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(54) System and method for testing a distributed control system of an industrial plant

(57) A system for testing a distributed control system
(DCS) comprises at least one remote data processing
server (1, 2) connected to at least one engineering com-
puter device (4) via a remote data connection (3). The
server comprises several emulating virtual machines (9,
10) on each of which a soft emulator is installed for em-
ulating a respective one of the elements of the DCS. For
each possible type of the elements of the DCS a separate
virtual machine template (11) is provided with an installed
soft emulator adapted to the respective type. The system
further comprises an orchestration virtual machine (6)
which is arranged to retrieve a copy of the engineering
data (15) at pre-defined time intervals or whenever the
engineering data (15) have been amended, and to store
the copy in at least one remote data storage unit (14); to

add or remove emulating virtual machines (16) by creat-
ing or deleting copies of the virtual machine templates
so that the number of the resulting emulating virtual ma-
chines (9, 10, 16) and the types of their corresponding
soft emulators match the number and types contained in
the copy of the engineering data; to configure the soft
emulators according to the communication configuration
information contained in the engineering data; to after-
wards download to them device configuration data and/or
executable program code (18) of the corresponding ele-
ments of the DCS; and to finally communicate with the
resulting emulating virtual machines (9, 10, 16) and the
at least one or a further HMI (12) in order to run the soft
emulators according to simulation commands entered
via the HMI.



EP 2 778 816 A1

2

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

Description

[0001] The invention relates to a system and method
for testing a distributed control system of an industrial
plant.
[0002] A distributed control system (DCS) is a control
system consisting of multiple control devices which are
distributed throughout an industrial plant, where the in-
dustrial plant may belong to different industry sectors,
such as the process industry like pharmaceutical and
chemical industry, or the discrete manufacturing indus-
try, or the mineral and oil and gas industry, or the power
generation industry.
[0003] The DCS comprises at least two industrial con-
trol devices, each of them being arranged to control op-
eration of a respective actuating part of the industrial plant
during a production process of the industrial plant, where
the actuating parts may for example be single actuators
such as a motor, a pump, a valve or a switch, or groups
of actuators or a whole operational section of the indus-
trial plant. In order to be able to control the corresponding
at least one actuator, each control device is arranged to
receive or determine at least one state information about
a current operational state of the respective actuating
part of the industrial plant, where the at least one state
information is generated directly from measurements
taken by at least one sensor, or indirectly, by estimating
the at least one state information from available further
state information. The DCS further comprises at least
one data communication means arranged to connect
each of the at least two industrial control devices with at
least the respective actuating part of the industrial plant.
The data communication means are preferably wire-
bound or wireless field busses, applying protocols such
as Foundation Fieldbus, Profibus and Profinet or
IEC61850.
[0004] The term "engineering" is used in the following
to describe all kinds of activities related to the designing,
verification and validation, implementation and testing of
parts or the whole DCS.
[0005] Before the parts of a new or amended DCS are
delivered to and/or installed in the actual industrial plant,
their operation needs to be tested during a so called Fac-
tory Acceptance Testing (FAT). This is commonly per-
formed in a dedicated test environment which contains
certain samples of the hardware to be expected in the
industrial plant. However, it is never possible to provide
more than a sub-system of the industrial plant and the
corresponding - already tested - parts of the DCS for
testing a particular control device. In particular, peripheral
components of the DCS, such as field bus components,
are usually sent directly to the site due to reasons of
easier logistics and economy of time. However, in order
to ensure that the whole DCS works correctly and fulfills
all specifications, it is desirable to test as many parts of
the DCS in a concurrent test procedure as possible, not-
withstanding the above described hardware limitations
in the test environment.

[0006] In an article by M. Hoernicke et al: "Effizientes
Testen heterogener Leitsystemkonfigurationen", it is de-
scribed that the hardware limitations during FAT are over-
come by using simulation in order to reproduce the dy-
namic behavior of the production processes performed
in the industrial plant, and by using emulation for those
parts of the DCS which are not available in hardware.
The simulation is commonly based on a computer-imple-
mented model of the dynamic system behavior of the
operational elements of the industrial plant, thereby mod-
eling the production processes performed in the plant. In
the simulation model, the output signals, i.e. the actuating
signals, of the control devices are used as input variables,
and at least some of the operational states of the indus-
trial plant represent the output variables.
[0007] The emulation of the elements of the DCS is
performed by executing the original computer programs
written for the control devices and the data communica-
tion means of the DCS on alternative hardware devices
than the original hardware devices used in the industrial
plant, where the alternative hardware devices mimic the
computational and processing related behavior of the
original hardware. The alternative hardware devices may
for example be a so called emulating computer device
having a higher processing power than a typical control
device of the DCS, such as a PC versus a microcontroller.
On this emulating computer device, several emulated
control devices may be running in parallel. Accordingly,
the control devices are emulated in software only, mean-
ing that the processing related behavior of the control
devices is imitated by appropriate software programs,
called soft emulators. The alternative hardware devices
may also be dedicated hardware emulators having the
same physical input and output signals as the imitated
control devices or data communication means of the
DCS, i.e. a hardware emulator is a piece of hardware
which mimics the behavior of the original piece of hard-
ware. Such hardware emulators may be used in partic-
ular for emulating the data communication means of the
DCS, such as field bus systems and I/O devices.
[0008] As a result, the above named article presents
a combination of simulation and emulation which results
in a so called digital factory that can be used for virtual
commissioning and therefore as a test environment for
FAT.
[0009] In DE 10 2010 025 954 A1, another approach
for realizing a test environment for FAT of a DCS is pre-
sented, as is shown in appended Fig. 1. It is suggested
to virtualize each of the DCS elements on a host com-
puter system, in order to be able to simulate the DCS
together with a simulation of the production process of
the industrial plant on the host computer system. Accord-
ingly, each control device is virtualized by providing a
corresponding virtual processor and virtual interfaces on
the host computer system, and the data communication
means are virtualized via virtual field busses and virtual
field bus interfaces implemented on the host computer
system. The emulation described in the article by M. Ho-

1 2 



EP 2 778 816 A1

3

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

ernicke et. Al. and the virtualization used in DE 10 2010
025 954 A1 are different techniques for simulating hard-
ware. Emulated hardware is imitated in all details of its
behavior by providing for example the complete instruc-
tion set of an emulated processor. Virtualized hardware,
on the other hand, uses the instruction set of the host
computer as far as possible, and only imitates particular
instructions which require specific processing activities
usually not available on the host computer.
[0010] As is further described in DE 10 2010 025 954
A1, the original program of a control device may on one
hand be executed directly on its corresponding virtual
processor, if the virtual processor and the host computer
are alike. In an alternative solution, the virtual processor
of a control device may be provided in the form of a hard-
ware emulator, running inside the virtualization environ-
ment of the host computer system. Apart from that there
may be particular cases where the hardware of the DCS
control device differs considerably from the hardware of
the host computer system, such as for microcontrollers,
so that the hardware emulator of the processor cannot
be virtualized without greater effort. In these cases, it is
arranged for the hardware emulator to run in parallel with
and on the same level as the virtualization layer of the
host computer system. In the resulting simulation envi-
ronment for the DCS, the original software programs may
then be executed on their respective purely virtualized,
purely emulated or mixed virtualized-emulated proces-
sors.
[0011] Commonly, the configuration of the above de-
scribed versions of a digital factory is a highly manual
process, as each virtual device and/or emulator has to
be configured separately and individually. In large DCS
with several sub-systems and a complex periphery, the
virtual devices and/or emulators need to be adapted to
one another as precisely as possible. Due to the neces-
sary interconnection of the virtual devices and/or emula-
tors, the resulting digital factory may achieve a complex-
ity of almost the same degree as the real industrial plant.
[0012] The configuration is done based on the engi-
neering results of the DCS, i.e. the virtual devices and/or
emulators are configured with the engineering data gen-
erated during the designing, verification and validation
of each individual element of the DCS. The pure emula-
tion as presented in above cited article requires in addi-
tion that the emulating computer devices which finally
execute the soft emulators are configured in hardware
and software, in order to fit the requirements for each
emulator instance. Besides that, the IT infrastructure
needed to physically connect the hardware emulators
and the emulating computer devices has to be main-
tained throughout the use of the digital factory.
[0013] Even further, the simulation model of the pro-
duction processes is assembled manually. The model is
integrated into a process model simulator and the con-
nection between the emulators and the process model
simulator is configured based on the engineering results,
as well.

[0014] The described manual configuration of the dig-
ital factory involves a lot of effort, not only for the config-
uration but also for providing the test environment as
such. In particular, since the test environment is hardly
scalable, manual hardware adaptations may become
necessary in case that during engineering more process-
ing power, memory or external interfaces is required. Af-
ter the FAT, the emulation and simulation infrastructure
- which is fixedly adapted to the one digital factory - has
to be deconstructed in order to get a clean environment
for the next project. If during subsequent engineering
steps, elements of the DCS are changed or added and
therefore the engineering data are amended, a consid-
erable amount of manual effort is required to implement
such amendments in the digital factory in case that they
result in the requirement of new emulators.
[0015] In order to overcome these drawbacks, the
above cited article suggests integrating the different em-
ulators of the digital factory in a virtual environment, so
that the test environment becomes scalable and inde-
pendent of any emulation hardware.
[0016] The concept presented in the article is based
on the automatic generation of one or multiple virtual ma-
chines (VM), where in each of the virtual machines mul-
tiple emulators are instantiated. The virtual machines
may then be freely distributed across multiple emulating
computer devices in order to be executed, where the dis-
tribution is carried out using a particularly developed tool.
An example for such a tool is given in EP 2 508 904 A1,
named framework application.
[0017] The automatic generation of virtual machines
is based on one template of a virtual machine which is
then duplicated as often as required. In the template, the
different types of soft emulators required for the emula-
tion of the control devices and the data communication
means of the DCS are installed, as is shown in the ex-
ample of Fig. 2. The term "Soft PLC" stands for soft em-
ulator for programmable logic controller.
[0018] In order to automatically generate the virtual
machines and to instantiate the soft emulators, the article
by M. Hoernicke et al. suggests the following steps:

d exporting the topology of the DCS from the engi-
neering environment of the DCS,
d identifying from the topology the required emulator
types,
d generating configuration files for those elements
of the DCS which are selected by a user to be sim-
ulated,
d determining and generating the required number
of virtual machines based on the selected DCS ele-
ments under consideration of the following limits:

o maximum number of executable instances of
one emulator type per virtual machine,
o maximum number of available communication
interfaces per virtual machine,
o maximum number of objects concurrently ex-
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ecuted by one emulator,
o maximum available real working memory per
emulating computer device,

d configuring the soft emulators in the virtual ma-
chines including configuration of their communica-
tion interfaces,
d distributing the virtual machines across the emu-
lating computer devices,
d starting the virtual machines,
d loading the previously generated configuration
files of the DCS elements to the respective soft em-
ulators.

[0019] The solution presented below is based on rec-
ognition of the fact that the above described approach
for automatically generating the DCS test environment
still entails a certain major drawback. As illustrated
above, the user has to choose which elements of the
DCS he wants to simulate. Afterwards, when he has start-
ed the automatic generation process, no further interac-
tion is possible to change the test environment. The test
environment is fixed and static. It can only be discarded
as a whole and fully recreated from the beginning when
a different set of DCS elements is to be simulated.
[0020] Accordingly, it is an object of the present inven-
tion to provide a system and method for testing a DCS
of an industrial plant with which the above described
drawback can be overcome.
[0021] The object is achieved by a system and a meth-
od according to the independent claims.
[0022] The system for testing a DCS of an industrial
plant comprises at least one engineering computer de-
vice which contains an engineering data storage unit stor-
ing engineering data of at least one part of the DCS, and
at least one human machine interface for manipulating
the engineering data. The system further comprises at
least one remote data processing server which is con-
nected to the at least one engineering computer device
via a remote data connection and which comprises an
emulating virtual machine on which at least one soft em-
ulator is installed for emulating one of the at least two
industrial control devices and/or the at least one data
communication means.
[0023] According to the invention, the engineering data
stored in the engineering data storage unit comprise at
least the number, the types and communication config-
uration information of the industrial control devices and
of the data communication means of the at least one part
of the DCS; and the at least one remote data processing
server is installed outside of the industrial plant and com-
prises for each possible type of the at least two industrial
control devices and of the at least one data communica-
tion means a separate virtual machine template with an
installed soft emulator adapted to the respective type.
[0024] The at least one remote data processing server
further comprises an orchestration virtual machine which
is arranged to

d retrieve a copy of the engineering data via the
remote data connection at pre-defined time intervals
or whenever the engineering data have been amend-
ed, and store the copy in at least one remote data
storage unit, where the remote data storage unit be-
longs to the at least one remote data processing
server,
d add or remove emulating virtual machines to or
from the at least one remote data processing server
by creating or deleting copies of the virtual machine
templates so that the number of the resulting emu-
lating virtual machines and the types of their corre-
sponding soft emulators match the number and
types contained in the copy of the engineering data,
d configure the soft emulators in the resulting emu-
lating virtual machines according to the communica-
tion configuration information contained in the copy
of the engineering data,
d ensure that the emulating virtual machines are
running,
d further configure the soft emulators in the resulting
emulating virtual machines by downloading to them
from the engineering data storage unit device con-
figuration data and executable program code of the
corresponding industrial control device or data com-
munication means of the at least one part of the DCS,
at least if their engineering data have been amended,
d communicate with the resulting emulating virtual
machines and the at least one or a further human
machine interface in order to run the soft emulators
of the resulting emulating virtual machines according
to simulation commands entered via the at least one
or the further human machine interface.

[0025] The corresponding method for testing a DCS of
an industrial plant comprises the steps: storing engineer-
ing data of at least one part of the DCS in an engineering
data storage unit of at least one engineering computer
device, providing at least one human machine interface
for manipulating the engineering data, connecting at least
one remote data processing server to the at least one
engineering computer device via a remote data connec-
tion, providing on the at least one remote data processing
server an emulating virtual machine, and installing on the
emulating virtual machine at least one soft emulator for
emulating one of the at least two industrial control devices
and/or the at least one data communication means.
[0026] According to the invention, the method further
comprises the steps: storing in the engineering data at
least the number, the types and communication config-
uration information of the industrial control devices and
of the data communication means of the at least one part
of the DCS, installing the at least one remote data
processing server outside of the industrial plant, and pro-
viding on the at least one remote data processing server
for each possible type of the at least two industrial control
devices and of the at least one data communication
means a separate virtual machine template with an in-
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stalled soft emulator adapted to the respective type.
[0027] Further, the following steps are performed by
an orchestration virtual machine running on the at least
one remote data processing server:

d retrieving a copy of the engineering data via the
remote data connection at pre-defined time intervals
or whenever the engineering data have been amend-
ed, and store the copy in at least one remote data
storage unit,
d adding or removing emulating virtual machines to
or from the at least one remote data processing serv-
er by creating or deleting copies of the virtual ma-
chine templates so that the number of the resulting
emulating virtual machines and the types of their cor-
responding soft emulators match the number and
types contained in the copy of the engineering data,
d configuring the soft emulators in the resulting em-
ulating virtual machines according to the communi-
cation configuration information contained in the
copy of the engineering data,
d ensuring that the emulating virtual machines are
running,
d further configuring the soft emulators in the result-
ing emulating virtual machines by downloading to
them from the engineering data storage unit device
configuration data and executable program code of
the corresponding industrial control device or data
communication means of the at least one part of the
DCS, at least if their engineering data have been
amended, wherein the downloading operation can
be executed directly between engineering data stor-
age unit and emulating virtual machine, or by inter-
mediately storing the device configuration data and
the executable program code in the at least one re-
mote data storage unit before loading it into the em-
ulating virtual machine,
d communicating with the resulting emulating virtual
machines and the at least one or a further human
machine interface in order to run the soft emulators
of the resulting emulating virtual machines according
to simulation commands entered via the at least one
or the further human machine interface.

[0028] In other words, the concept here is to perform
the whole testing of the DCS on one or several remote
computer devices, where the remote computer devices
are not installed on-site but externally, such as in a private
or in a public cloud environment. Accordingly, no in-
house IT hardware is required anymore to establish the
test environment, so that the effort to maintain and adapt
the hardware w.r.t. the changing needs of the testing is
avoided. The remote test environment is set up and con-
figured automatically via a so called orchestration virtual
machine, which is running in the cloud and which uses
a remote interface to the computer device or devices
where the DCS is currently engineered. The term "or-
chestration" relates to all activities in connection with the

administration, configuration, starting and stopping and
interacting with the software elements of the test envi-
ronment. These software elements are all based on vir-
tual machines, where in the case of public cloud vendors,
such as amazon.com, the virtual machines are provided
in the proprietary format of the respective public cloud
vendor.
[0029] The main idea of the present solution is to pro-
vide a soft emulator for each device type of the control
and communication elements of the DCS and to prepare
for each soft emulator a virtual machine template on
which the soft emulator is installed. Accordingly, each
emulator has a separate template, i.e. the emulators are
no longer combined in a single template as in the above
described article.
[0030] With the proposed orchestration virtual ma-
chine which is permanently connected to the engineering
system of the DCS and with the proposed individual vir-
tual machine templates for the DCS element types, it
becomes possible to automatically reflect any changes
made to the engineered DCS in the test environment of
the DCS.
[0031] This is achieved by arranging the orchestration
virtual machine so that it collects the latest engineering
data from the engineering system, i.e. the data about the
engineering results that are available at this point in time.
This can be performed whenever new data is present or
at predefined time intervals. The engineering data are
copied into the remote test environment, so that they are
always kept up to date there.
[0032] Based on the copy of engineering data recently
copied into the cloud, the orchestration virtual machine
creates copies of the virtual machines templates, thereby
creating new virtual machines, where each new virtual
machine together with the soft emulator installed on it
serves as a simulation means for one control or one com-
munication element newly introduced into the DCS. Rec-
ognition of changes also works for the opposite direction,
i.e. when a control device or data communication means
of the DCS is deleted in the engineering system, also the
virtual representation of it is deleted.
[0033] The virtual machines created from the virtual
machine templates and intended for simulating the DCS
are called emulating virtual machines.
[0034] In the following step, the orchestration virtual
machine starts the emulating virtual machines and con-
figures them according to the communication related in-
formation contained in the copy of the engineering data,
such as the IP-Address of the particular DCS element.
Afterwards, the configuration of the DCS elements and/or
program code to be executed on the corresponding soft
emulator is downloaded from the engineering system to
the respective emulating virtual machine. Then, the tests
of the DCS can be performed immediately.
[0035] Accordingly, the present solution avoids the
complete recreation of a new test environment in case
of a change in the engineered DCS. Instead, the simu-
lation environment in the cloud always reflects the current
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state of the engineered DCS and represents its up-to-
date virtual duplicate.
[0036] In a preferred embodiment, the at least one re-
mote data processing server further comprises a simu-
lation virtual machine containing a runtime environment
of a simulation model of the production process of the
industrial plant. This allows for the testing of the interac-
tion between DCS and production process of the indus-
trial plant, such as FATs.
[0037] The orchestration virtual machine may be ar-
ranged to retrieve a copy of an update of the simulation
model via the remote data connection whenever the up-
date is available or at pre-defined time intervals, and to
load the update into the simulation virtual machine. This
means that whenever a new version of the simulation
model is created, it is copied into the simulation virtual
machine, thereby not only keeping the virtual represen-
tation of the DCS but also the virtual representation of
the production process up-to-date.
[0038] The orchestration virtual machine may initiate
the storing of a previous simulation model before loading
the update into the simulation virtual machine. In other
words, the old version of the simulation model can be
stored in an appropriate storage, e.g. a network attached
storage or storage area network, before being overwrit-
ten by a new version.
[0039] Further, the orchestration virtual machine may
be arranged to configure a data communication connec-
tion between the resulting emulating virtual machines
and the simulation virtual machine based on the commu-
nication configuration information of the engineering da-
ta, thereby performing a complete automatic setup of a
virtual local area network which represents a virtual du-
plicate of the real physical communication network in the
industrial plant between DCS and operating elements of
the production process.
[0040] The setting-up of the data communication con-
nection between virtual DCS and virtual production proc-
ess is based on the engineering data again, thereby en-
suring that the data communication connection is updat-
ed dynamically. In an example, if the elements of the real
DCS communicate via an Ethernet connection, each em-
ulating virtual machine gets at first the engineered IP ad-
dress so that it can afterwards be automatically connect-
ed with the simulation virtual machine. The connection
between the simulation signals and the corresponding
emulation signals is then created based on the commu-
nication configuration information stored in the engineer-
ing data, so that the correct values can be exchanged
between the virtual DCS and the virtual production proc-
ess during the testing.
[0041] Even further, the orchestration virtual machine
may be arranged to initiate a distribution of the resulting
emulating virtual machines across the at least one re-
mote data processing server. This means that the or-
chestration virtual machine may either actively allocate
the emulating virtual machines to memory and process-
ing devices in a private cloud, or it may request more

memory and/or processing power from the cloud provider
of a public cloud.
[0042] The invention and its embodiments will become
more apparent from the examples described below in
connection with the appended drawings which illustrate:

Fig. 1 realization of a test environment based on vir-
tualization of DCS elements, as known from the
art,

Fig. 2 realization of a test environment based on a
single virtual machine template, as known from
the art,

Fig. 3 one virtual machine template for each element
of the DCS, forming the basis of the present
solution,

Fig. 4 a communication infrastructure in an industrial
plant,

Fig. 5 an example of a system for testing a DCS,
Fig. 6 the system of Fig. 5 with an updated DCS.

[0043] In Fig. 3, three different virtual machine tem-
plates 21, 23, 25 are shown, where on each of the virtual
machine templates 21, 23, 25 a different soft emulator
for either a control device (22) or a data communication
means (20, 24) of a DCS is installed. Accordingly, in the
present solution, for each element of the DCS, a separate
soft emulator is provided which has its own individual
virtual machine template. As a result, the emulators are
no longer combined in a single template as known from
the art and as shown in Fig. 2. In this way, it becomes
possible to automatically reflect any changes made to
the engineered DCS in the test environment of the DCS,
by being able to automatically generate and update a
virtual representation that fits the engineering results of
the DCS at any point in time.
[0044] Fig. 4 shows an example of a communication
infrastructure in an industrial plant. Industrial plants
where a DCS is used may belong to all kinds of industry
sectors, such as pharmaceutical, chemical, mineral, met-
als, oil and gas or the power generation industry. The
example shown here is a melt shop belonging to the steel
industry. Examples for the oil and gas industry may for
example include installations used for refinery, ethylene,
gasification and gas treatment, or gas liquefaction.
[0045] The melt shop comprises for illustrative purpos-
es at least one electric arc furnace 47 for melting steel
scrap, at least one argon oxygen decarburization unit 48
for processing the molten steel by oxygen (02) blowing,
at least one ladle furnace 49 where for alloying purposes
temperature and chemistry adjustments are made and
at least one continuous caster 50 for casting slabs, which
are then cut to length and transferred to downstream stor-
age and/or rolling mills. Accordingly, the input to the pro-
duction process 32 performed by the melt shop is steel
crap, and the output are steel slabs.
[0046] The production process 32 for producing the
steel slabs is controlled via a DCS 30 which comprises
at least two industrial control devices 40, 42, each of them
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being arranged to control operation of a respective actu-
ating part of the industrial plant during the production
process 32, based on a current operational state of the
respective actuating part. The DCS 30 further comprises
at least one data communication means, which are here
illustrated as fieldbuses based on different protocols,
such as Profinet 34, Profubs 35, Foundation Fieldbus 37
and IEC 61850 process bus 38, as well as I/O system 35
and communication interfaces 41, 43 of the control de-
vices 40, 42. All these data communication means are
used for communication between the control devices 40,
42 and actuating parts and sensors involved in the pro-
duction process 32.
[0047] In Figs. 5 and 6 an example is shown for a sys-
tem with which a test environment may be provided for
testing the DCS 30 after it has been engineered and be-
fore it is shipped to the actual melt shop. The system
comprises at least one engineering computer device 4
with an engineering data storage unit 5 for storing engi-
neering data 15 of at least one part of the DCS 30, and
with at least one human machine interface (HMI) 12 for
manipulating the engineering data 15. The engineering
data 15 of Fig. 5 contain at least the number, the types
and communication configuration information of the in-
dustrial control devices 40, 42 and of the data commu-
nication means 34 to 38, 41, 43.
[0048] The system further comprises at least one re-
mote data processing server 1, 2 which is installed out-
side of the industrial plant, here in a public cloud 17, and
which is connected to the at least one engineering com-
puter device 4 via a remote data connection 3. The at
least one remote data processing server 1, 2 comprises
for each different type of the control devices 40, 42 and
of the data communication means 34 to 38, a separate
virtual machine template, illustrated here by just one vir-
tual machine template for controller 1 and controller 2 of
DCS 30, which are of the same device type, namely a
PLC. The virtual machine templates are instantiated and
permanently kept in a suspended mode, so that they are
ready to be used.
[0049] In Fig. 5, the whole DCS 30 is represented by
emulating virtual machines currently instantiated on the
at least one remote data processing server 1, 2, with
each emulating virtual machine containing a soft emula-
tor representing a virtual duplicate of one of the elements
of the DCS 30 and running executable program code 18
as engineered for the one of the elements of the DCS
30. The emulating virtual machines were created by an
orchestration virtual machine 6 using a copy of the engi-
neering data 15 stored in at least one remote data storage
unit 14. For the purpose of clear representation of the
basic concept, only the emulating virtual machines 9, 10
for the control devices 40, 42 of the DCS 30 are shown
here, where on each emulating virtual machine 9, 10 a
different one of the two control devices 40, 42 is emulated
by a corresponding soft emulator. However, for each of
the fieldbuses 34,35, 37, 38 and for the I/O system 35,
a separate emulating virtual machine is present on the

at least one remote data processing server 1, 2 as well,
only they are not shown.
[0050] The production process 32 is represented by a
simulation model 19 stored on the engineering data stor-
age unit 5. A copy of the simulation model is running on
a simulation virtual machine 7 which is instantiated on
the at least one remote data processing server 1, 2. The
emulating virtual machines 9, 10 and the simulation vir-
tual machine 7 are configured to exchange data in the
same way as it is engineered for the interaction between
the real DCS 30 and production process 32.
[0051] A user may enter commands via HMI 12 in order
to simulate the operation and interaction of the elements
of the DCS 30 with the production process 32, where the
commands are received by the orchestration virtual ma-
chine 6 which in turn administers and controls the emu-
lating virtual machines 9, 10 and the simulation virtual
machine 7 accordingly. The results of the simulation are
sent via remote data connection 3 to HMI 12 for visuali-
zation.
[0052] Fig. 6 shows the system of Fig. 5 after a change
in the engineering data 15 of DCS 30 has been intro-
duced. Instead of two controllers, three controllers are
now envisaged for DCS 30. The orchestration virtual ma-
chine 6 recognized the change in the engineering data
15 and performed the following steps:

d retrieving a copy of the engineering data 15 via
the remote data connection 3 as soon as the change
in the engineering data 15 was detected, and storing
the copy in the at least one remote data storage unit
14,
d adding an emulating virtual machine 16 to the at
least one remote data processing server 1, 2 by cre-
ating a copy of the virtual machine template 11; as
a result, the number of the resulting emulating virtual
machines 9, 10, 16 and the types of their correspond-
ing soft emulators match again the number and types
contained in the copy of the engineering data 15,
d configuring the soft emulator in the newly intro-
duced emulating virtual machine 16 according to the
communication configuration information contained
in the copy of the engineering data 15; the types of
the other controllers remained unamended so that
no new template needed to be used for them and no
re-configuration of their soft emulators had to take
place,
d ensuring that all the emulating virtual machines
are running by starting the newly introduced emulat-
ing virtual machine 16,
d further configuring the soft emulator in the newly
introduced virtual machine 16 by downloading to it
from the engineering data storage unit 5 device con-
figuration data (not shown) and executable program
code 18 of the corresponding newly introduced con-
troller; in the alternative, the respective executable
program code and/or device configuration data could
as well be downloaded to all corresponding emulat-
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ing virtual machines, without particularly checking
for which element of the DCS the engineering data
15 have in fact changed.

[0053] The result of the above listed steps is illustrated
by Fig. 6, where all parts of the system involved in the
updating procedure are highlighted by dotted lines. The
updated test environment in the public cloud 17 is then
again ready for simulation and testing purposes.
[0054] After engineering of DCS 30 is fully completed,
the orchestration virtual machine 6 may put the finally
resulting emulating virtual machines 9, 10, 16 and the
simulation virtual machine 7 in a suspended mode. In
this way, the resources used for the particular test envi-
ronment for testing DCS 30 are made available for other
applications, such as further engineering projects. The
test environment is then still available but in an offline
mode.
[0055] In addition, the orchestration virtual machine 6
may automatically perform a deconstruction of the test
environment and store the resulting emulating virtual ma-
chines 9, 10, 16 and the simulation virtual machine 7 in
the at least one remote data storage unit 14 for backup
reasons. This may be done at a corresponding user re-
quest. Even further, the emulating and simulation virtual
machines may be extracted from the at least one remote
data processing server 1, 2 and stored outside of the
cloud, for example in the engineering data storage unit
5. The stored virtual machines may then be resurrected
at a later point in time for further testing.
[0056] Apart from that, the resulting emulating virtual
machines 9, 10, 16 and/or the simulation virtual machine
7 may also be restored in the public cloud 17, and thereby
on the at least one remote data processing server 1, 2,
in order to be used during monitoring and/or fault diag-
nosis of the production process 32. In this way, the virtual
duplicates of the DCS and the simulation model of the
production process may be reused during the actual op-
eration of the industrial plant to serve as a base for a
digital observer model of the time-dependent operational
behavior of the production process and the DCS, where
the digital observer model is used to generate those op-
erational states of the industrial plant which are not avail-
able, since they are for example not measured by sensors
or currently not accessible.

Claims

1. System for testing a distributed control system (30)
of an industrial plant, the distributed control system
(30) comprising:

d at least two industrial control devices (40, 42),
each of them being arranged to control operation
of a respective actuating part of the industrial
plant during a production process (32) of the in-
dustrial plant, and

d at least one data communication means
(34-38) arranged to connect each of the at least
two industrial control devices (40, 42) with at
least the respective actuating part of the indus-
trial plant,

the system comprising

d at least one engineering computer device (4)
comprising an engineering data storage unit (5)
for storing engineering data (15) of at least one
part of the distributed control system (30), and
at least one human machine interface (12) for
manipulating the engineering data (15); the sys-
tem further comprising
d at least one remote data processing server
(1, 2) which is connected to the at least one en-
gineering computer device (4) via a remote data
connection (3) and which comprises an emulat-
ing virtual machine (9, 10) on which a soft em-
ulator is installed for emulating one of the at least
two industrial control devices (40, 42) and/or the
at least one data communication means (34-38),

characterized in that the engineering data (15)
comprise at least the number, the types and com-
munication configuration information of the industrial
control devices and of the data communication
means (34-38) of the at least one part of the distrib-
uted control system, and the at least one remote data
processing server (1, 2) is installed outside of the
industrial plant and comprises

d for each possible type of the at least two in-
dustrial control devices (40, 42) and of the at
least one data communication means (34-38) a
separate virtual machine template (11; 21, 23,
25) with an installed soft emulator (20, 22, 24)
adapted to the respective type,
d an orchestration virtual machine (6) which is
arranged to

o retrieve a copy of the engineering data
(15) via the remote data connection (3) at
pre-defined time intervals or whenever the
engineering data (15) have been amended,
and store the copy in at least one remote
data storage unit (14),
o add or remove emulating virtual machines
(16) to or from the at least one remote data
processing server (1, 2) by creating or de-
leting copies of the virtual machine tem-
plates so that the number of the resulting
emulating virtual machines (9, 10, 16) and
the types of their corresponding soft emu-
lators match the number and types con-
tained in the copy of the engineering data,
o configure the soft emulators in the result-
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ing emulating virtual machines (9, 10, 16)
according to the communication configura-
tion information contained in the copy of the
engineering data,
o ensure that the emulating virtual ma-
chines (16) are running,
o further configure the soft emulators in the
resulting emulating virtual machines (9, 10,
16) by downloading to them from the engi-
neering data storage unit (5) device config-
uration data and/or executable program
code (18) of the corresponding industrial
control device or data communication
means of the at least one part of the distrib-
uted control system, at least if their engi-
neering data (15) have been amended,
o communicate with the resulting emulating
virtual machines (9, 10, 16) and the at least
one or a further human machine interface
(12) in order to run the soft emulators of the
resulting emulating virtual machines ac-
cording to simulation commands entered
via the at least one or the further human
machine interface (12).

2. System according to claim 1, wherein the at least
one remote data processing server (1, 2) further
comprises a simulation virtual machine (7) contain-
ing a runtime environment of a simulation model (19)
of the production process (32) of the industrial plant.

3. System according to claim 2, wherein the orchestra-
tion virtual machine (6) is arranged to retrieve a copy
of an update of the simulation model (19) via the
remote data connection, whenever the update is
available or at pre-defined time intervals, and to load
the update into the simulation virtual machine (7).

4. System according to claim 3, wherein the orchestra-
tion virtual machine (6) initiates the storing of a pre-
vious simulation model before loading the update
into the simulation virtual machine (7).

5. System according to any of the previous claims 2 to
4, wherein the orchestration virtual machine (6) is
arranged to configure a data communication con-
nection between the resulting emulating virtual ma-
chines (9, 10, 16) and the simulation virtual machine
(7) based on the communication configuration infor-
mation of the engineering data.

6. System according to any of the previous claims,
wherein the orchestration virtual machine (6) is ar-
ranged to initiate a distribution of the resulting emu-
lating virtual machines (9, 10, 16) across the at least
one remote data processing server (1, 2).

7. System according to any of the previous claims,

wherein one of the soft emulators is arranged to em-
ulate at least one communication interface (41, 43)
of one of the at least two industrial control devices
(40, 42).

8. System according to any of the previous claims,
wherein the orchestration virtual machine (6) is ar-
ranged to put the resulting emulating virtual ma-
chines (9, 10, 16) and the simulation virtual machine
(7) in a suspended mode and/or to store them in the
at least one remote data storage unit at a corre-
sponding user request.

9. Method for testing a distributed control system (30)
of an industrial plant, the distributed control system
(30) comprising:

d at least two industrial control devices (40, 42),
each of them being arranged to control operation
of a respective actuating part of the industrial
plant during a production process (32) of the in-
dustrial plant, and
d at least one data communication means
(34-38) arranged to connect each of the at least
two industrial control devices (40, 42) with at
least the respective actuating part of the indus-
trial plant,

the method comprising

d storing engineering data (15) of at least one
part of the distributed control system (30) in an
engineering data storage unit (5) of at least one
engineering computer device (4),
d providing at least one human machine inter-
face (12) for manipulating the engineering data
(15),
d connecting at least one remote data process-
ing server (1, 2) to the at least one engineering
computer device (4) via a remote data connec-
tion (3),
d providing on the at least one remote data
processing server (1, 2) an emulating virtual ma-
chine (9, 10), and
d installing on the emulating virtual machine (9,
10) a soft emulator for emulating one of the at
least two industrial control devices (40, 42)
and/or the at least one data communication
means (34-38),

characterized by the steps

d storing in the engineering data (15) at least
the number, the types and communication con-
figuration information of the industrial control de-
vices and of the data communication means
(34-38) of the at least one part of the distributed
control system,
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d installing the at least one remote data
processing server (1, 2) outside of the industrial
plant,
d providing in the at least one remote data
processing server (1, 2) and for each possible
type of the at least two industrial control devices
(40, 42) and of the at least one data communi-
cation means (34-38) a separate virtual machine
template (11; 21, 23, 25) with an installed soft
emulator (20, 22, 24) adapted to the respective
type,
d performing the following steps by an orches-
tration virtual machine (6) running on the at least
one remote data processing server (1, 2):

o retrieving a copy of the engineering data
(15) via the remote data connection (3) at
pre-defined time intervals or whenever the
engineering data (15) have been amended,
and store the copy in at least one remote
data storage unit (14),
o adding or removing emulating virtual ma-
chines (16) to or from the at least one remote
data processing server (1, 2) by creating or
deleting copies of the virtual machine tem-
plates so that the number of the resulting
emulating virtual machines (9, 10, 16) and
the types of their corresponding soft emu-
lators match the number and types con-
tained in the copy of the engineering data,
o configuring the soft emulators in the re-
sulting emulating virtual machines (9, 10,
16) according to the communication config-
uration information contained in the copy of
the engineering data,
o ensuring that the emulating virtual ma-
chines (16) are running,
o further configuring the soft emulators in
the resulting emulating virtual machines (9,
10, 16) by downloading to them from the
engineering data storage unit (5) device
configuration data and executable program
code (18) of the corresponding industrial
control device or data communication
means of the at least one part of the distrib-
uted control system, at least if their engi-
neering data (15) have been amended,
o communicating with the resulting emulat-
ing virtual machines (9, 10, 16) and the at
least one or a further human machine inter-
face (12) in order to run the soft emulators
of the resulting emulating virtual machines
according to simulation commands entered
via the at least one or the further human
machine interface (12).

10. Method according to any of the previous claims,
wherein the virtual machine templates (11) are in-

stantiated and permanently kept in a suspended
mode.

11. Method according to any of the previous claims,
wherein the resulting emulating virtual machines (9,
10, 16) and the simulation virtual machine (7) are
extracted from the at least one remote data process-
ing server (1, 2) and stored in the engineering data
storage unit (5).

12. Method according to claim 11, wherein the resulting
emulating virtual machines (9, 10, 16) and/or the sim-
ulation virtual machine (7) are restored on the at least
one remote data processing server (1, 2) in order to
be used during monitoring and/or fault diagnosis of
the production process (32).
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