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what you think

I wish to take the opportunity pre-
sented by the front cover of the
summer 2009 issue of PAC World to
express my concern over how several
in the 61850 community have been
interpreting "interoperability". This
cover shows a person trying to use
an electrical appliance equipped with
a North American style plug with a
European style receptacle, and is cap-
tioned "p18. IEC61850 Interoperability
Principles and Benefits".

Some interpret "interoperability" as
a requirement for among other things,
that the devices directly mate, i.e. be
plug compatible. These will see the
cover illustration as an example of
non-interoperable systems.

This is not so.

Demonstrating this is the interop-
erability | recently experienced with
the North American appliances | took
with me to an IEC meeting in Spain.
With an $8.99 adaptor, the computer,
phone charger and hair dryer oper-
ated correctly. Only the shaver was
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non-interoperable - it could not accept
the higher voltage. The plug compat-
ibility issue had no relationship to the
interoperability issue.

As stated by the cover referenced
article, the goal of IEC 61850 is to en-
sure interoperability - i.e. the ability
of two or more IEDs from the same
vendor, or from different vendors, to
exchange information and use that
information for correct execution of
specified functions. This does not
require the IEDs to plug directly into
each other. In fact, the standard as-
sumes that between the IEDs there is
a switched Ethernet communications
network. The standard does recom-
mend the IED communications inter-
face use ST connectors, but in order
to support innovation and flexibility, it
specifically provides that future tech-
nology could be used.

The point is: interoperable devices
may need some engineering of the
interconnection to get them actually
interoperating. This could include an

adaptor, a communications network,
and/or custom settings. Plug compat-
ibility is not essential.

David McGinn, P. Eng.

GE Digital Energy, USA
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