
Application of fluorescence emission ratio technique for
transformer oil monitoring

Britantyo Wicaksono a,b, Hosung Kong a,⇑, Liubou V. Markova c, Hung-Gu Han a

a Centre for Urban Energy Systems, KIST, Seoul, Republic of Korea
b University of Science and Technology, Daejeon, Republic of Korea
c VA Belyi Metal–Polymer Research Institute of Belarus National Academy of Science, 32A Kirov Street, Gomel 246050, Belarus

a r t i c l e i n f o

Article history:
Received 18 March 2013
Received in revised form 25 June 2013
Accepted 24 July 2013
Available online 7 August 2013

Keywords:
Electrical insulating oil
Oxidation
UV fluorescence
Sensor
Monitoring

a b s t r a c t

In this work a new fluorescence emission measurement technology was introduced and
experimentally compared with other measurement methods, such as the titration method
and IR spectroscopy, to validate it for the oil oxidation measurement of electrical insulating
oil. The oxidation characteristics of insulating oil were found to be fairly represented by the
titration method and IR spectroscopy, and the results are comparable to a change in the
fluorescence emission ratio that is defined as the shift in fluorescence intensity in the mea-
sured wavelength range. The result also shows that by the measurement of fluorescence
emission ratio, it is possible to detect the oxidation of oil relatively earlier than by other
methods. This study suggests that the developed technology can provide sufficient infor-
mation for evaluating the insulating oil quality, and that the developed FER sensor can
be used as an effective condition monitoring device of electrical insulating oil oxidation.

� 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The analysis of insulating oils provides lots of informa-
tion about the oil, and also enables the detection of other
possible problems, including contact arcing, aging insulat-
ing paper and other latent faults. Thus it is an indispens-
able part of a cost-efficient electrical maintenance
program [1].

By accurately monitoring the condition of the oil, sud-
den faults can be discovered in a timely fashion and out-
ages can potentially be avoided. Furthermore, an efficient
approach to maintenance can be adopted and optimum
intervals determined for necessary replacement.

Similar to industrial oils, transformer oils are oxidized
under the influence of excessive temperature and oxygen,
particularly in the presence of small metal particles that
act as catalysts and which, result in an increase in the
(total) acid number, owing to the formation of carboxylic

acids [2]. Further reactions can result in sludge and varnish
deposits, and additionally, in increased acidity formation,
which has a damaging effect on cellulose paper.

It is known that oil degradation also produces charged
by-products, such as acids and hydro peroxides, which
tend to reduce the insulating properties of the oil. An in-
crease in the acid number is often accompanied by a
decrease in dielectric strength and increased water content
[3]. For these reasons, oxidation of electrical insulating oil
needs to be monitored while it is in operation.

Methods of analyzing physical and chemical parame-
ters of insulating oil, such as basic appearance (color),
water content, and the acid number, have been used to
determine oil degradation. These methods have formed a
core part of the preventive maintenance of electrical
insulating oil thus far [4]. Nonetheless, these methods are
limited to off-line analyses for laboratory use, whereby it
is not possible to provide an early warning before any fail-
ure due to the oxidation of electrical insulating oil occurs.
Therefore, on-line monitoring technology for evaluating
insulating oil degradation is crucial. Nowadays a number
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of new techniques are under development to satisfy the
requirements of off-line and on-line transformer oil moni-
toring. Particularly fluorescence spectroscopy is one of
them [5,6].

In this work, an apparatus is developed to measure the
oxidation of electrical insulating oil. The apparatus can be
mounted onto mechanical devices for detecting the inten-
sity of fluorescence light reflected from the oil in real time,
and this detected intensity is an indication of the extent of
oil oxidation. The developed apparatus evaluates the de-
gree of oil oxidation of test oils, based on the UV fluores-
cence emission ratio. The test results obtained herein are
compared with those obtained from other measurement
methods such as the titration method and IR spectroscopy.

2. Fluorescence emission ratio technique and detector
for oil oxidation monitoring

Transformer oils are mainly refined from petroleum.
They are very complex mixtures and may consist of as
many as 2900 paraffinic, naphthenic and aromatic hydro-
carbon molecule types, 25% of these being aromatic which
are fluorescent molecules [7].

The phenomenon of fluorescence in organic matter oc-
curs due to the emission of photons by fluorophores when
excited by electromagnetic radiation. Fluorophores are
able to absorb incident energy, which allows electron
transfer from a fundamental energy state to an excited
state. The return to the ground state may then produce a
luminescence phenomenon such as fluorescence when
the time scale is sub-nanosecond. This de-excitation mech-
anism is not the only one possible, and its efficiency de-
pends on the chemical nature of the compounds and
their structural environment. Fluorescence of molecules
is related to the energy transition phenomenon in the p-
orbitals of the C@C bonds. Moreover, the conjugated p-sys-
tems require a lower energy than isolated bonds because of
higher p-electron mobility and are therefore readily acti-
vated. These considerations designate the aromatic and
polyaromatic compounds as the main source of fluores-
cence properties of the sedimentary organic matter [8].
Oxidation of aromatic molecules leads to an overall in-
crease in polarity, and it results in a relative increase in
the absorption and emission at high wavelengths and,
therefore, causes a spectral shift of emission intensity.

We propose that this shift of the intensity of fluores-
cence emission phenomenon be used to evaluate oil degra-
dation. The ratio of intensity at long to short wavelengths
referred to as the fluorescence emission ratio (FER). Using
fresh oil as a reference baseline, the shift phenomenon
characterizing oil degradation is observed as a change in
the FER parameter. The FER technique is based on measur-
ing fluorescence intensities in three wavelength ranges,
and it consists of the following steps. For fresh oil, the fluo-
rescence emission in red (kR = 590–750 nm), green
(kG = 490–610 nm), and blue (kB = 400–510 nm) (RGB)
wavelengths are measured using color sensor output cur-
rents (I) in red IR, green IG, and blue IB wave ranges. The
two largest values of Iklong and Ikshort are determined, where
Iklong is the long wavelength color output current similar to

IR or IG and Ikshort is the short wavelength color output
current similar to IG or IB as shown in Fig. 1. The FER
parameter is calculated from the color sensor output
current (I) as follows [3,9,10]:

FER ¼ Iklong

Ikshort
: ð1Þ

The higher FER value should correspond to a higher le-
vel of oxidation. The obtained FER (Eq. (1)) is compared
with a predetermined threshold, and if the obtained FER
is below the threshold, then the oil is in good condition;
otherwise, the oil condition is unacceptable. This method
was used to evaluate the degree of oil oxidation level,
and in this measurement, absorption of optical radiation
by the oil and temperature influence on test results do
not need to be accounted for.

Since transformer oils are derivatives of petroleum
crude obtained from different sources and are complex
mixtures of additives, they have different characteristics.
Thus, no unique fluorescence characteristic can be ascribed
to transformer oil in general and monitoring of transformer
oil characteristics needs to be done starting with the mea-
surement of FERfresh of the fresh oil. Then oil oxidation le-
vel is estimated as difference,

DFER ¼ FERused � FERfresh:

A low cost device based on this shifted phenomenon, as
shown in Fig. 2, was developed in this work with a three-
color sensor as photo-receiver that detects optical light
intensity in three wavelengths ranges—red, green, and blue
(RGB sensor).

The radiation from the UV diode (1) passes through the
bifurcated optical fiber and optical window (9) to the test
oil. A ball lens (5) is used to focus the UV diode radiation
at the optical fiber end. The optical fibers are mounted in
the fiber holder (13), which is inserted into housing (12).
An optical window is fixed to the housing (12) by a nut
(8). The optical fiber transmits the fluorescent emission
from the test oil to the RGB sensor (14). A photodiode (2)
is applied in feedback loop of stabilization of UV radiation.
The UV diode, RGB sensor, and feedback diode are cable-
connected to an electronic block (not shown in Fig. 2). O-
rings (7) and (11) prevent oil leakage into the sensor. A
cover (4) is used to protect the detector. The electronic
microcontroller, amplifier and power PCBs, and an LCD
panel are housed in a box, cable-connected to the detector
probe (15). The fluorescence emission from the test oil is

Fig. 1. Fluorescence spectra of fresh If(k) and used Iu(k) oil [3].
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