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(57)  The invention relates to a signaling unit (4a to base part (10a) comprises an RFID tag (17) adapted to

4e) connectable to a bus (6) of a signalling system, in
particular of a railway signalling system (1), comprising:
a base part (10a) and a removable part (10b) detachably
connected to the base part (10a), the base part (10a)
comprising a light directing element (14), the removable
part (10b) comprising a light source (14), wherein the

store a bus address (A to E) of the signalling unit (4a to
4e), and wherein the removable part (10b) comprises an
RFID reader (19) for reading-out the bus address (A to
E) of the RFID tag (17). The invention also relates to a
railway signal comprising a plurality of such railway sig-
naling units (4a), and to a signaling system.
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Description

Background of the Invention

[0001] The invention relates to a signaling unit con-
nectable to a bus of a signaling system, in particular of
a railway signaling system, comprising: a base part and
a removable part detachably connected to the base part,
the base part comprising a light directing element, the
removable part comprising a light source. The invention
also relates to a railway signal comprising a plurality of
signaling units, and to a signaling system, in particular
to a railway signaling system.

[0002] Within arailway signaling system, the so-called
"interlocking" is the logic architecture which ensures that
the routing of trains and the railway signals provided to
the trains provide safe operation of the railway network.
Trains are controlled and regulated using railway signals.
Such a railway signal typically comprises from two to six-
teen signaling units, also referred to as light points, and
is controlled by the interlocking.

[0003] For the purpose of controlling, each signaling
unit is connected to the interlocking via cable connec-
tions, typically two leads of a cable providing power to
the signaling unit and three further leads being used for
communication. Fig. 2 shows a signaling system 1’ using
conventional point-to-point cable connections 2a to 2e
from an interlocking 3 to a plurality of signaling units 4a’
to 4e’, the signaling units 4a’ to 4e’ being part of a railway
signal 5. In the arrangement of Fig. 2, each cable 2a to
2e comprises two leads, no communication being per-
formed in this case.

[0004] Recently, for reducing cabling expenditures, it
has been proposed (see e.g. GB 2 414 327) to use a
signaling system 1 having a bus 6 (field bus, e.g. CAN
bus, Profibus, etc.) for connecting the interlocking 3 to a
plurality of signaling units 4a to 4e of a railway signal 5,
see Fig. 3. The signaling units 4a to 4e each comprise
an electronic equipment forming an interface 7a to 7e for
connecting the signaling units 4a to 4e to the bus 6. The
bus 6, e.g. a CAN bus, comprises a single cable connec-
tion having five leads, thus providing power from driving
the signaling units 4a to 4e, and enabling communication
between the interlocking 3 and the signaling units 4a to
4e.

[0005] In the signaling system 1 shown in Fig. 3, it is
mandatory to provide each of the signaling units 4a to 4e
with a unique bus address - being labeled A to E in the
following - in order to prevent addressing errors. Such
addressing errors have to be prevented in any case, as
the signaling system is a safety-critical system, an erro-
neously switching on of a signaling unit which indicates
a free track when the track is actually occupied being a
threat for the transportation of people and material.
[0006] Forproviding a unique bus address to each sig-
naling unit, several possibilities exist, among others using
a DIP(dual in-line package)-switch, a software adapted
for this purpose, or external contact parts. Yet, due to the
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safety-critical nature of assigning the correct address to
a signaling unit, it is desirable to assign the bus address
to the signaling unitonce and for all uponinitial installation
of the signaling unit, not allowing any address change
later on.

[0007] However, during the lifetime of a railway signal,
resp., signaling unit, the light source (typically a high-
power LED, signaling lamp, etc.) is subject to failure, re-
quiring to change the removabile part of the signaling unit.
As the base part of the signaling unit typically does not
comprise electrical components, the bus address infor-
mation cannot be stored in the base part. However, when
storing the bus address information in the removable
part, the address information has to be transferred from
one the exchanged removable part to the new removable
part, the safety-critical transfer of the bus address infor-
mation being in the hands of service workers which may
not be capable of safely performing the transfer.

Obiject of the Invention

[0008] It is an object of the invention to provide a sig-
naling unit which is adapted for intrinsically safe commu-
nication with a bus system.

Summary of the Invention

[0009] This object is achieved by a signaling unit as
described in the introduction, wherein the base part com-
prises an RFID (radio frequency identification) tag adapt-
edtostore abus address of the signalling unit, and where-
in the removable part comprises an RFID reader for read-
ing out the bus address of the RFID tag.

[0010] The inventors propose to assign and check the
assignment of the bus addresses of each signaling unit
during the initial installation of a railway signal. The bus
address is then stored on a read-only RFID tag which is
attached, e.g. glued, to the base part. In this way, the
correct address of the signaling unitis permanently avail-
able inthe base part. As the base part comprises typically
only light directing optics having a high lifetime and is
optimized for the specific railway line where the signal is
installed (for optimum visibility by the train driver), the
base part remains practically always fixed during the life-
time of the railway signal, resp., of the signaling unit, such
that the bus address is not modified during the lifetime
of the system.

[0011] When exchanging the removable part, only the
RFID reader is changed, leaving the RFID tag with the
stored bus address unaffected, such that the address
cannot be modified by the service workers when ex-
changing the removable part. It will be understood that
the RFID tag is in general a passive tag, the RFID reader
providing the power required for initiating the signal trans-
mission. The person skilled in the art will also appreciate
that the address information stored on the RFID tag may
comprise a checksum for detecting accidental alterations
of the address data or of the transmission, the checksum
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being calculated by using appropriate algorithms, e.g.
CRC (cyclic redundancy check), MD5 (Message-Digest
algorithm 5), etc.

[0012] In one embodiment, the signaling unit further
comprises an interface for connecting the signalling unit
to a bus, in particular to a bus connected to an interlock-
ing. The interface typically comprises the electrical com-
ponents (microprocessors, etc.) required for performing
the connection to the bus and for communicating with
the interlocking. Typically, the interface is arranged in the
removable part of the signaling unit together with further
electrical equipment being used for driving the light
source.

[0013] In a further embodiment, the RFID tag is at-
tached to the outside of a housing of the base part, pref-
erably adjacent to a housing of the removable part. In
this way, the RFID tag can be fixed to the base part with-
out having to manipulate the base part, i.e. it is not re-
quired to open up the base part for arranging the RFID
tag inside the housing. When attaching, e.g. gluing, the
RFID tag to the housing in an area adjacent to the re-
movable part, the distance between the RFID tag and
the RFID reader can be minimized which increases the
quality of transmission.

[0014] In one development, a housing of the remova-
ble part is adapted to entirely cover the RFID tag for
shielding the RFID tag from the environment. For exam-
ple, a flat surface of the housing of the base part com-
prising the RFID tag may be covered by a corresponding
flat surface of the housing of the removable part when
both parts are connected to each other. It will be under-
stood that the removable and/or the base part may also
comprise a geometrical feature, for example a collar, for
protecting the RFID tag from environmental conditions
such as water, heat, etc. The housing of the removable
part may also be used as an electromagnetic shielding
for avoiding that the RFID tag can be read by RFID read-
ers of neighboring signaling units.

[0015] In a further embodiment, an antenna of the
RFID reader is arranged adjacent to the base part, thus
reducing the distance between the RF antenna and the
RFID tag. Moreover, for avoiding failures, the housing of
the removable part may comprise or may itself constitute
a RF radiation shielding (being made e.g. of aluminum)
surrounding the RFID reader antenna except for the area
of the RFID tag, to avoid activation of RFID tags of neigh-
boring signaling units by the RF antenna.

[0016] In a further embodiment, the RFID tag is a pas-
sive Low Frequency (LF) Close-coupling RFID tag, being
a near field device typically using frequencies in a range
from about 30 kHz to 300 kHz. The use of a LF RFID tag
with a corresponding LF RFID reader allows confining
the range of the RF transmission to the close vicinity of
the RFID reader antenna, thus avoiding interferences
with signals from RFID tags of neighboring signaling
units.

[0017] Typically, the light source is a high-power light-
emitting diode, LED, and the base part comprises beam
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shaping and directing optics for shaping and directing
the light emitted from the LED. The base part in general
also comprises a mechanical receiving unit for receiving
a sign having a contour which is illuminated by the light
source. It will be understood that other types of light
sources, e.g. signaling lamps, etc. may be used as a light
source as well.

[0018] In one embodiment, the light directing element
is a lens element, typically focusing the light emitted from
the (point) light source. Further light directing elements
may include deflecting surfaces or other optical equip-
ment adapted for directing the light of the light source.
[0019] Afurtheraspectof the invention isimplemented
in arailway signal, comprising a plurality of signaling units
according to any one of the preceding claims. As de-
scribed above, typically two or more signaling units / light
points are used in a railway signal. The signaling units
of the railway signal may be provided with their unique
bus addresses during the initial installation of the railway
signal, thus allowing to use fixed addresses during the
entire lifetime of the railway signal.

[0020] A further aspect is implemented in a signaling
system, in particular for railway signaling, comprising: a
bus, and a plurality of signaling units as described above
being connected to the bus, each signaling unit having
its own, unique bus address, thus providing an intrinsi-
cally safe signaling system with reduced cabling expend-
iture.

[0021] In one embodiment, the signaling system fur-
ther comprises an interlocking for controlling the signal-
ing units. The interlocking is typically connected to a plu-
rality of railway signals via the same bus / network, the
signaling units of all railway signals being equipped with
bus addresses being unique in the network.

[0022] Further features and advantages are stated in
the following description of exemplary embodiments,
with reference to the figures of the drawing, which shows
significant details, and are defined by the claims. The
individual features can be implemented individually by
themselves, or several of them can be implemented in
any desired combination.

Brief Description of the Drawings

[0023] Exemplary embodiments are shown in the dia-
grammatic drawing and are explained in the description
below. The following are shown:

Fig.1 a schematic diagram of an embodiment of a
signaling unit with an RFID tag for storing a bus
address in a side view and in a front view,

Fig.2 aschematic diagram of a signaling system with
point-to-point connections, and

Fig. 3 a schematic diagram of a signaling system

comprising a bus for connecting an interlocking
to a plurality of signaling units, each signaling



5 EP 2 236 385 A1 6

unit having a bus address which is unique to
the signaling system.

Detailed Description of Preferred Embodiments

[0024] Fig. 1 shows a signaling unit 4a which is adapt-
ed to generate a unique bus address "A" for communi-
cating with the (field) bus 6 of the signaling system shown
in Fig. 3. The signaling unit 4a comprises a base part10a
and aremovable part 10b. The base part 10a has a hous-
ing 12 forming a front section 11a of the signaling unit
4a, the removable part 10b has a housing 13 which forms
a rear section 11 b of the signalling unit 4a. The housing
12 of the base part 10a is fixed to the housing 13 of the
removable part 10b by a detachable mechanical connec-
tion, e.g. by screws, threaded parts, etc. When connect-
ing the parts 10a, 10b, a light source 14 in the form of a
high-power LED arranged at the removable part 10b is
insertedinto the base part 10a via an opening (not shown)
in the housing 12.

[0025] The base part 10a which constitutes the front
section 11 a of the signaling unit 4a comprises a lens 15
for directing light from the light source 14 to a sign (not
shown) illuminated by the light source 14. The housing
12 of the base part 10a is used as a holder for the lens
15 and forms an optical compartment which does not
comprise any electrical components. In contrast thereto,
the housing 13 of the removable part 10b serves as an
electrical compartment, comprising a driver 16 for the
light source 14 and an interface 7a with (active) electrical
components for connecting the signalling unit 4a to the
bus 6 of Fig. 3.

[0026] The base part 10a has a (self-adhesive) RFID
tag 17 on which the bus address A of the signaling unit
4a is stored. The RFID tag 17 is attached to an outer
surface 18a of the housing 12 of the base part 10a, ad-
jacent to an outer surface 18b of the housing 13 of the
removable part 10b, the two surfaces 18a, 18b of the
housings 12, 13 being brought into contact when mount-
ing the removable part 10b on the base part 10a. The
housing 13 of the removable part 10b comprises an RFID
reader 19 having an RF antenna 19a which is arranged
inside the housing 13 adjacent to the base part 10a. The
RFID reader 19 reads the bus address of the RFID tag
17 and is connected to the interface 7a which uses the
information about the bus address A for selecting those
signals on the bus 6 which are addressed to the signaling
unit. Such signals may e.g. include commands for switch-
ing the light source 14 on or off.

[0027] In the above arrangement, the distance be-
tween the RFID tag 17 and the reader antenna 19a is as
small as possible, allowing to use a (passive) close-cou-
pling LF RFID tag 17 and a corresponding LF RFID read-
er antenna 19a. Thus, the RFID standard with the small-
est possible transmission range can be chosen, the RF
antenna 19a only being adapted to activate the RFID tag
17 of the signaling unit 4a, not affecting RFID tags of the
further signaling units 4b to 4e arranged in the vicinity of
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the signaling unit 4a.

[0028] Also, the removable part 10b resp. its housing
13 acts as a shielding for the signal produced by the RFID
tag 17, thus constraining the range where the signal may
be detected to the close vicinity of the RFID antenna 19a,
avoiding that the signal can be read by RFID readers of
the further signaling units 4b to 4e. For protecting the
RFID tag 17 from environmental conditions, the housing
13 of the removable part 10b comprises a collar 20 seal-
ing the interspace between the surfaces 18a, 18b of the
housings 12, 13 of the base part 10aand of the removable
part 10b from the environment.

[0029] The bus address A is attributed to the signaling
unit 4a once and for all during the initial installation of the
signaling unit 4a, the bus address being stored in the
read-only RFID tag 17 which is fixed to the housing 12
of the base part 10a. During maintenance of the railway
signal 5, typically the base part 10a of the signaling unit
4a is not removed, as the optical elements arranged
therein do not require to be changed during the life-time
of the railway signal 5. Thus, the RFID address "A" stored
in the RFID tag 17 remains unchanged even if the re-
movable part 10b of the signaling unit 4a is changed due
to a failure of electrical components or of the light source
14 comprised therein.

[0030] Insummary, by permanently storing the bus ad-
dress in the RFID tag of the base part of the signaling
unit, an intrinsically safe addressing of the signaling unit
via a field bus can be provided. It will be understood that
further measures may be taken to check the correct trans-
mission of the signal from the RFID tag to the RFID read-
er, e.g. by adding a checksum to the data stored in the
RFID tag.

[0031] The person skilled in the art will appreciate that
the signaling units described herein may be used in rail-
way signaling equipment, by may also be advantageous-
ly used in other types of signaling equipment, for example
in air or marine applications. Moreover, the above ap-
proach may be applied to a variety of field bus standards,
for instance CAN bus, Profibus, etc.

[0032] The above description of preferred embodi-
ments has been given by way of example. From the dis-
closure given, those skilled in the art will not only under-
stand the presentinvention and its attendant advantages,
but will also find apparent various changes and modifi-
cations to the structures and methods disclosed. The ap-
plicant seeks, therefore, to cover all such changes and
modifications as defined by the appended claims, and
equivalents thereof.

Claims
1. Signaling unit (4a to 4e) connectable to a bus (6) of
a signalling system, in particular of a railway signal-

ling system (1), comprising:

a base part (10a) and a removable part (10b)
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detachably connected to the base part (10a),
the base part (10a) comprising a light directing
element (14), the removable part (10b) compris-
ing a light source (14),

characterized in that

the base part (10a) comprises an RFID tag (17)
adapted to store a bus address (A to E) of the
signalling unit (4a to 4e), and the removable part
(10b) comprises an RFID reader (19) for reading
outthe bus address (A to E) of the RFID tag (17).

Signaling unit according to claim 1, further compris-
ing an interface (7a to 7e) for connecting the signal-
ling unit (4a to 4e) to a bus (6), in particular to a bus
of an interlocking (3).

Signaling unit according to claim 1 or 2, wherein the
RFID tag (17) is attached to the outside of a housing
(12) of the base part (10a), preferably adjacent to a
housing (13) of the removable part (10b).

Signaling unit according to claim 3, wherein a hous-
ing (13) of the removable part (10b) is adapted to
entirely cover the RFID tag (17) for shielding the
RFID tag (17) from the environment.

Signaling unit according to any one of the preceding
claims, wherein an RF antenna (19a) of the RFID
reader (19) is arranged adjacent to the housing (12)
of the base part (10a).

Signaling unit according to any one of the preceding
claims, wherein the RFID tag (17) is a Low Frequen-
cy Close-Coupling RFID tag.

Signaling unit according to any one of the preceding
claims, wherein the light source (14) is a high-power
light-emitting diode.

Signaling unit according to any one of the preceding
claims, wherein the light directing element is a lens
element (15).

Railway signal (5), comprising a plurality of signaling
units (4a to 4e) according to any one of the preceding
claims.

Signaling system (1), in particular for railway signal-
ing, comprising:

a bus (6), and

a plurality of signaling units (4a to 4e) according
to any one of the preceding claims being con-
nected to the bus (6), wherein each signaling
unit (4a to 4e) has its own, unique bus address
(Ato E).

Signaling system (1) according to claim 10, further
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comprising: an interlocking (3) for controlling the sig-
naling units (4a to 4e).
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