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Abstract: The accurate and effective detection of SF6 decomposition components inside a gas-
insulated switchgear (GIS) is crucial for equipment fault diagnosis and condition assessment. The
current method for detecting SF6 decomposition components involves gas extraction at the GIS inlet,
which only provides limited information on the decomposition component content. Therefore, there
is a need to explore more effective ways to obtain internal gas component information within GIS. In
this study, we propose a graphene-coated microfiber gas detection method for SO2. We establish a
physical simulation model of the microfiber and analyze the sensing mechanism of the microfiber
diameter and cladding refractive index changes in its evanescent field. A graphene-coated microfiber
gas sensor was prepared using a drop-coating method, and a fiber loop ring-down (FLRD) gas
detection system was constructed for the experimental studies on SO2 gas detection. The results
demonstrated that the graphene-coated microfiber exhibits an excellent gas-sensitive response to SO2

and achieves trace-level detection at room temperature. The concentration range of 0 to 200 ppm
showed good linearity, with a maximum detection error of 4.76% and a sensitivity of 1.24 ns/ppm for
SO2. This study introduces an all-fiber method for detecting SF6 decomposition components, offering
a new approach for online monitoring of SF6 decomposition components in GIS equipment using
built-in fiber-optic sensors.

Keywords: GIS online monitoring; SF6 decomposition components; fiber gas sensing; graphene-coated
microfiber; FLRD gas detection system

1. Introduction

With the construction of new power systems, the proportion of new energy generation
is gradually increasing [1], and the demand for ultra-high voltage is steadily increasing.
As an important transmission and substation equipment, GIS is also gradually increasing
in number. It is necessary to ensure the safety and stability of GIS [2]. Partial discharge
defects are one of the main causes of GIS failure, which causes SF6 gas to decompose at
high temperatures and generate symbolic decomposition products such as SO2. Previous
studies have shown that the identification and evaluation of partial discharge defects can
be achieved by analyzing information such as the type, concentration, and growth trend of
the SF6 decomposition components [3–5].

In order to achieve high sensitivity and accuracy in the detection of SF6 decomposition
components, many scholars and experts have devoted themselves to the study of different
methods, such as nanosensors [6,7], absorption spectroscopy [8,9], photoacoustic spec-
troscopy [10], and Raman spectroscopy [11,12]. However, these methods usually require
sampling from the GIS inlet for external detection, which results in low concentrations of
externally detectable components due to the large volume of the GIS gas chamber and the
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presence of adsorbents. Therefore, a new gas detection method needs to be considered to
achieve online monitoring of the decomposition components inside the GIS.

Fiber-optic sensing technology, which combines the advantages of intrinsic safety,
high immunity to electromagnetic interference, and good insulation performance, has
been studied and applied in electrical equipment [12–16]. Graphene is a monolayer of
two-dimensional crystalline materials composed of carbon atoms. It has good gas-sensitive
performance and optical properties. With the use of graphene as an optical fiber cladding
in combination with microfibers [17–21], the material can be evenly and smoothly attached
to the surface of the microfiber, enhancing the interaction between the microfiber and
the external environment, and is expected to achieve highly sensitive gas sensing [22–25].
Therefore, in this paper, we propose to prepare graphene-clad microfiber gas sensors by
combining graphene thin-film materials with microfibers. A fiber loop ring-down (FLRD)
gas detection system was constructed to explore the detection possibility of the typical
feature decomposition gas, SO2. The results of this study can provide technical support for
online SO2 gas monitoring using GIS equipment with built-in fiber-optic sensors.

2. Analysis of Gas Sensing Mechanism

The relationship between the energy distribution and core diameter of the microfiber
was observed more clearly. The change in the effective refractive index of the microfiber
was calculated when the incident wavelength was 1530 nm and the diameter changed
from 1µm to 4µm, as shown in Figures 1 and 2. The results showed that the effective
refractive index of the microfiber gradually increased as the fiber diameter increased. The
fiber core energy percentage showed rapid growth before 2.5 µm, increased slowly after
2.5 µm, and then at 3 µm, it approached saturation. The simulation showed that the smaller
the diameter of the microfiber, the smaller the effective refractive index, the larger the
evanescent field, and the weaker the field-binding force.
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Figure 1. Two− and three−dimensional optical field distributions at 1530 nm incident wavelengths
for (a) 1 µm, (b) 1 µm, (c) 2 µm, (d) 2 µm, (e) 3 µm, (f) 3 µm, (g) 4 µm, and (h) 4 µm diameters of the
microfiber in air medium, respectively.
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Figure 2. Variation in effective refractive index with microfiber diameter.

The refractive index of the external environment is also an important factor affecting
the mode field energy distribution of the microfibers. In this study, graphene is used
to replace the original air-cladding layer of microfibers. When a graphene film adsorbs
different concentrations of SO2 gas, it causes a change in the refractive index of the material,
which changes the optical field energy distribution of the microfiber. The diameter of
the microfiber is 4 µm, and the refractive indices of the outside of the fiber are 1.1, 1.2,
1.3, and 1.4, respectively; the results are shown in Figures 3 and 4. It can be seen that as
the outside refractive index increases, the light field energy bound to the center of the
fiber core gradually spreads outward, and the evanescent field range gradually becomes
larger. Therefore, in actual sensor fabrication, we tend to choose microfibers with a smaller
diameter or large external refractive index to achieve high-sensitivity sensing.
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Figure 3. Two dimensional optical field distributions of a 4-µm-diameter microfiber with external
refractive indices of (a) 1.1, (b) 1.2, (c) 1.3, (d) 1.4, at an incident wavelength of 1530 nm.
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Figure 4. Variation between the ratio of evanescent field and external refractive index for a microfiber
with a 4 µm diameter at 1530 nm incident wavelength.

3. Experimental Platform Building
3.1. Sensor Preparation

In this experiment, a single-mode fiber with a core diameter of 9 µm/125 µm was
prepared using a flame-heated manual drawing approach. The platform construction is
shown in Figure 5. The process included the following steps: remove the coating layer to
ensure a smooth surface of the bare single-mode fiber; cut both ends of the fiber with a
fiber cutting knife and perform loss-free fusion; place the bare single-mode fiber with the
coating layer removed on the fiber fixing platform and fix it at both ends with fiber clamps;
after preheating the bare single-mode fiber with an alcohol lamp until it is soft, stretch the
single-mode fiber slowly and equably; during the stretching process, observe the change
in the heated and stretched part of the middle section of the fiber, and ensure the uniform
heating of the stretched part. Using this method, a microfiber with a stretching length of
about 25 mm was produced for experimental use.
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Figure 5. Microfiber preparation platform.

Graphene was coated on the microfiber sensing area as the fiber cladding material
using a drop-coating method. After cleaning with deionized water, 0.3 mL of graphene
oxide dispersion with a concentration of 10 mg/mL was taken and centrifuged to ensure
uniform dispersion. Then, it was deposited uniformly on the conical waist area of the
microfiber using a drop-coating method, followed by drying at 65 ◦C for 5 h in a vacuum
drying oven to form a gas-sensitive film. When a thin film adsorbed different concentrations
of characteristic gases, it changed the transmission loss of the coated microfiber if it caused
a change in the refractive index of the material, enabling SO2 gas sensing. The processed
coated microfiber was encapsulated in a gas chamber, as shown in Figure 6, and used to
further build a sensing platform for experimental gas detection studies.
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3.2. FLRD Platform

In this study, an all-fiber-optic gas sensing experimental platform was built based on
the FLRD principle, and the platform structure is shown in Figure 7. The platform consisted
of a function signal generator, laser (wavelength 1530 nm; power 20 mW), isolator, erbium-
doped fiber amplifier, two 1 × 2 fiber couplers, coated fiber sensor, photodetector (response
range 800~1700 nm; bandwidth 5 MHz), oscilloscope, fiber ring (1014 m), and single-mode
fiber. Considering the different optical losses of couplers with different splitting ratios,
the number of attenuated pulse signals was affected. After the previous theoretical and
experimental verification, the 1 × 2 fiber coupler with the highest number of pulses and
the highest peak pulse ratio of 10:90 was selected to obtain the best results. SO2 gas was
selected as the detection object to test the gas sensing capability of the coated microfibers.
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The incident laser energy entered the annular cavity via coupler 1, passed through
the graphene-coated fiber-optic gas sensor, and then entered coupler 2. The laser energy
was split into two parts in coupler 2. The majority of the laser energy passed through the
annular cavity and then reentered coupler 1, circulating within the annular cavity. The
other part of the laser energy was outputted to the photodetector, and finally, the decay
waveform was outputted to the oscilloscope.

4. Analysis and Discussion
4.1. SO2 Gas Detection

A total of 25 ppm SO2 gas was selected for the experimental study, and the experiments
were conducted at room temperature. N2 was used as the background gas, and the function
signal generator was set to 10 kHz 5 Vpp pulses with a duty cycle of 2%. The waveforms
of the light pulses of SO2 at 25 ppm and N2 background gas were measured to determine
whether the coated microfiber has gas detection capability by observing the difference
between the background gases. The experimental decay waveforms of N2 and 25 ppm SO2
in the gas chamber are shown in Figure 8. It was observed that when the microfiber was
used as the sensor of the FLRD system, the intrinsic loss of the system was smaller and the
number of pulses in the original pulse waveform was larger, so more accurate decay curve
fitting results could be obtained. When the gas chamber is filled with SO2 gas, the intensity
of each optical pulse amplitude decreased significantly, which indicates that the optical loss
increases when the coated microfiber is exposed to SO2 gas, thereby increasing the system
loss and decreasing the pulse signal amplitude.
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Due to the strong evanescent field around the microfiber, it was sensitive to changes in
the refractive index of the cladding. When the graphene coating material adsorbed the gas,
its optical properties also changed accordingly, resulting in a reduction in the intensity of
the light wave transmitted by the microfiber and an increase in the optical loss of the sensor.
The FLRD system built in this study indirectly determined changes in the gas concentration
by measuring the magnitude of the optical loss of the sensing unit.

The above experiments show that the system has the possibility of detecting SO2. For
this purpose, a gas distributor (with an instrumental accuracy of 0.4% F.S and repeatability
of ≤±0.4% F.S.) was used to further prepare SO2 gas at 50 ppm, 100 ppm, 150 ppm, and
200 ppm concentrations, and its data were recorded after the value of the gas dispenser
was stabilized, and the pulse decay waveforms of SO2 gas at different concentrations were
obtained. Finally, the exponential function was selected to fit the decay curve, as shown in
Figure 9. It can be observed that the decay curves of SO2 gas at different concentrations
show good regularity. The results of the linear fitting of the ring-down time with SO2
concentration at different concentrations are shown in Figure 10, where the fitted curve R2

is 0.994, which indicates that the linear relationship between the ring-down time and SO2
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concentration is strong and that the graphene-coated microfiber has good detection ability
for SO2, which can be used for SO2 gas detection at room temperature.
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4.2. Errors Analysis

From the results of the above study, it was found that the FLRD gas detection system
based on graphene-coated microfibers can detect SO2 gas at room temperature. In order to
further understand the detection performance, five concentrations of SO2 gas at 25 ppm,
50 ppm, 100 ppm, 150 ppm, and 200 ppm were prepared again in this study using a gas
distributor. After waiting for a period of time and when the value of the instrument was
stable, the gas was passed into the gas cell for detection. The obtained ring-down time was
substituted in the fitting curve of the ring-down time and SO2 concentration in Figure 10
with concentration inversion, and the obtained detection results are shown in Table 1. The
maximum relative error was 4.76% in the detection of SO2 gas from 0 to 200 ppm.

Table 1. SO2 inversion error analysis.

Actual Concentration (ppm) Inversion Concentration (ppm) Relative Error (%)

25 25.55 2.20

50 51.87 3.74

100 95.49 4.51

150 157.14 4.76

200 201.16 0.58
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4.3. Sensitivity Analysis

Sensitivity represents the ability of a measuring instrument to respond to changes. It
can be expressed as the corresponding change in the measuring instrument divided by the
corresponding excitation change. In the present system, sensitivity was the ratio of the
change in the ring-down time to the change in the gas concentration. This was calculated
using the following equation:

S = ∆τ/∆C

where S is the sensitivity, ∆τ is the amount of change in ring-down time, and ∆C is the
amount of change in concentration. Using this equation, the sensitivity of the system was
calculated to be 1.24 ns/ppm.

4.4. Stability Analysis

Finally, the two concentrations at 100 ppm and 150 ppm were selected to test the
repeatability of the system. The SO2 gas was introduced into the gas chamber at 100 ppm
and 150 ppm, and the values were recorded after the concentration in the gas chamber
stabilized. The results are shown in Figure 11, the standard deviation was calculated
to be 0.00479 at 100 ppm and 0.00548 at 150 ppm, indicating that the system has good
repeatability, and the results of multiple measurements only fluctuate within a small range.
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5. Conclusions

In this paper, a method of SF6 decomposition component detection based on a coated
micro-optical fiber is proposed. Including the preparation of graphene-coated microfibers,
the construction of the FLRD gas detection system, and the detection experiment of typical
SF6 decomposition components, the following conclusions were obtained:

(1) Microfibers with smaller diameters or larger external refractive indices contain less
optical field energy in the core and a stronger evanescent field on the fiber surface.

(2) The graphene-coated microfiber is sensitive to SO2 gas, and the optical loss of the
graphene-coated microfiber increases as the SO2 concentration increases, which de-
creased the FLRD system ring-down time. There is a good linear relationship between
the ring-down time and SO2 concentration, with an R2 of 0.994.

(3) The FLRD gas detection system based on graphene-coated microfiber has a good
detection performance for SO2, with a maximum error of 4.76% in the concentration
inversion and a sensitivity of 1.24 ns/ppm within the range of 0~200 ppm.

The research results of this study illustrate the feasibility of coated microfiber sensors
for detecting SF6 decomposition components. It also provides a more reliable and stable
solution for the online detection of SF6 decomposition components in GIS equipment with
built-in optical-fiber sensing technology.
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