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generator

(57) A washing machine having a steam generating
device (10) with a heating element (14) for heating the
supplied water to generate steam and comprising a tem-
perature sensor (24) for sensing a temperature of the
steam generating device and a water supply valve (21)
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to the steam generating device, further comprises a con-
trol thermostat (24) with a predetermined differential,
electrically connected in series with the heating element
(14), the water supply valve being a solenoid valve (21)
electrically connected in parallel with the control thermo-
stat (24).
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EP 2 208 818 A1
Description

[0001] The present invention relates to a washing machine having a steam generating device with a heating element
for heating supplied water to generate steam, comprising a temperature sensor for sensing a temperature of the steam
generating device and a water supply valve for supplying water to the steam generating device.

[0002] The present invention relates to a method for removing calcium deposits from the walls of a steam generating
device of a washing machine as well in order to extend the life of the unit.

[0003] With the term "washing machine" we mean every kind of domestic appliance which uses water for cleaning
clothes or dishes, including washers and dishwashers as well.

[0004] A washing machine of the above type is disclosed by EP 1659205, in which the temperature sensor of the
steam generating device outputs the sensed temperature to a control unit. Such unit receives also the temperature signal
from a temperature sensor which senses the temperature of the water supplied to the tub. It is clear that the use of a
control unit also for controlling the steaming operation requires a more powerful hardware of the control unit itself, which
increases the overall cost of the appliance. Moreover the interposition of an electronic control unit between the temperature
sensor and the water supply valve may reduce the reliability and safety of the steam generating system, particularly in
a zone of the washing machine where the heating element reaches high temperature, for instance during the preheating
phase of the steam generating device. Another drawback of the system disclosed by EP 1659205 is the use of the
temperature signal from the temperature sensor of the steam generating device for controlling only the preheating phase
thereof, while for switching off the water supply valve reference is made to a fixed designated time. This approach makes
the overall control more complex and moreover does not allow the system to continuously self-adapt to the actual
conditions of the steam generating device, particularly to the amount of scale on the inside walls of the steamer.
[0005] It is well known in the art of steamers that, as a result of the steam generation process, the flow-through (in-
line) steamers generate deposits of soft and hard calcium carbonate as well as other solids commonly found in tap water.
Soft deposits usually start to build up on the steam chamber and become hard limestone (scale). When limestone is not
removed from the walls, it will reduce the heat transfer capability (efficiency of steam generation) as well as facilitate
new deposits to continue to stick on it until the whole chamber is clogged (end of the life).

[0006] Calcium deposits building up on areas where temperature measurement devices are installed will also result
in wrong temperature readings. Calcium deposits should be then broken off from the walls and carried out of the steam
chamber towards the exhaust, so efficiency of the system and life are extended. During normal steam generation, some
of the deposits can be spitted out of the chamber but a certain amount will stay in there and start clogging the outlet.
[0007] It is an object of the present invention to provide a washer of the type mentioned at the beginning of the
description which does not present the above drawbacks and which is reliable and has a low overall production cost.
[0008] According to the invention, such object is reached thanks to the features listed in the appended claims.
[0009] The presentinvention uses a method to control the steam generator in such a way a sudden thermal expansion
is created in the chamber to break off the calcium deposits from the walls, without the need of an electronic control of
the steamer.

[0010] The control is a simple, economical and self-adjusting one since it uses a combination of a thermostat mounted
on the steam chamber to regulate the temperature of the steam generator and the amount of water going into it, and a
solenoid valve controlling the water supply to the steam chamber.

[0011] The thermostat controlling the steaming temperature can be located at the inlet or the outlet side of the steam
generator, depending on the power distribution along the chamber. Control thermostat setting is preferably in the range
140°-160°C, with a differential preferably comprised between 5° and 45°C. This means that the thermostat mechanism
will operate when the setup temperature between 140° and 160°C is reached and reset back when temperature drops
5°- 45°C (differential).

[0012] Further advantages and features of the present invention will be clear from the detailed description provided
by way of non limiting example, with reference to the attached drawing in which:

- figure 1 is a cross sectional view of the steam generating device according to the invention;

- figure 2 is a schematic diagram of the electrical circuit of the steam generating device of figure 1;

- figure 3 is a diagram showing the behavior of the steam generating device of figures 1 and 2;

- figure 4 is a diagram showing the relationship between the amount of spitted water and the relative amount of water
loaded in the steam generating device according to the invention; and

- figure 5is a cross sectional view of the steam generating device according to a second embodiment of the invention.

[0013] With reference to the drawings, a flow-through steamer 10 is shown comprising a tube-shaped steam chamber
12, a heating element 14 placed around the chamber 12, a water inlet 16 and an exhaust hose 18 connected to a tub
(not shown) of a washing machine. The water inlet 16 communicates with the central portion of a siphon 17 so that
steam cannot go backwards unless inner pressure in the chamber 12 is higher than water column in the siphon, for



10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

EP 2 208 818 A1

instance when the steamer is clogged. The steamer 10 is also provided with a safety outlet 19 in case inner pressure
is too high (clogged steamer). The inner wall of the tube-shaped chamber 12 presents a plurality of longitudinal grooves
in order to improve cracking of calcium deposits in small pieces.

[0014] The electrical circuit of the steamer 10 (figure 2) consists of a four thermal elements, i.e. two fuses 20, 22 and
two thermostats 24 and 26. All these elements are in serial connection with the heating element 14. The fuse 20 and
thermostat 24, as well as the fuse 22 and thermostat 26, are in contact with a shaped plate soldered on the tube-shaped
steam chamber 12 and outside wall 14a of the heater 14. This arrangement leads to a more stable steaming process
over life and reduces significantly the reaction time in abnormal situations. Additionally it leads to a more precise valve
control and therefore energy efficient steaming process. A valve 21 for water supply control, placed upstream the water
inlet 16, is a solenoid valve and it is connected in parallel with the control thermostat 24. This latter can be for example
a 150-25°C, which means that the bimetal mechanism of the thermostat will operate (i.e. close the circuit) until the set
point temperature of 150°C is reached and reset back when temperature drops 25°C (differential).

[0015] When the system gets to the control thermostat temperature setting (T1, figure 3), it will open the circuit and
leave the valve 21 electrically connected in series with the heating element 14. Since the resistance value of the solenoid
will be much lower than the heater, the water valve 21 will turn ON and supply water to the steam chamber 12 until the
temperature drops to the reset value (125°C in the example) of the control thermostat 24.

[0016] The differential setting will then self-regulate the time the water supply is ON. The higher the difference between
off and on set points, the longer the time; the longer the time, the bigger the amount of water supplied.

[0017] When low set point is reached, the thermostat 24 will switch the water supply OFF and heating element 14
back ON to allow the steamer 10 to continue to boil the water supplied to the chamber 12. After all the water is steamed
out, the system’s temperature will start to go back up until it reaches the high set point temperature again (T1) to repeat
the cycle. The thermostat differential will self regulate the time during which the solenoid valve is open/closed. Such
thermostat differential can be fixed (inherent to the specific features of the thermostat), it can be set within the factory
or it may be adjusted by the user through the user interface, for instance depending on actual water hardness.

[0018] The steam generator 10 has also a normally closed (NC) safety thermostat 26 which will be rated 20-40°C
above the control thermostat setting so it keeps the steam generator energized as long as the water valve is off during
the steaming process. In the case there is no water in the water supply, the control and safety thermostats will switch
the steamer OFF.

[0019] The terminals of the simple electrical circuit shown in figure 2 are connected to the control circuit of the machine
(which is simply switching the unit on and off); in the simplest case they can be connected to a mechanical timer which
turns on and off the steam heater for one or more predetermined periods of the washing cycle of the machine, according
to the washing cycle selected by the user. Of course the circuit can be also connected to an electronic control unit of
the washer; nevertheless it is important to notice that the control unit of the washer is involved only in switching on and
off the steamer as a single component, and not in the control of the valve or of the heating element thereof, since their
functions are self-adjusted by the circuit itself.

[0020] With reference to figure 3, where on Y axis steam chamber temperature is plotted vs. time in minutes on X
axis, when the steam generator is at T1 temperature (around 140°C) and fresh water is suddenly introduced in the
chamber, it will create a thermal expansion which will break off the calcium deposits from the walls, the grooved surface
of the tube-shaped chamber 12 improving the detachment of such deposits.

[0021] The triangle profile in the inner wall of the steam chamber additionally guaranties that the calcium deposits are
breaking off in small pieces. The calcium is then transported out by the turbulence and the inner pressure created by
the heating of the boiling water. With the spitting of water, the broken calcium is leaving the tube. While in the beginning
of the steamer life the spit water is neglectable, the amount of spitting water is increasing over lifetime due to the amount
of residual calcium deposits which are still sticking at the tube walls. This means a higher thermal mass which takes
longer to cool down and causes therefore a longer valve on time.

[0022] The temperature differential of the control thermostat can be specified in such a way it puts enough water in
the chamber 12 so when the boiling process starts, it creates enough turbulence and water spitting though the exhaust
18 to carry out the broken deposits from the steam chamber. For example, using a steamer with 175 cm3 capacity and
1000 W heating element, when filled over 40% of its volume, it will start spitting a certain amount of the water supplied.
The amount of spitted hot water needed to carry out the deposits can be calculated and defined through the differential
value of the control thermostat (Valve ON time), as shown in the following table:

Water input (cm3) | Spit water (cm3) | % Full % Spit

59.56 0 34.04% | 0.00%
59.92 0 34.24% | 0.00%
69.55 0 39.74% | 0.00%
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(continued)

Water input (cm3) | Spit water (cm3) | % Full % Spit
71.33 7 40.76% | 9.81%
73.12 3 41.78% | 4.10%
73.83 5 42.19% | 6.77%
74.90 6 42.80% | 8.01%
77.40 11 44.23% | 14.21%
84.17 15 48.10% | 17.82%
111.64 39 63.79% | 34.93%
115.92 42 66.24% | 36.23%
119.13 47 68.07% | 39.45%

[0023] Infigure 4 it is shown the relationship between filling % and the % amount of spitted hot water needed to remove
the scale deposits.

[0024] Tests carried out by the applicant have shown that volumes of the chamber 12 comprised between 100 and
250 cm3 are the preferred ones for the purposes of removing scale, with power of the heating element 14 preferably
comprised between 500 and 1500 W.

[0025] In figure 5 itis shown a second embodiment of the present invention in which a calcium trap 30 is used in order
to collect the free pieces of scale breaking off from the steam chamber walls. The trap 30 consists of a container located
right in between the steam chamber 12 and the exhaust of the steamer 10. When big pieces of broken calcium are
carried towards the outlet, they can precipitate down into the container by gravity. Since deposits are not staying in the
steam chamber 12 anymore, it will also slow down the building of calcium on the walls when boiling the water so the
efficiency and life of the steamer are extended.

[0026] Calcium can be collected in this container to avoid blocking the exhaust, and in this embodiment the safety
outlet 19 shown in figure 1 (first embodiment) can be avoided. Small pieces will also precipitate down and some other
will be still pushed out by the steam flow and spitted water.

[0027] A periodic, automatic cleaning routine can be used to dump the calcium contained in the trap directly to the
drain through an automatic valve 32 or, it can be cleaned manually. Depending on usage, calcium trap can also be
maintenance free through the life of the system. Trap can be drained out or stay full of water at all times. Since the
container is directly attached to the steam chamber 12, it will always be in contact with boiling water so the formation of
mold and bacteria is avoided.

[0028] A further embodiment of the present invention is to drive the steamer 10 with a combination of hot water and
steam generation. A predetermined amount of hot water can be calculated and defined through a differential value of
the control thermostat (valve-on time) or by an electronic control.

Claims

1. A washing machine having a steam generating device (10) with a heating element (14) for heating the supplied
water to generate steam comprising a temperature sensor (24) for sensing a temperature of the steam generating
device (10) and a water supply valve (21) to the steam generating device, characterized in that the temperature
sensor is a control thermostat (24) with a predetermined differential, electrically connected in series with the heating
element (14) and in that the water supply valve is a solenoid valve (21) electrically connected in parallel with the
control thermostat (24).

2. A washing machine according to claim 1, wherein a safety thermostat (26) is connected in series with the control
thermostat (24).

3. A washing machine according to claim 1 or 2, wherein the control thermostat (24) is located at the inlet of the steam
generating device (10).

4. A washing machine according to claim 2, wherein the safety thermostat is located at the outlet side of the steam
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generating device (10).

A washing machine according to any of the preceding claims, wherein the control thermostat (24) has an off set
point comprised between 130° and 170°C and a differential comprised between 5° and 45°C respectively.

A washing machine according to any of the preceding claims, wherein the steam generating device (10) ha a volume
comprised between 100 and 250 cm3

A washing machine according to any of the preceding claims, wherein the steam generating device has a heating
element (14) whose power is comprised between 500 and 1500 W.

A washing machine according to any of the preceding claims, wherein the steam generating device (10) comprises
a tube-shaped chamber (12) with an internal surface provided with a plurality of grooves.

A washing machine according to claim 8, wherein the heating element (14) is in contact with a shaped plate soldered
to the outside surface of the tube-shaped chamber (12).

A washing machine according to any of the preceding claims, wherein the steam generating device (10) comprises
a siphon (17) downstream the water supply valve (21).

A washing machine according to any of the preceding claims, wherein the steam generating device comprises a
calcium trap device (30) upstream an exhaust hose (18).

A method for removing calcium deposits from the walls of a steam generating device (10) of a washing machine
comprising a heating element (14) and a water supply valve (16), characterized in that it comprises filling a
predetermined amount of water in the pre-heated steam generating device (10) so that a certain amount of hot water
is spitted in order to remove calcium deposits from the device.

A method according to claim 12, wherein the water filled to the steam generating device (10) is over 40% of the
volume of the steam generating device.

A method according to claim 12 or 13, wherein the steam generating device has a volume around 175 cm3 and the
heating element (14) has a power around 1000 W.
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