodules 302,...,
30n. In one example, the MMC can be used to supply AC

power from a power grid operating at 50 Hz to the over-
head line of an electric rail network operating at 16.7 Hz.
[0060] Figures 3 and 4 show an MMC implemented as
a static synchronous compensator (STATCOM).
[0061] Each MMC includes three converter arms 321,
322 and 323. The first converter arm 321 is connected to
a first AC bus 34 at a first end. The second converter arm
322 is connected to a second AC bus 36 at a first end.
The third converter arm 323 is connected to a third AC
bus 38 at a first end.
[0062] In the MMC shown in Figure 3, the first, second
and third converter arms 321, 322 and 323 are connected
together in a star configuration at their second ends. In
the MMC shown in Figure 4, the first, second and third
converter arms 321, 322 and 323 are connected together
in a delta configuration at this second ends.
[0063] Each converter arm 321, 322 and 323 includes
n series-connected submodules 401, 402, ..., 40n, where
n is any suitable integer.
[0064] Each converter arm 321, 322 and 323 includes
a redundant submodule 401 and (n-1) active submodules
402, ..., 40n.
[0065] By operating the active submodules 402, ..., 40n
the MMC can act as a source or sink of reactive AC power
for regulating an AC transmission network, for example.
[0066] During normal operation of each of the MMCs
shown in Figures 1 to 4, the redundant submodules (i.e.,
submodules 81, 101, 301 and 401) do not play an active
role.
[0067] Figure 5A shows a generic first converter arm
50A that can be implanted in any of the MMCs shown in
Figures 1 to 4. The converter arm 50A includes n series-
connected submodules 521, 522, ..., 52n, where n is any
suitable integer.
[0068] Submodule 521 is a redundant submodule.
[0069] Submodules 522, ..., 52n are active submod-
ules.
[0070] Each submodule 521, 522,..., 52n is shown as
having a full-bridge topology. But it will be readily under-
stood that other suitable topologies can also be used. In
the full-bridge topology, each submodule comprises a
first arm with two controllable semiconductor switches
S1 and S2 connected in series and a second arm with
two controllable semiconductor switches S3 and S4 con-
nected in series. Each semiconductor switch is shown
as an IGBT with an anti-parallel connected diode D1,
D2, ..., D4, but it will be readily understood that other con-
trollable semiconductor switches can be used.
[0071] The first and second arms are connected in par-
allel. An energy storage device (e.g., a capacitor C) is
connected in parallel with both the first and second arms.
A junction of the semiconductor switches S1 and S2 in
the first arm defines a first AC terminal 54 and a junction
of the semiconductor switches S3 and S4 in the second
arm defines a second AC terminal 56.
[0072] The first AC terminal 54 of the redundant sub-
module 521 (i.e., the submodule at a first end of the con-
verter arm 50A) is connected to an AC bus or a DC bus
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as shown in Figures 1 to 4. The second AC terminal of
the nth submodule 52n (i.e., the submodule at a second
end of the converter arm 50A) is connected to an AC bus
or a DC bus - as shown in Figures 1 and 2 - or to another
converter arm of the MMC as shown in Figures 3 and 4.
For all other submodules 521, 522, ..., 52(n-1), the second
AC terminal is connected to the first AC terminal of the
next submodule in the converter arm. That is, the second
AC terminal 56 of the redundant submodule 521 is con-
nected to the first AC terminal of the first active submod-
ule 522, the second AC terminal of the first active sub-
module 522 is connected to the first AC terminal of the
second active submodule, the second AC terminal of the
second active submodule is connected to the first AC
terminal of the third active submodule, and so on, until
the nth submodule 52n.
[0073] Although the redundant submodule 521 is
shown at an end of the converter arm 50A, it will be readily
understood that it can be positioned anywhere in the con-
verter arm as required. It will also be readily appreciated
that the converter arm can include two or more redundant
submodules if appropriate, including two or more redun-
dant submodules in each upper arm and each lower arm
in the MMC shown in Figure 1.
[0074] An inserting switch 58 is connected between
the first and second AC terminals 54 and 56 of the re-
dundant submodule 521.
[0075] Although not shown in Figure 5A, the active sub-
modules 522, ..., 52n will typically include a bypass switch
connected between the respective first and second AC
terminals that can be closed to bypass the active sub-
module in the event of a fault.
[0076] An example of a first inserting switch 58 is
shown in Figure 6A and includes:

- a fast-acting circuit breaker 60 adapted to be opened
in response to a detected fault in an active submod-
ule.

[0077] An example of a second inserting switch 58 is
shown in Figure 6B and includes:

- a fast-acting circuit breaker 60 adapted to be opened
in response to a detected fault in an active submod-
ule, and

- an electrically-controlled contactor 62, e.g., a slower
acting mechanical or electro-mechanical switch,
connected in series with the fast-acting circuit break-
er 60.

[0078] The fast-acting circuit breaker 60 shown in Fig-
ures 6A and 6B can be a solid state circuit breaker that
uses one or more controllable semiconductor switches.
Figures 6C to 6E show examples of solid state circuit
breakers which comprise a pair of anti-parallel thyristors,
IGBTs and JFETs, respectively, that can be turned on
and off by gate drive units (not shown) in response to an
activation signal. The JFETs shown in Figure 6E can be

implemented with silicon carbine (SiC) to maintain very
low on-state losses, for example.
[0079] The fast-acting circuit breaker 60 shown in Fig-
ures 6A and 6B can be a mechanical or electro-mechan-
ical circuit breaker. For example, the fast-acting mechan-
ical or electro-mechanical circuit breaker 60 can be im-
plemented using a spring-tightened opening switch
where activation releases the tightened spring to rapidly
open the switch and directly interrupt the converter arm
current.
[0080] As shown in Figure 6F, the fast-acting circuit
breaker 60 shown in Figures 6A and 6B can include:

- a fast-acting mechanical or electro-mechanical
switch 64 adapted to be opened in response to a
detected fault in an active submodule, and

- a fuse 66 connected in parallel with the fast-acting
mechanical or electro-mechanical switch 64.

[0081] In this arrangement, the fast-acting mechanical
or electro-mechanical switch 64 will not break the current,
but diverts current into the fuse 66 when it is opened.
The fast-acting mechanical or electro-mechanical switch
64 can be implemented using a spring-tightened opening
switch where activation releases the tightened spring to
rapidly open the switch and directly interrupt the convert-
er arm current.
[0082] Figure 6G shows a specific arrangement where
the fuse 66 is connected in parallel with one or more
series-connected pyrotechnic switches 68. Using two or
more series connected pyrotechnic switches will in-
crease the AC voltage insulation characteristic of the fast-
acting circuit breaker 60. Each pyrotechnic switch typi-
cally includes an electrically-activated pyrotechnic
charge as described above.
[0083] During normal operation of the MMC, the insert-
ing switch 58 is closed (i.e., both the fast-acting circuit
breaker 60 and the optional contactor 62 are in a closed
position) so that the redundant submodule 521 is by-
passed and the converter arm current flows between the
first and second AC terminals 54 and 56 through the in-
serting switch. If the fast-acting circuit breaker 60 is im-
plemented as a solid state circuit breaker, the controllable
semiconductor switches are turned on (i.e., maintained
in a conducting state) during normal operation of the
MMC so it is beneficial if on-state losses are low. For the
indicated current direction, the current path during normal
operation is shown in Figure 7A.
[0084] If a fault is detected in one of the active sub-
modules 522, ..., 52n, the faulty active submodule may
be bypassed - e.g., by closing a bypass switch connected
between the AC terminals of the faulty active submodule
in a known manner. The redundant submodule 521 is
inserted into the converter arm 50A to take the place of
the bypassed active submodule. The redundant submod-
ule 521 is inserted into the converter arm 50A by activat-
ing its fast-acting circuit breaker 60 - e.g., by sending an
activation signal 70 generated by a fault detection device
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(not shown). If the fast-acting circuit breaker 60 is imple-
mented as a solid state circuit breaker, the activation can
involve turning off the controllable semiconductor switch-
es (i.e., switching them to a non-conducting state) to in-
terrupt the converter arm current flowing through the in-
serting switch 58. If the fast-acting circuit breaker 60 is
implemented as a mechanical or electro-mechanical
switch, the activation can involve opening the mechanical
or electro-mechanical switch to interrupt the converter
arm current flowing through the inserting switch 58. If the
fast-acting circuit breaker 60 is implemented as a me-
chanical or electro-mechanical switch 64 connected in
parallel with a fuse 66, the activation can involve opening
the mechanical or electro-mechanical switch to divert
converter arm current into the fuse, which will rupture or
melt to interrupt the converter arm current flowing through
the inserting switch 58. In the specific arrangement of
the fast-acting circuit breaker 60 shown in Figure 6G, the
activation can involve activating the pyrotechnic charges
of the one or more pyrotechnic switches 68 to divert the
converter arm current into the parallel-connected fuse
66, which will rupture or melt to interrupt the converter
arm current. In each case, the activation of the fast-acting
circuit breaker 60 will open the electrical path between
the first and second AC terminals 54 and 56 of the re-
dundant submodule 521. Opening the electrical path di-
verts the converter arm current through the redundant
submodule 521. In particular, the converter arm current
flows through the redundant submodule 521 along the
current path shown in Figure 7B to immediately start to
charge the capacitor C. For the indicated current direc-
tion, the current flows through diodes D1 and D4. For the
reverse current direction, the current flows through di-
odes D3 and D2.
[0085] After the fast-acting circuit breaker 60 has been
activated to open the electrical path between the first and
second AC terminals 54 and 56, the contactor 62 shown
in Figure 6B can be opened to increase the voltage rating
of the inserted redundant submodule 521. The contactor
62 can be opened and closed by a controller (not shown)
which is coordinated with the fault detection device (not
shown) but is also capable of operating independently -
e.g., to open and close the contactor for testing or other
purposes.
[0086] The inserted redundant submodule 521 is fully
inserted into the converter arm 50A and can start normal
switching operation as soon as the DC voltage across
the capacitor C reaches a minimum DC voltage threshold
(e.g., about 250 to 500 V). The DC voltage can be meas-
ured by a DC voltage measurement device 72 which is
connected in parallel with the capacitor C.
[0087] An auxiliary power supply 74 is also connected
in parallel with the capacitor C of the redundant submod-
ule 521 and supplies power to the inserting switch 58 for
activating the fast-acting circuit breaker 60 and the op-
tional contactor 62 in response to the activation signal
70. The inserting switch 58 also receives power from the
auxiliary power supply of the neighbouring active sub-

module 522 as shown. The inserting switch 58 can also
receive power from an external power source (not shown)
or from the fault detection device (not shown) that pro-
vides the activation signal 70.
[0088] Figure 5B shows a generic second converter
arm 50B that can be implanted in any of the MMCs shown
in Figures 1 to 4. The converter arm 50B is closely related
to the converter arm 50A shown in Figure 5A and like
parts have been given the same reference sign. The con-
verter arm 50B includes n series-connected submodules
521, 522, ..., 52n, where n is any suitable integer.
[0089] Submodules 521 and 522 are redundant sub-
modules.
[0090] Submodules ..., 52n are active submodules.
[0091] An inserting switch 58 is connected between
the first AC terminal 54 of the first redundant submodule
521 and the second AC terminal of the second redundant
submodule 522. The inserting switch 58 can be imple-
mented as shown in Figures 6A to 6G.
[0092] During normal operation of the MMC, the insert-
ing switch 58 is closed (i.e., both the fast-acting circuit
breaker 60 and the optional contactor 62 are in a closed
position) so that the redundant submodules 521 and 522
are bypassed and the converter arm current flows be-
tween the first AC terminal 54 of the first redundant sub-
module 521 and the second AC terminal of the second
redundant submodule 522 through the inserting switch.
If a fault is detected in one of the active submodules ...,
52n, the faulty active submodule may be bypassed - e.g.,
by closing a bypass switch connected between the AC
terminals of the faulty active submodule in a known man-
ner. The redundant submodules 521 and 522 are inserted
into the converter arm 50B to take the place of the by-
passed active submodule. The redundant submodules
521 and 522 are inserted into the converter arm 50B by
activating the fast-acting circuit breaker 60 - e.g., by send-
ing an activation signal 70 generated by a fault detection
device (not shown). The activation of the fast-acting cir-
cuit breaker 60 will open the electrical path between the
first AC terminal 54 of the first redundant submodule 521
and the second AC terminal of the second redundant
submodule 522. Opening the electrical path diverts the
converter arm current through the series-connected re-
dundant submodules 521 and 522 to charge the capaci-
tors C.
[0093] After the fast-acting circuit breaker 60 has been
activated, the contactor 62 shown in Figure 6B can be
opened by the controller (not shown) to increase the volt-
age rating of the inserted redundant submodules 521 and
522.
[0094] The contactor 62 shown in Figure 6B can also
be used for testing the redundant submodule(s), e.g., the
redundant submodule 521 shown in Figure 5A or the re-
dundant submodules 521, 522 shown in Figure 5B. For
example, during a pre-charge sequence of the MMC
where the energy storage devices of the active submod-
ules are being charged, the contactor 62 can be opened
to divert pre-charge current to the redundant submod-
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ule(s) for testing purposes. The fast-acting circuit breaker
60 will remain closed. The value of one or more param-
eters of each redundant submodule such as DC voltage
or current can be measured or calculated and each meas-
ured or calculated value can be compared against a re-
spective threshold or expected value to determine if the
redundant submodule is operating normally.
[0095] Once the testing process has been carried out,
the contactor 62 is closed and the pre-charge sequence
of the MMC is completed.
[0096] The contactor 62 can also be opened to operate
the MMC in an overvoltage operation where the redun-
dant submodule(s), e.g., the redundant submodule 521
shown in Figure 5A or the redundant submodules 521,
522 shown in Figure 5B, are temporarily inserted into the
converter arm to provide an increased output voltage.
The contactor 62 can be opened to divert the converter
arm current to the redundant submodule(s) which can
then be transitioned to a switching operation as described
above and temporarily operated as an active submodule.
The fast-acting circuit breaker 60 will remain closed. The
contactor 62 is subsequently closed to remove the re-
dundant submodule(s) from the converter arm.
[0097] Before the contactor 62 is closed to remove the
redundant submodule(s) from the converter arm, the re-
dundant submodule(s) can be transitioned by the switch-
ing controller to a zero switching state where the capac-
itor C is bypassed. Figure 7C shows a first zero switching
state for the inserted redundant submodule where the
semiconductor switches S1 and S3 are turned on and
semiconductor switches S2 and S4 are turned off. For the
indicated current direction, the current flows through di-
ode D1 and semiconductor switch S3. For the reverse
current direction, the current flows through diode D3 and
semiconductor switch S1. The converter arm current
therefore flows directly between the first AC terminal 54
and the second AC terminal 56 and bypasses the capac-
itor C as shown. Figure 7D shows a second zero switch-
ing state for the inserted redundant submodule where
the semiconductor switches S2 and S4 are turned on and
semiconductor switches S1 and S3 are turned off. For the
indicated current direction, the current flows through
semiconductor switch S2 and diode D4. For the reverse
current direction, the current flows through semiconduc-
tor switch S4 and diode D2. The converter arm therefore
flows directly between the first AC terminal 54 and the
second AC terminal 56 and bypasses the capacitor C as
shown.
[0098] After the redundant submodule(s) have been
transitioned to the zero switching state, the MMC can
continue to operate with the remaining active submod-
ules before the contactor 62 is finally closed.
[0099] With reference to the generic converter arms
50A and 50B shown in Figures 5A and 5B, respectively,
each active submodule of the converter arm can be con-
trolled using a suitable switching controller 100. In par-
ticular, the switching controller 100 can use electrical pa-
rameters to generate gate drive commands which are

supplied to the respective gate drive unit (not shown) of
each semiconductor switches S1, S2, ..., S4 of each sub-
module. The switching controller can be used to generate
gate drive commands for two or more submodules in the
converter arm. In this arrangement, it will be assumed
that the switching controller 100 is implemented at the
converter arm level and generates gate drive commands
for all of the active submodules in the converter arm. The
gate drive units are controlled by the gate drive com-
mands to turn the semiconductor switches S1, S2, ..., S4
on and off according to a pulse width modulation (PWM)
control scheme. The semiconductor switches S1, S2, ...,
S4 are switched to control the operation of each active
submodule and consequently the respective converter
arm and the MMC as a whole.
[0100] During normal operation of the MMC, i.e., where
each converter arm 50A or 50B has at least a minimum
number of active submodules in switching operation, the
MMC can provide active power and/or reactive power
(e.g., for static synchronous compensation) as required.
More particularly, each active submodule can be control-
led to provide a required level of active power and/or a
required level of reactive power. Each active submodule
can also be controlled to maintain a required level of DC
voltage.
[0101] If there is a fault in an active submodule which
would mean that the converter arm 50A or 50B has less
than the minimum number of active submodules in
switching operation, the redundant submodule(s) will be
inserted into the converter arm by activating the inserting
switch 58. However, during the inserting period between
the fault being detected and the redundant submodule(s)
being fully inserted into the converter arm 50A or 50B
the active submodules can be controlled differently by
the switching controller 100 as compared with how they
are controlled during normal operation of the converter
arm.
[0102] A first control scheme for the switching control-
ler 100 is shown in Figure 8. The control scheme uses
two-axis vector control in a rotating reference frame, i.e.,
a dq-reference frame.
[0103] A first axis controller 102 is a direct (or "d-axis")
controller and a second axis controller 104 is a quadra-
ture (or "q-axis") controller.
[0104] The AC current i for the active submodule may
be measured and converted from the three-phase refer-
ence frame to the dq-reference frame using a suitable
transformation angle (e.g., by means of a Park transfor-
mation). In the dq-reference frame, the measured AC
current has a d-axis component id (the "d-axis AC cur-
rent") and a q-axis component iq (the "q-axis AC current").
[0105] A first summing node 106 calculates the differ-
ence between a DC voltage demand Vdc* that sets the
required level for the DC voltage of the active submod-
ules, and a measured DC voltage Vdc. The DC voltage
provided to the first summing node 106 can also be an
average value of previous measurements of the DC volt-
age.
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[0106] The output of the first summing node 106 is pro-
vided to a first proportional-integral (PI) controller 108.
(It will be understood that although the control scheme
is described as using PI controllers, other suitable con-
trollers can also be used - including proportional-integral-
derivative (PID) controllers, for example.) The output of
the first controller 108 is a d-axis AC current demand id*
which is provided to a second summing node 110. The
second summing node 110 calculates the difference be-
tween the d-axis AC current demand id* and the d-axis
AC current id. The output of the second summing node
110 is provided to a second PI controller 112.
[0107] A third summing node 114 calculates the differ-
ence between (i) the combined total of a reactive power
demand Q* that sets the required level for the reactive
power of the active submodules and a supplemental re-
active power demand ΔQ*, and (ii) a measured reactive
power Q of the active submodules. During normal control
of the converter arm, the supplemental reactive power
demand ΔQ* can be set to zero, but when set to a required
value it allows the reactive power (and hence the power
factor) for the active submodules to be controlled differ-
ently during the inserting period. It is also possible to
modify the reactive power demand Q* during the inserting
period instead of using the supplemental reactive power
demand ΔQ*.
[0108] The output of the third summing node 114 is
provided to a third PI controller 116. The output of the
third PI controller 116 is a q-axis AC current demand iq*
which is provided to a fourth summing node 118. The
fourth summing node 118 calculates the difference be-
tween the q-axis AC current demand iq* and the q-axis
AC current iq. The output of the fourth summing node
118 is provided to a fourth PI controller 120.
[0109] The outputs of the second and fourth PI con-
trollers 112, 120 are converted from the dq-reference
frame to the three-phase reference frame using a suitable
transformation angle to provide an AC voltage V. The AC
voltage V is provided to a voltage controller 122 which
can balance voltage between the various converter arms
and between the active submodules of the converter arm.
The output of the voltage controller 122 is provided to a
PWM generator 124 to generate the gate drive signals
for the gate drive units for the semiconductor switch S1,
S2, ..., S4 of the active submodules.
[0110] The DC voltage demand VDC* and reactive
power demand Q* are used to control the switching of
the semiconductor switches S1, S2, ..., S4 of the active
submodule to achieve the required DC voltage and re-
active power, respectively. Although not shown in Figure
8 it will be understood that the first control scheme for
the controller 100 can also control active power of the
active submodules if this is required, e.g., for active power
transmission to an electrical machine or other electrical
load connected to the MMC. Such active power control
can be carried out instead of or in addition to the DC
voltage control, for example.
[0111] The supplemental reactive power demand ΔQ*

is used to control the switching of the semiconductor
switches S1, S2, ..., S4 of the active submodules to
achieve the required reactive power during the inserting
period. The effect of the control is shown in Figure 9.
[0112] In Figure 9 the upper waveform shows active
power (dashed line) and reactive power (solid line) ver-
sus time, the middle waveform shows the mean value of
the DC voltage in a converter arm versus time, and the
lower waveform shows the sum of the DC voltages in a
converter arm versus time. It is assumed that at t=100
ms (labelled "A") one of the active submodules in the
converter arm fails and that at t=200 ms (labelled "B")
the redundant submodule is fully inserted into the con-
verter arm and its switching operation is started.
[0113] For the period between t=100 ms and t=200 ms,
the converter arm has one active submodule less than
its minimum number of active submodules needed for
normal switching operation. When the fault is detected
in the active submodule and its bypass switch is activat-
ed, the first control scheme can adjust the supplemental
reactive power demand ΔQ* from zero to a suitable value
in order to control the reactive power that is required for
each of the remaining active submodules in the converter
arm. A negative value of ΔQ* corresponds to an increase
in inductive reactive power or less capacitive reactive
power. Hence, the reactive power demand can be shifted
from capacitive reactive power (leading power factor) that
requires a higher voltage magnitude in the converter arm
towards less capacitive reactive power - or even inductive
reactive power. Depending on the system and source
impedance, more inductive reactive power is adjusted to
reduce the required voltage magnitude.
[0114] The upper waveform shows that at t=100 ms
the reactive power changes from being entirely capaci-
tive (or positive, leading) to being entirely inductive (or
negative, lagging) with a corresponding change in power
factor. The reactive power can also be controlled to be
less capacitive (i.e., less than entirely capacitive) or to
be inductive but without being entirely inductive. Put an-
other way, the reactive power can also be controlled to
be more inductive. At t=200 ms the supplemental reactive
power demand ΔQ* can revert back to zero when the
redundant submodule has been fully inserted into the
converter arm such that the converter arm has the min-
imum number of active submodules needed for normal
switching operation. The upper waveform shows that at
t=200 ms the reactive power changes from being entirely
inductive to entirely capacitive with a corresponding
change in power factor.
[0115] The upper waveform also shows that active
power remains substantially constant at about 0%.
[0116] The middle waveform shows that the mean val-
ue of the DC voltages in the converter arm remains sub-
stantially constant - with some more significant fluctua-
tions around t=100 ms and t=200 ms caused by the power
factor reversal from being a capacitive power factor to
an inductive power factor.
[0117] The lower waveform shows a reduction in the
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sum of the DC voltages in the converter arm between
t=100 ms and t=200 ms as a result of the power factor
reversal.
[0118] A second control scheme for the switching con-
troller 100 is shown in Figure 10. The second control
scheme is similar to the first control scheme shown in
Figure 8 and like parts have been given the same refer-
ence sign.
[0119] In the second control scheme, there is no sup-
plemental reactive power demand ΔQ* provided to the
third summing node 114. The first summing node 106
calculates the difference between (i) the combined total
of a DC voltage demand VDC* that sets the required level
for the DC voltage of the active submodules and a sup-
plemental DC voltage demand ΔVDC*, and (ii) a meas-
ured DC voltage VDC of the active submodules. The DC
voltage provided to the first summing node 106 can also
be an average value of previous measurements of the
DC voltage.
[0120] During normal control of the converter arm, the
supplemental DC voltage demand ΔVDC* can be set to
zero, but when set to a required value it allows DC voltage
to be controlled differently during the inserting period. It
is also possible to increase the DC voltage demand VDC*
during the inserting period instead of using the supple-
mental DC voltage demand ΔVDC*.
[0121] The DC voltage demand VDC* and reactive
power demand Q* are used to control the switching of
the semiconductor switches S1, S2, ..., S4 of the active
submodules to achieve the required DC voltage and re-
active power, respectively. Although not shown in Figure
10 it will be understood that the second control scheme
for the controller 100 can also control active power of the
active submodules if this is required, e.g., for active power
transmission to an electrical machine or other electrical
load connected to the MMC. Such active power control
can be carried out in addition to the DC voltage control,
for example.
[0122] The supplemental DC voltage demand ΔVDC*
is used to control the switching of the semiconductor
switches S1, S2, ..., S4 of the active submodules to
achieve the required DC voltage during the inserting pe-
riod through absorption of energy from the electrical grid.
The required DC voltage during the inserting period is
higher than the DC voltage required during normal oper-
ation of the converter arm The effect of the control is
shown in Figure 11.
[0123] In Figure 11 the upper waveform shows active
power (dashed line) and reactive power (solid line) ver-
sus time, the middle waveform shows the mean value of
the DC voltage in a converter arm versus time, and the
lower waveform shows the sum of the DC voltages in a
converter arm versus time. It is assumed that at t=100
ms (labelled "A") one of the active submodules in the
converter arm fails and that at t=200 ms (labelled "B")
the redundant submodule is inserted into the converter
arm and switching operation is started.
[0124] For the period between t=100 ms and t=200 ms,

the converter arm has one active submodule less than
its minimum number of active submodules needed for
normal switching operation. When the fault is detected
in the active submodule and its bypass switch is activat-
ed, the first control scheme can adjust the supplemental
DC voltage demand ΔVDC* from zero to a suitable value,
e.g., about 5% of the DC voltage required during normal
operation, in order to increase the DC voltage that is re-
quired by each of the remaining active submodules in
the converter arm.
[0125] The middle waveform shows that at t=100 ms
the mean value of the DC voltage increases from about
100% to about 105% (i.e., by about 5%) as a result of
the increase in the DC voltage demand. At t=200 ms the
supplemental DC voltage demand ΔVDC* can revert back
to zero when the redundant submodule has been fully
inserted into the converter arm such that the converter
arm has the minimum number of active submodules
needed for normal switching operation.
[0126] The upper waveform shows that reactive power
remains substantially constant at 100%. The active pow-
er also remains substantially constant at 0% but with a
slight reduction between t=100 ms and t=200 ms where
active power is absorbed in order to increase the DC
voltages in the converter arm.
[0127] The lower waveform shows that the sum of the
DC voltages in the converter arm remains substantially
constant with only slight fluctuations at t=100 ms and
t=200 ms.

Claims

1. A converter arm (50A; 50B) for a modular multilevel
converter, the converter arm comprising:

a plurality of series-connected submodules
(521, 522, ..., 52n), each submodule comprising:

a plurality of semiconductor devices, each
semiconductor device including at least a
controllable semiconductor switch (S1,
S2, ..., S4);
an energy storage device (C); and
first and second alternating current AC ter-
minals (54, 56);

wherein at least one of the plurality of submod-
ules is an active submodule (522, .., 52n; ...,
52n);
wherein at least one of the plurality of submod-
ules is a redundant submodule (521; 521, 522);
and
wherein the converter arm (50; 50B) further
comprises an inserting switch (58) connected
between the first AC terminal (54) of a first re-
dundant submodule (521) of the at least one re-
dundant submodules and the second AC termi-
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nal (56) of the first redundant submodule (521)
or a second redundant submodule (522) of the
at least one redundant submodules, the insert-
ing switch (58) comprising:
a fast-acting circuit breaker (60, 62) adapted to
be opened in response to a detected fault in an
active submodule.

2. A converter arm (50A; 50B) according to claim 1,
wherein the fast-acting circuit breaker comprises a
fast-acting mechanical or electro-mechanical circuit
breaker.

3. A converter arm (50A; 50B) according to claim 1,
wherein the fast-acting circuit breaker comprises a
fuse (60) and a fast-acting mechanical or electro-
mechanical switch (62) connected in parallel with the
fuse (60) and adapted to be opened in response to
a detected fault in an active submodule (522, ..., 52n).

4. A converter arm (50A; 50B) according to claim 3,
wherein the fast-acting mechanical or electro-me-
chanical switch is a pyrotechnic switch (62).

5. A converter arm (50A; 50B) according to any pre-
ceding claim, wherein each submodule (521, 522, ...,
52n) includes a DC voltage measurement device.

6. A converter arm (50A; 50B) according to any pre-
ceding claim, wherein each submodule (521, 522, ...,
52n) includes an auxiliary power supply and wherein
the fast-active circuit breaker (60, 62) receives acti-
vation power from the auxiliary power supply of one
or both of:

a redundant submodule (521; 521, 522), and
one or more active submodules (522, ..., 52n; ...,
52n).

7. A converter arm (50A; 50B) according to any pre-
ceding claim, wherein the fast-acting circuit breaker
(60, 62) receives activation power from one or more
of:

an external power source,
a fault detection device adapted to detect a fault
in an active submodule (522, ..., 52n; ..., 52n),
and
a controller.

8. A converter arm (50A: 50B) according to any pre-
ceding claim, wherein the inserting switch (58) fur-
ther comprises an electrically-controlled contactor
(64) connected in series with the fast-acting circuit
breaker (60, 62).

9. A modular multilevel converter comprising one or
more converter arms according to any preceding

claim.

10. method of operating a modular multilevel converter
comprising a converter arm (50A; 50B) according to
any of claims 1 to 8, in response to a fault in an active
submodule (522, ..., 52n; ... 52n), the method com-
prising inserting at least one redundant submodule
(521; 521, 522) into the converter arm (50A; 50B) by:
opening the fast-acting circuit breaker (60, 62) in re-
sponse to an activation signal generated by a fault
detection device.

11. A method according to claim 10, wherein the insert-
ing switch (58) further comprises an electrically-con-
trolled contactor (64) connected in series with the
fast-acting circuit breaker (60, 62) and the method
comprises the step of opening the contactor (64) af-
ter the fast-acting circuit breaker (60, 62) has been
opened.

12. A method according to claim 10 or claim 11, further
comprising controlling the converter arm (50A: 50B)
to do one or more of:

reduce the generation of capacitive reactive
power,
reduce the generation of active power,
increase the DC voltage of at least one active
submodule (522, ..., 52n; ... 52n), and
set all power demands for at least one active
submodule (522, ..., 52n; ... 52n) to zero.

13. A method of operating or testing a modular multilevel
converter comprising a converter arm (50A; 50B) ac-
cording to claim 8, the method comprising:

opening the contactor (64) to insert at least one
redundant submodule (521; 521, 522) into the
converter arm (50A; 50B);

(a) operating the at least one inserted re-
dundant submodule according to a switch-
ing operation, or
(b) carrying out testing by measuring or cal-
culating the value of one or more parame-
ters of the at least one inserted redundant
submodule (521; 521, 522) and using each
measured or calculated value to determine
if the at least one inserted redundant sub-
module (521; 521, 522) is operating normal-
ly; and

closing the contactor (64).

14. A method according to claim 13, wherein the step of
operating the at least one inserted redundant sub-
module according to a switching operation further
comprises the step of transitioning the or each in-
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serted redundant submodule to a zero switching
state before closing the contactor (64).

15. A method according to claim 13, wherein the testing
is carried out during a pre-charge sequence of the
modular multilevel converter.
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