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In the landscape of medium-voltage power distribution, the reliability of switching equipment is the cornerstone of 

grid stability and industrial uptime. The Areva HWX series, a legacy but highly robust Vacuum Circuit Breaker 

(VCB), represents a pinnacle of engineering designed for 12 kV to 24 kV applications. These units are engineered

to handle demanding electrical loads, featuring ratings up to 2500 A and short-circuit breaking capacities reaching

40 kA. Understanding the technical intricacies, installation nuances, and maintenance requirements of the HWX

series is essential for electrical engineers and asset managers tasked with maintaining infrastructure longevity.

The Core Mechanics of Vacuum Interruption

The primary function of the HWX VCB is to interrupt electrical currents by creating a gap in a vacuum environment. 

Unlike Air Circuit Breakers (ACBs) or SF6 breakers, the VCB utilizes the high dielectric strength of a vacuum to 

extinguish the arc formed during contact separation. In the Areva HWX design, the Vacuum Interrupter (VI)is the

critical component. This hermetically sealed ceramic bottle contains the fixed and moving contacts.

Dielectric Strength and Arc Quenching

The physics behind vacuum interruption relies on the fact that in a vacuum, there are no gas molecules to ionize.

When the contacts separate, a metal vapor arc is formed from the contact material itself. Because the vacuum

environment is extremely diffuse, the metal vapor quickly condenses back onto the contacts and the internal shield

as the current reaches its natural zero-crossing. This rapid recovery of dielectric strength allows the HWX series to

interrupt high-magnitude faults within cycles, preventing catastrophic damage to downstream equipment.

The Role of Contact Material

Areva utilized advanced metallurgy for the HWX contacts, typically a Chromium-Copper (CrCu)alloy. This specific

alloy provides a balance between high conductivity and resistance to contact welding, while also ensuring low

'chopping currents.' Current chopping occurs when the arc is extinguished before the natural zero-crossing, which

can induce high-voltage transients. The HWX design minimizes this risk, protecting sensitive transformer insulation

from overvoltage stress.

Technical Specifications and Performance Metrics

The Areva HWX series is categorized by its ability to perform under extreme electrical stress. The following table

highlights the core technical parameters commonly found in the HWX 12-24 kV product line.



Parameter Specification (12 kV Range) Specification (24 kV Range)

Rated Voltage 12 kV 24 kV

Rated Continuous Current 630 A - 2500 A 1250 A - 2500 A

Short-Circuit Breaking Capacity (Isc) 25 kA / 31.5 kA / 40 kA 25 kA / 31.5 kA

Short-Time Withstand Current (3s) Up to 40 kA Up to 31.5 kA

Rated Frequency 50/60 Hz 50/60 Hz

Mechanical Endurance 10,000 Operations 10,000 Operations

Control Voltage (DC/AC) 24V, 48V, 110V, 220V 48V, 110V, 220V

The 40 kA breaking capacitymentioned in technical data is particularly significant for industrial plants with high

fault levels, such as steel mills or large-scale chemical processing facilities. Operating at these levels requires the

mechanical drive system of the breaker to exert significant force to maintain contact pressure and ensure rapid

opening speeds.

Installation and Commissioning Procedures

Correct installation of the HWX VCB is paramount to operational safety. The process begins with a thorough

inspection of the unit upon arrival at the site. Any signs of damage to the ceramic insulators or the vacuum

interrupters must be addressed immediately, as even hairline cracks can compromise the vacuum integrity.

Mechanical Alignment and Mounting

The HWX is often provided in a withdrawable (truck-mounted)configuration for use in switchgear cubicles.

Ensuring the alignment of the primary isolating contacts (stabs) with the cubicle busbars is critical. Misalignment

can lead to partial discharge, localized heating, and eventually, a phase-to-phase flashover. Engineers must verify

that the racking mechanism operates smoothly and that the safety shutters in the cubicle function correctly as the

breaker is moved from the 'Test' to 'Service' position.

Control Wiring and Interlocking

The secondary control circuit must be wired according to the specific schematic provided in the Areva installation 

manual. This includes the closing coil, shunt trip coil, and under-voltage release (if equipped). Mechanical and 

electrical interlocksmust be verified to prevent dangerous operations, such as racking the breaker while it is in

the 'Closed' position or closing the breaker while it is in an intermediate racking position.

Operational Workflow and Spring-Charged Mechanisms

The HWX series utilizes a stored-energy spring mechanism. This ensures that the energy required to close the

breaker is always available, independent of the control power supply at the exact moment of closing. The

operational cycle is typically defined as O-0.3s-CO-3min-CO, representing the standard reclosing sequence.

1.  Spring Charging: The charging motor compresses the closing spring. This can also be done manually using 

a charging handle in emergency scenarios.



2.  Closing Operation: Upon receiving a close signal, the closing latch releases the spring energy, which drives 

the contacts together through a series of linkages and insulated pull rods.

3.  Opening Operation: Simultaneously with the closing action, an opening spring is charged. When a trip signal 

is received (from a protection relay or manual button), the opening latch releases, and the contacts are pulled apart 

rapidly.

Mathematical Modeling of Contact Pressure

The force required to maintain the contacts in a closed state against the electromagnetic repulsion forces of a 40 

kA fault can be calculated using the formula: F = 2 × 10^-7 × I² × ln(D/r)Where I is the peak current, D is the 

distance between phases, and ris the contact radius. The HWX mechanical assembly is engineered to exceed

these calculated forces, ensuring the contacts do not 'bounce' or separate during a through-fault condition.

Maintenance Protocols and Diagnostic Testing

To ensure a service life exceeding 20 years, a rigorous maintenance schedule must be followed. Maintenance is

generally divided into routine inspections and major overhauls.

Routine Inspections (Annual)

•  Visual Check: Inspect for dust accumulation on insulators, which can cause tracking.

•  Lubrication: Apply manufacturer-approved low-temperature grease to the mechanical linkages and gears. 

Avoid over-lubrication, as this can attract abrasive dust.

•  Operations Count: Record the operations counter. Breakers nearing 10,000 operations require a detailed 

mechanical audit.

Advanced Diagnostic Testing

For high-reliability environments, three primary tests are utilized to assess the health of the Areva HWX VCB:

1. Contact Resistance Measurement (Ductor Test)

Over time, the contact surfaces inside the vacuum interrupter can degrade due to arcing. By injecting a high DC

current (typically 100A) and measuring the voltage drop, the contact resistance is determined. For an HWX

breaker, values should typically remain below 50 micro-ohms. A significant increase indicates contact erosion or

mechanical misalignment.

2. Vacuum Integrity Test (Hi-Pot Test)

The 'vacuum' is the only insulation between the contacts when open. To test this, a high-voltage AC or DC (as 

specified by the manual) is applied across the open contacts. If the vacuum has leaked (a "soft" bottle), the gap will 

flash over at a much lower voltage than the rated withstand. Warning:X-ray emission can occur during high-

voltage testing of vacuum interrupters; personnel must maintain a safe distance.

3. Timing and Motion Analysis

Using a circuit breaker analyzer, engineers measure the opening and closing times of each pole. Any discrepancy

between the three poles (pole non-simultaneity) must be corrected, as it can lead to unbalanced transient voltages

and increased wear on the mechanical linkages.

Troubleshooting Common "System Errors" and Faults

Operational failures in the HWX series often stem from the control environment or mechanical wear rather than the 

vacuum interrupters themselves. The mention of "System error" in technical documentation often refers to the 

interaction between the breaker and the Digital Control System (DCS) or Protection Relays.



Failure to Charge

If the motor fails to charge the closing spring, check the limit switches. These switches signal the motor to stop

once the spring is fully compressed. If a switch is stuck or misaligned, the motor may not start for the next cycle.

Additionally, check the motor supply fuses and the carbon brushes in the motor itself.

Failure to Close or Trip

This is often caused by 'burn-out' of the shunt coils. If a control signal is permanently applied to a coil (due to a

faulty relay contact), the coil will overheat and fail. The HWX manual specifies that coils are rated for intermittent

duty; continuous energization will cause failure.

Mechanical Sticking

In humid or corrosive environments, the trip latch may become sluggish. This results in delayed tripping, which can

be catastrophic during a fault. Regular cleaning with an approved solvent and re-lubrication is the only preventative

measure.

Environmental Impact and Future-Proofing

The Areva HWX VCB is an environmentally friendly choice compared to older SF6 (Sulfur Hexafluoride)

technology. SF6 is a potent greenhouse gas with a global warming potential (GWP) 23,500 times that of CO2. By

utilizing vacuum technology, the HWX eliminates the risk of toxic gas leaks and simplifies decommissioning at the

end of the product's lifecycle. As global regulations tighten around SF6 usage, existing HWX installations remain

compliant with modern environmental standards.

Strategic Asset Management

For facilities operating legacy Areva HWX units, the transition to modern Schneider Electric or Alstom support 

frameworks is vital. While the HWX is highly reliable, the availability of specific spare parts—such as charging 

motors or specific auxiliary contact blocks—should be audited. Implementing a Condition-Based Maintenance 

(CBM)program, rather than a simple time-based program, can significantly reduce costs while increasing the Mean

Time Between Failures (MTBF).

By integrating thermal imaging of the breaker busbar connections and periodic partial discharge monitoring of the

switchgear cubicle, engineers can identify 'hot spots' or insulation breakdown before they lead to a system-wide

outage. The HWX's design, characterized by its 2500A capacity and robust 40kA fault rating, remains a standard-

bearer for medium-voltage performance, provided it is supported by the technical rigor outlined in its maintenance

and operational protocols.

Ultimately, the longevity of the Areva HWX VCB is a testament to the engineering principles of vacuum technology.

Whether it is being used in a utility substation or a heavy industrial plant, the breaker's ability to safely isolate faults

depends on the strict adherence to the installation, operation, and maintenance standards established in the

technical literature. Understanding these systems at a granular level allows for the optimization of power distribution

networks and the protection of both human life and high-value electrical assets.
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