Field Trials of Curvaceous New Process Alarm Management helped by DTI Smart grant

The setting of alarms on a process plant — an attempt to retain sensitivity while avoiding floods of real and false alarms — has always been a black art. But it will not be a black art much longer, according to Curvaceous Software managing director Robin Brooks. His company has received a Smart grant worth £45,000 from the Department of Trade & Industry to support part of the cost of field trials of a new approach.

Curvaceous has recently discovered a method of relating process alarm values to each other and to the current operating point of the process. Robin Brooks comments that “as a result of our discoveries we expect plants in future to be both safer and cheaper to operate. And we appreciate the confidence shown in us by both the DTI and the two field trial sites”.

CVE allows users to analyse historical process data and improve plant performance without significant capital investment. Now the company is applying the same philosophy to alarms. Field trials began in February and are being carried out at two sites in the Midlands and in the North West, both owned by multi-national companies. The two sites operate very different and quite complex continuous processes. To allow objective assessment, the names of the companies will not be revealed until the report is published in December 2001.

The aim of the trials is to get independent verification of how well Curvaceous’ new method of setting alarm values eliminates spurious and unnecessary alarms. The idea is to ensure that, when an alarm does sound, the operator believes it is real and has more time to respond. Black art will be banished: “When I asked one food manufacturer how they set alarms on their plants,” said Robin Brooks, “a typical response was ‘to widen the limits until the size of the alarm log came down to one A4 page per day.’ The new method is easy to apply, cheap to maintain and applicable to both large and small plants.

Curvaceous products are based on a unique way of representing multi-dimensional relationships on a two-dimensional computer screen display so that, for instance, 1000 sets of values of 30 variables are easily seen in a single picture. Many large process companies are benefiting from the much improved insight and competitive advantage that these ‘big pictures’ of their processes provide. The new process operator display used in process alarming and product quality control applications of CVE is, in the words of Robin Brooks, “the first truly new plant operations display format since the invention of the faceplate display over 20 years ago.”

Tucked away in leafy Gerrards Cross, Bucks, Curvaceous Software is a technology research and development company specialising in techniques of multi-variable analysis and visualisation, with a focus on the process industries.

For further information on how CVE works and why it is uniquely suited to bring logic to alarm setting, contact: Robin Brooks at Curvaceous Software, PO Box 43, Gerrards Cross, Bucks Sl9 8UX, tel: 01753-893090, fax: 01753-893950, e-mail: robin_brooks@ppcl.co.uk 

