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Abstract: Transformer failures have a significant cost impact on the operation of an electrical network.
In many utilities, transformers have been operating for many years past their expected usable life.
As power demand has surged, transformers in some areas are being loaded beyond their rated
capacity to meet the demand. One of the vital components in a transformer is the on-load tap changer
(OLTC), which regulates the voltage in the distribution network. This study aims to review several
condition-monitoring techniques (online and offline) that can monitor the health of the OLTC and
assure the safety of the transformer’s OLTC from irreparable damage by detecting the defect at an
earlier stage, which is preceded by the specification of typical faults. This paper also discussed the
common faults of the OLTC and the root causes of these faults. The OLTC is prone to mechanical
faults due to its frequently changing mechanism in the tap operation. The OLTC are also prone to
oil as well as thermal faults. As a result, it is critical to monitor OLTC conditions while they are in use.
Proper management of condition monitoring (CM) for the OLTC is useful and necessary to increase
availability and achieve optimised operating. Condition monitoring (CM) and diagnostics methods
(DM) have been developing since the 1950s. CM and DM have been implemented to diagnose and
detect an incipient fault, especially for the OLTC. Many techniques, online and offline, are being used to
monitor the condition of the OLTC to prevent failure and minimize outages. These DM and CM will
prolong the operational cycle and avoid a major disaster for the OLTC, which is an unfavorable scenario.

Keywords: on-load tap changer (OLTC); condition monitoring; diagnostic methods; incipient fault;
transformer; energy; electricity distribution

1. Introduction of Condition Monitoring for the OLTC

An on-load tap changer (OLTC) is a critical component as it adjusts the tap positions
to regulate the transformer’s output voltage in response to changes in power generation
and consumption. When the OLTC transitions from one tap position to another during
operation, the switching contacts are subjected to a high load current, which can eventually
lead to a considerable decrease in the conductivity of the contacts and may cause damage
to these contacts. Damage to switching contacts and other components can cause the OLTC
to malfunction and fail, reducing the transformer’s reliability. Several surveys have found
that OLTC faults account for a significant portion of transformer failures [1–5]. As a result,
utilities would benefit substantially from establishing robust OLTC CM strategies.

Studies, as in Figure 1, show that about 30% of substation power transformer reported
outages are related to the ageing effects on OLTCs. Due to this high failure rate, closely
monitoring the power transformer’s OLTC condition is critical. Unlike other more static
components in a transformer, the OLTC consists of numerous moving parts. Manufacturers
typically recommend a maintenance cycle that mostly depends on the total number of
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switching operations. In the following sub-sections, offline and online CM techniques will
be described and summarized accordingly.
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CM is concerned with the application and development of special-purpose equipment
with the role of capturing data, as well as the creation of new ways to analyse these data to
forecast the monitored equipment’s trends to evaluate its current performance.

The CM has many advantages, one of which is that it can realize maintenance costs by
detecting incipient flaws and preventing them from growing into significant problems that
require much money to fix during maintenance. Following that, it reduces the likelihood of
disastrous failure, which impacts the quality of supply and the safety of people. It also low-
ers the severity of any damage sustained and eliminates or lessens the need for subsequent
repair actions. Aside from that, it can discover the fundamental reasons for the failure and
gives an excellent fault diagnosis system. Finally, it can provide information on the plant’s
life cycle through integrated condition monitoring of all of its critical equipment [7].

On the other hand, there are some challenges to implementing CM strategies. One of
these challenges is the additional expense to the system due to the additional monitoring
sensors, circuitry, and control system. One of the hurdles and problems of CM approaches
is the increased complexity of the protection and overall monitoring system [8].

The CM system should be capable of ensuring that the equipment can perform all of
their functions; yet, its cost should be modest in comparison to the costs of maintenance and
failure. Furthermore, the CM should not be overly complex in order to be easily realized. In
most circumstances, the cost of additional features needed by the CM system is a fraction
of the cost of maintenance and supply loss [7].

Condition-based maintenance (CBM) is served by CM (or named predictive mainte-
nance). For a long period, time-based maintenance was the primary maintenance technique.
Time-based maintenance may avert many failures, but it may also result in many unnec-
essary shutdowns, and unanticipated failures may occur between any two maintenance
cycles. CBM is an optimal maintenance service that, with the assistance of a CM system, will
provide accurate and valuable information about the machine’s condition. A CM system
should be capable of monitoring running machines in the presence of electrical interference,
forecasting the need for maintenance before significant deterioration or breakdown occurs,
identifying the needed maintenance and locating problems, and even estimating machine
life. Therefore, applying the CM technique is crucial as it offers various benefits, not only
to the health of the electrical equipment but also to the development of technologies.

2. Types of OLTC Fault

Concerning the main faults coming from the OLTC, OLTC faults can be categorized
into three types: the oil fault (due to the generation of gasses), mechanical faults (mainly
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coming from tap changers contacts, mechanical wear of the springs, and loosed fasteners)
and electrical faults (decrease of dielectric strength due to degradation of insulation oil and
paper) [2,9,10]. In the following sub-section, different types of OLTC faults will be explained.

2.1. Oil Faults in OLTCs

The insulation oil plays a significant role in electrical insulation between the energized
tap changing parts during the changing tap process. Nevertheless, preventing arcing from
occurring is still impossible and leads to several oil faults. The purpose of this section is to
get to know further the types of oil faults. After hundreds of physical inspections of faulty
OLTCs by professional transformer inspectors and researchers, different oil faults in OLTCs
are identified and can be classified by visual inspections as shown in Table 1. A proper
defect diagnosis will provide warnings for any gases whose concentrations, increments,
rates of change, or gas ratios exceed the specified limits, as well as brief interpretive remarks
and recommendations based on the findings.

Table 1. Type of oil faults and visual inspections of them [8].

Type of Incipient Fault Visual Inspection

Partial discharge (PD) Deposits of “X-wax” on paper insulation due to corona type or carbonized punctures in
the paper caused by sparking, which could be challenging to detect.

Discharge of low energy (D1) Carbonized punctures in the paper (pinholes), a trace of carbon particles in the oil, or
surface of the paper is carbonized.

Discharges of high energy (D2) Continuous destruction and severe carbonization of paper or metal fusion, severe
carbonization in oil or tripping of the equipment indicate a large current follow-through.

Thermal fault, t < 300 ◦C (T1) At below 300 ◦C, the insulation paper looks brownish.
Thermal fault, 300 ◦C < t < 700 ◦C (T2) Between 300 ◦C and below 700 ◦C, insulation paper is carbonized.

Thermal fault, t > 700 ◦C (T3) At above 700 ◦C, oil is severely carbonized, metal coloration (at 800 ◦C), or metal fusion
(below 1000 ◦C).

The concentrations and composition of hydrogen (H2), carbon monoxide (CO), carbon
dioxide (CO2), methane (CH4), acetylene (C2H2), ethylene (C2H4), ethane (C2H6), oxygen
(O2), and water (H2O) can be used to determine the type of fault and its severity, as shown
in Table 2. Diagnostic procedures that detect many gases and account for the whole gassing
picture are more accurate since all types of oil faults produce a range of gases rather than
just one. From Table 2, the generation of hydrogen (H2) is everywhere related to thermal,
and this gas increases over time. The significant presence of acetylene (C2H2) is generated
when the thermal faults reach more than 700 ◦C.

Table 2. Oil fault-based gas composition [11].

Indication/Faults Key Gasses Other Traces of Gas

Cellulose ageing CO, CO2, H2O
Insulation oil decomposition H2, CH4, C2H2, C2H4, C2H6
Leaks in gaskets, welds, etc. CO2, O2, H2O

Thermal faults-cellulose H2, CO, CO2, CH4, O2
Thermal fault,

t < 300 ◦C H2, CH4, C2H6 C2H4

Thermal fault,
300 ◦C < t < 700 ◦C H2, CH4, C2H4, C2H6 C2H2

Thermal fault, t > 700 ◦C H2, CH4, C2H2, C2H4
Partial discharge H2, CH4 C2H2

Arcing H2, CH4, C2H2, C2H4

As the insulation oil temperature increases, several hydrocarbon gases, which are
methane (CH4), acetylene (C2H2), ethylene (C2H4), ethane (C2H6), will be produced. These
gases will carbonize insulation oil, insulation paper, as well the oil immersed in mechanical
parts of the OLTC. Figure 2 shows a carbonized tap changer during maintenance of the
OLTC. If the OLTC are not properly maintained or left unattended, the chances for it to
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explode is high as sparks during the tap changing process will ignite the highly flammable
gas such as acetylene [3].
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Based on a DGA result by a condition-monitoring specialist, it is indicated that the
OLTC was experiencing the thermal fault and discovered that the arm contacts and springs
were severely burned in the red phase, as shown in Figure 3 [2].
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2.2. Mechanical Faults in OLTCs

There are several mechanical moving parts in the OLTC for the changing tap process.
These parts are the diverters, the selector switches, the accumulator springs, and the contact
springs. Thus, the OLTC are susceptible to mechanical faults over time [12]. The most
common mechanical faults in the OLTC are loose fasteners, abnormal torque, fatigue dam-
age, motion jamming, and abnormal mechanical wear. Continuous operation of the OLTC
with a mechanical fault will result in an electrical failure. Vibro-acoustic analysis (VBA),
dynamic resistance measurements (DRM), and static winding resistance measurements
(SWRM) can all be used to identify these faults.
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These mechanical faults can be categorized into four types of problems [10]. The first
one is the mechanical vibration when switching. This happens when there is electrical
corrosion at fasteners connected to conductive parts such as transition resistance lead. Due
to electrical corrosion, the fastener’s threads will become loose, thus causing poor contact,
and in the worst case, the fasteners will fall off.

The following mechanical fault is contact failure. The root cause of this is wear and
electrical corrosion of moving and fixed contact terminals. As shown in Figure 4, the contact
terminal springs experienced fatigue failure after numerous operating cycles. Figure 5
shows a clear example of a broken energy accumulator spring. The energy accumulator
springs, charge, and energizes the Geneva gear, which operates the tap changer at a very
fast speed, usually around 50–60 milliseconds. As a result, this causes arcing on the contact
terminals and an abnormal sequence of OLTC contacts.
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Another mechanical fault is a failure in the switching mechanism due to mechanical
fatigue of the switching mechanism. The consequences are that the transition resistance
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and contact system of the OLTC will be burned down. Figure 6 below shows an example of
burned contact on the stationary and movable parts [14]. Further operation of these contacts
will decrease the contact area and increase contact resistance. Additionally, arcing and heat
increase during the switching process and eventually cause further burning of the contacts.
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The last one is an abnormal motion of the motor driver unit whereby it is suspected
there is mechanical wear on the gear drive and the presence of heavy coking on the tap
changer surface. Due to this fault, the motor drive unit cannot perform tap changing
correctly, leading to an incipient fault in the OLTC. Figure 7 shows an example of a coked
reversal contact.
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2.3. Electrical Faults in OLTCs

The effectiveness of the insulation oil to insulate against arcing during the tap chang-
ing operation is considerably reduced when moisture is present. Inadequate contact of
contact terminals, local overheating and discharge induced by an external short circuit, arc
discharge caused by switching hysteresis or failure, and discharge caused by insulation oil
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deterioration or inadequate insulating materials are examples of electrical failures. Table 3
explains the two types of electrical faults on the OLTC.

Table 3. Common electrical faults in OLTCs [10].

Types of Electrical Fault Root Cause Consequences

Overheating
Electrical corrosion, wear, fatigue in spring
mechanism, and mechanical failure of the

rapid mechanism.

An increase of contact resistance which
makes it hot and burned out.

Discharge faults

Presence of moisture content in the insulation
oil due to leaky gaskets. A loose short circuit of
the fastener will make the switch burn down or

even explode.

The dielectric strength of insulation oil due to
moisture becomes low, thus producing arcing
and an increase in oil temperature [16]. The
presence of silver sulphide also reduces the

dielectric strength [17,18].

Figure 8 shows an example of fixed contacts at tap 6 and tap 7 that experienced high
switching arcing, which was identified after performing a dynamic current measurement
(DCM) [19].
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As the researchers continue their DCM assessment on the OLTC, arcing marks on three
transition contacts of the red phase were identified as shown in Figure 9. The transition
contacts were eroded and worn out due to switching arcs [19].
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3. OLTC Condition Monitoring Techniques

The failure of any transformer can be disastrous, particularly for critical and high-
rated power transformers that feed a vast number of loads. Faults in transformers are
frequently challenging to diagnose or find due to intricate winding structures, but a multi-
parameter CM technique provides valuable data to diagnose the fault and identify its
location. Downtime and costs can be considerably reduced if internal repairs can be
completed. Unplanned outages of transformers and catastrophic failures caused by faults
can be minimized with CM. CM enables the plants ageing to be monitored and hence
regulated, as well as forecasted and prolonged. Figure 10 shows two main categories of
OLTC condition-monitoring techniques.

Several OLTC condition-monitoring techniques have been developed during the last
few decades. Typical techniques include: (1) online and offline dissolved gas analysis (DGA)
[11,20–26], (2) static and dynamic resistance measurement for evaluating the conductivity of
switch contacts [5], (3) vibro-acoustic analysis [4,10,27–35] and (4) infrared thermography [36].
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3.1. Offline Condition Monitoring

Offline OLTC condition monitoring is considered invasive as the transformer has to de-
energize the OLTC beforehand. We will explain a diagnosis method based on the oil called
dissolved gas analysis. Next, the common standard offline methods based on resistance
measurements, which evaluate the surface condition of the OLTC switch’s contacts, will
be discussed. A visual inspection was conducted to identify whether the OLTC switch’s
contact was carbonized, or another term, “coked”, based on the current variation. Static
winding resistance measurement and dynamic resistance measurement are the types of
resistance measurement.

3.1.1. Offline Dissolved Gas Analysis (DGA)

One of the most prevalent methods for detecting incipient problems in oil-filled power
transformers and OLTCs is dissolved gas analysis (DGA). Several essential gases can be
detected in the OLTC oil; these gases are hydrogen (H2), methane (CH4), ethane (C2H6),
ethylene (C2H4), acetylene (C2H2), carbon monoxide (CO), and carbon dioxide (CO2), and
their concentrations are expressed in parts per million (ppm) [37]. The OLTC must be de-
energized for offline DGA, and an oil sample tube is used to extract, retain, and transport a
sample of transformer oil in the same condition as it is inside a transformer, complete with
any fault gases dissolved in it.

On-load tap-changers (OLTCs) have an oil compartment that houses the diverter
switch or selector switch and keeps the tap-changer oil separate from the transformer oil.
This stringent isolation is required for typical diverter and selector switches because the
arc-breaking process significantly degrades the oil in the tap-changer compartment and
creates massive volumes of particulates, soot, and fumes. It must be guaranteed that the
transformer oil is not contaminated by these degradation products [38].

There are several commonly used methods for incipient fault diagnosis in the OLTC’s
oil [39,40]. Their pros and cons are summarized in Table 4. However, as shown in Table 4,
all these methods have some flaws. These flaws will undoubtedly jeopardize the diagnosis
of latent faults in the OLTC. As a result, conventional methods cannot precisely determine
the location of the fault. Furthermore, when using conventional methods, it is easy to
misjudge the different types of faults with the same gas feature.

The Duval triangle method (DTM) has been proven to be the best method for fault
identification in the transformer insulation. This can be justified, as several studies were
conducted and found that among all the methods that are mentioned in Table 4, DTM has
the highest accuracy when compared with the actual fault [11,22,23,41]. Figure 11 shows
an example of a Duval Triangle used to assess the OLTC.
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Table 4. A comprehensive comparison of the traditional DGA based on ratio methods in actual
transformer fault diagnosis.

Types of DGA Method Advantage Disadvantage

Doernenburg Ratio Method (DRM)

Determines the fault types according to the
area in which the ratio is in a graph.
A higher rate of accurately judging

overheating faults.

All the ratios have to be in a given range in
order to detect the faults.

Rogers Ratio Method (RRM) Compound fault can be judged, and the
accuracy is satisfactory.

Ratios which may not fit with any
particular fault type. Requires other

methods.

IEC Ratio Method (IRM)
The sequence of known faults is arranged

more reasonably from incipient fault to
severe fault based on the ratios;

Incomplete coding, some cases cannot be
diagnosed;

fails to identify the fault type accurately;

Duval Triangle Method (DTM) [42,43]

Capable of producing the highest accuracy
and repeatability.

More efficient compared to other
traditional methods as it clarifies a wide

range of faults.

Does not explain the normal aging of the
transformer.

Chances of mixing between electrical and
thermal faults.

Although offline DGA is widely used, there are some drawbacks to it. Firstly, the
presence of sample contamination during and/or after on-site sampling can create problems.
To perform offline DGA, allocations of time, cost, and resources are involved to manually
obtain samples, especially in remote locations. Lastly, degradation of the sample between
the time of analysis and the time of sampling can also create issues.

3.1.2. Static Winding Resistance Measurement (SWRM)

To perform a static winding resistance measurement (SWRM), the OLTC has to be
in an idle condition [44]. With this method, it is possible to identify whether the contact
surface of the OLTC’s switches is coked or other condition changes exist on the contact
surface. A normal OLTC should be in a linear relationship when plotting the winding
resistance and the number of taps, as shown in Figure 12 [45,46]. The higher the number of
taps, the lower the resistance is. The downside of this method is that it does not measure
the switching process of the diverter switch. This issue can be resolved by performing a
dynamic resistance measurement [6].
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3.1.3. Dynamic Resistance Measurement (DRM)

DRM can be executed when the OLTC switches are moving. As it can evaluate
either transitional or stationery resistance when a tap’s position is moving, any relevant
resistances of the switches can be measured as well as the transition impedances [48–50].
The tap changer operation can be identified based on sudden current changes called ripples.
Typically, the ripples formed should be consistent and clean straight lines without bouncing
marks [48]. This method can also be used for the tap selector contact, transition switch,
diverter switch contact, and the main switch. Based on a case study [51], the researcher
suspected a faulty selector contact after performing a DRM analysis, as shown in Figure 13.
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Figure 13. Example of an abnormality of the Dvtest graph linearity [51].

It was found that the root cause of this problem was a loose bolted-on selector contact
located at tap position 9, as shown in Figure 14. This leads to an increased resistance which
heats the OLTC when operating tap changing at tap position 9.



Energies 2022, 15, 6435 12 of 18

Energies 2022, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW  13  of  20 
 

 

 

Figure 13. Example of an abnormality of the Dvtest graph linearity [51]. 

 

Figure 14. A loose bolt on the selector contact at tap position 9 [51]. 

The DRM and SWRM measurements have a similar problem which is that the meas‐

urements can be inaccurate due to the deviation of temperature and the condition of the 

transformer’s winding. As this method applies DC voltage to the OLTC, extreme caution 

should be taken as it can damage the transformer winding and might affect the OLTC’s 

surface  contacts.  The  resistance measurement  sensitivity  can  be  enhanced  by  using  a 

lower DC voltage but interpreting the results can be difficult due to the signal fluctuation 

by the low DC input voltage. Based on experimentation, they found that 1A–1.5A with a 

minimum circuit resistance is the most appropriate level, and a lower current can be quite 

sensitive for a medium‐aged OLTC [50]. Table 5 explains a summary of the offline condi‐

tion monitoring that we have discussed before. 

   

Figure 14. A loose bolt on the selector contact at tap position 9 [51].

The drawback of using DRM is that as the tap positions are switched every few
seconds, the interval between steps may be insufficient for the current to stabilize due
to inductance (e.g., transformer winding). This makes the DRM less accurate than the
SWRM [49]. Nevertheless, DRM has its perks, as it can interpret the condition of contacts by
plotting the resistance profile’s overall steps. On top of that, the deviation of the switching
time between operational sequences caused by mechanical defects can be detected [49].

The DRM and SWRM measurements have a similar problem which is that the mea-
surements can be inaccurate due to the deviation of temperature and the condition of the
transformer’s winding. As this method applies DC voltage to the OLTC, extreme caution
should be taken as it can damage the transformer winding and might affect the OLTC’s
surface contacts. The resistance measurement sensitivity can be enhanced by using a lower
DC voltage but interpreting the results can be difficult due to the signal fluctuation by
the low DC input voltage. Based on experimentation, they found that 1A–1.5A with a
minimum circuit resistance is the most appropriate level, and a lower current can be quite
sensitive for a medium-aged OLTC [50]. Table 5 explains a summary of the offline condition
monitoring that we have discussed before.

Table 5. Summary of offline monitoring techniques.

Diagnostic Methods Application/
Purpose Problems Advantage Disadvantage

Offline dissolved gas
analysis
(DGA)

Detects higher
concentrations of
gases in the tap

changer
compartment

Arcing, overheat-
ing/coking

Great method for detecting
an incipient fault

Needs to de-energize the OLTC.
Cannot detect the actual

location of the fault. Requires
additional diagnosis to

determine it.

Static winding
resistance

measurement
(SWRM)

Checks the
windings as

well as the internal
connections

Contacts
alignment,

contact wear
Easy to interpret

Needs to de-energize the OLTC.
Does not measure the switching
process of the diverter switch.

Requires DRM.

Dynamic resistance
measurement

(DRM)

Measure the fast
switching process

of the diverter
switch

Timing/sequence,
contact wear,

transition

Supplementary diagnosis
for static winding

resistance.
Easy to diagnose and can
be applied to any type of

tap changer.

Needs to de-energize the OLTC.
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3.2. Online Condition Monitoring

One condition monitoring that stresses the ongoing monitoring of a machine or any
industrial process is online condition monitoring. The procedure of online condition moni-
toring is uninterrupted. In online condition monitoring, there is no such thing as a shutdown.
This aids in cost-cutting and avoids unforeseen expenses. In today’s competitive age, we
cannot afford to lose production or have equipment break due to increased demand. Online
condition monitoring and diagnostics is a useful tool to help operators to manage their
assets and make decisions on continuing operation, maintenance, or replacement [19,49,50].

3.2.1. Online Dissolved Gas Analysis (DGA)

As a well-established method of transformer diagnostics, DGA is at the heart of online
monitoring. Studies have shown that DGA can detect and provide an early warning of
most prevalent failures in power transformers [11,22]. DGA detects partial discharge (PD)
in the insulation system, commonly known as the corona, arcing (discharges), and high
temperature (thermal) concerns. Each of these problems creates various critical gases and
gas ratios and may thus be easily detected.

DGA has traditionally been performed by removing a sample of oil from the trans-
former. The measurement process generally begins with sampling and extracting the
dissolved gases in the oil. There is a distinction between the various extraction methods,
with vacuum extraction being the most accurate and headspace extraction being the most
used. A gas phase consisting of carrier gas is located above the mineral oil to be analyzed
in the headspace method, into which the dissolved gases diffuse. The composition of the
gases is determined after extraction.

In most cases, this is accomplished using gas chromatography. The gas mixture
(carrier gas + key gases) is forced through a tube system and detected on a thermal detector.
Depending on the physical and chemical properties of the gas molecules, they migrate at
different speeds through the columns of the GC tube and then hit the detector at a specific
point in time. Unless there is a suspicion of a problem with the transformer, samples
might be obtained at intervals of up to a year, depending on the operator’s maintenance
programme. This means that a fault that develops in less time than the sampling interval
may be undetected, potentially leading to the transformer’s catastrophic failure.

DGA online monitors have been developed that employ various technologies, including
photo-acoustic emission spectroscopy (PAS) and gas chromatography (GC). PAS and GC can
provide continuous monitoring for essential power transformers, alerting the client depending
on gas concentrations, rates of concentration change, or gas ratios, as shown in Figure 15 [52].
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The essential feature of these monitors is that their outputs are reliable and repeatable,
allowing trending analysis to be conducted. The systems also include built-in alarms that
may warn the user of excessive levels of gas concentrations, high rates of concentration
change, and changes in essential ratios.

There are several publications and overviews of these gas sensor systems for detecting
various gases. Table 6 shows the advantages and disadvantages collected in [53–56] of the
gas detection methods of the DGA online monitoring equipment [52].

Table 6. Advantages and disadvantages of gas detection technologies [52].

Technology Advantage Disadvantage

Gas chromatography (GC) Wide range of fault gases
Highest accuracy and repeatability

Time-consuming
Expensive

Frequent calibrations needed

Photo-acoustic spectroscopy
(PAS)

Wide range of fault gases
Low maintenance

Results are sensitive to the wave
Accuracy is influenced by temperature, pressure,

and vibration
Limited ability to measure high gas

concentrations

Solid-state (IC) Operates under extreme temperatures,
vibration, or in corrosive atmospheres

Limited ability to detect very low gas
concentrations

Thermal conductivity
detector (TCD)

Fast response
Stable

Wide measuring range
Simple construction

Robust

Sensitive to interfering gases
Reaction due to heating wire

Heating element reacts with gas

Non-dispersive infrared
(NDIR)

Simultaneous multi-gas measurement
No required calibrations

Low maintenance
Fast gas measurement time

Limited ability to detect very low gas
concentrations

Interfering gases can affect the accuracy

Non-dispersive infrared
(NDIR)

Uses only physical technique
Can be used in an inert atmosphere

Not all gases have IR absorption
More user’s expertise required

3.2.2. Vibro-Acoustic Analysis

One of the characteristics that may be checked online to provide an indicator of the
OLTC state is vibro-acoustic analysis. Vibrations are produced by the mechanical movement
of the tap changer, which can be easily detected using appropriate sensors attached to the
OLTC tank walls. The acoustic signature can be recorded and compared to previous data
on the assumption that the acoustic signature is well reproducible in time for defect-free
tap changers. Anomalies should be highlighted by differences in the acoustic profile over
time. The acoustic signal can be divided into two frequency bands: one in the few tens of
kHz range targeted at identifying mechanical problems (e.g., excessive wear or ruptured
springs) and one in the range of 100 kHz aimed at detecting electrical problems (arcing
when there should not be any) [57].

3.2.3. Infra-Red (IR) Thermography

An infrared thermal imager is used to check the condition of electrical equipment.
The infrared thermal imager creates a thermal profile of electrical equipment without
interfering with the equipment’s operation. These thermal profiles include a thermal
image as well as a temperature scale. This appears in a different colour, indicating the
location of the equipment [36]. Although infrared radiation (IR) is not visible to the naked
eye, an IR camera may convert it into a visual image illustrating the thermal fluctuations
over an object scene. IR encompasses a section of the electromagnetic spectrum ranging
from around 900 to 14,000 nanometers (0.9–14 µm). All objects emit infrared radiation at
temperatures above absolute zero, and the amount of radiation increases with temperature.
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Thermographic monitoring measurement techniques in the transformer is a method used
to measure temperature in transformer components that provides a visual image, which
is used to analyse the condition of the transformer parts and determine if the parts are in
good condition or otherwise.

The requirement for electrical utilities to decrease operating costs while improving
the availability and dependability of their equipment drives the reason for online power
transformers. The analysis of data collected by an online monitoring system demonstrates
the ability to detect impending failures in active parts, bushings, on-load tap changers,
and cooling units. It is critical to consider online monitoring because it will help to avoid
substantial failure costs for outages, repairs, and collateral effects. Table 7 explains a
summary of the online condition monitoring that we have discussed before.

Table 7. Summary of online condition monitoring techniques.

Diagnostic
Methods

Application/
Purpose Problems Advantage(s)/Disadvantage(s)

Online dissolved
gas analysis

(DGA)

Detects higher
concentrations of gases in the

tap changer
compartment

Arcing, overheating/coking
Heart of online fault detection system
High-cost, non-destructive diagnostic

tool

Vibro-acoustic
analysis

Detects mechanical problems
and ageing of the drive

mechanism

Linkage/gears,
timing/sequence, contacts

alignment, arcing,
overheating/coking, contact

wear, transition

Complex nature of the acoustic
propagation pathways

Limited distance
Ageing factors deteriorate the sensor

Infrared (IR)
thermography

Detects temperature in parts of
transformer

Abnormal heating of degraded
contacts (coking, low pressure)

Images are difficult to interpret and
specific objects having erratic

temperatures

4. Conclusions

Condition monitoring is an effective monitoring strategy for detecting potential defects
within the transformer’s OLTC. The OLTC is a vital component of the electrical power
supply. It is critical to be aware of such flaws and to understand how to avoid them.
The goal of this study is to review several condition-monitoring techniques (online and
offline) that can continuously monitor the health of the OLTC and assure the safety of the
transformer’s OLTC from irreparable damage by detecting the defect at an earlier stage.

In this paper, we have covered the types of faults that can occur in the OLTC, dis-
cussing oil, mechanical, and electrical faults. Arc switching during the tap changing is
unavoidable regardless of how well it is serviced. This branches out to increase the temper-
ature in the insulation oil and the generation of multiple hot gases, which can cause severe
carbonization of the parts, mechanical fatigue on the mechanical parts, especially the tap
changers, and reduces the dielectric strength of the insulation oil. As the highly combustible
gas concentration increases over time, the OLTC will soon be a ticking bomb waiting to
explode at any time if not monitored and appropriately maintained. Based on our findings,
arcing is notorious as it leads to all kinds of OLTC faults. However, there is still room for
development on improving the tap changing process and minimizing the occurrence of
arcing. Additionally, the dielectric breakdown strength of the insulation oil plays a vital
role in electrical insulation between the energized tap changing parts. The presence of
water (which can be detected using DGA) can lead to poor quality of the insulation oil or,
in simple terms, reduces the dielectric strength [16]. The lower the dielectric strength of the
insulation oil, the more arcing will occur and cause many problems in the future.

Next, various techniques for detecting these faults for both online and offline condition
monitoring have been elaborated. Clearly, online condition monitoring is the better choice
as de-energizing of the OLTC is not required. At the same time, it is also capable of real-time
monitoring. On the negative side, devices for online monitoring are expensive due to the
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complexity of the system required. Offline condition monitoring has its perks as it is not as
costly compared to online condition monitoring and is quite reliable.

It is worth mentioning that one must not depend on a single diagnostic technique in
determining the incipient fault but validate the outcome with other known techniques as
well. Furthermore, integrating the current techniques with artificial intelligence to detect the
fault more accurately would be a promising future of condition monitoring for the OLTC.
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