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Abstract: Nowadays there is an increasing demand for the cost-effective monitoring of potential threats
to the integrity of high-voltage networks and electric power infrastructures. Optical fiber sensors are
a particularly interesting solution for applications in these environments, due to their low cost and
positive intrinsic features, including small size and weight, dielectric properties, and invulnerability
to electromagnetic interference (EMI). However, due precisely to their intrinsic EMI-immune nature,
the development of a distributed optical fiber sensing solution for the detection of partial discharges
and external electrical fields is in principle very challenging. Here, we propose a method to exploit
the third-order and second-order nonlinear effects in silica fibers, as a means to achieve highly
sensitive distributed measurements of external electrical fields in real time. By monitoring the
electric-field-induced variations in the refractive index using a highly sensitive Rayleigh-based
CP-ϕOTDR scheme, we demonstrate the distributed detection of Kerr and Pockels electro-optic
effects, and how those can assign a new sensing dimension to optical fibers, transducing external
electric fields into visible minute disturbances in the guided light. The proposed sensing configuration,
electro-optical time domain reflectometry, is validated both theoretically and experimentally, showing
experimental second-order and third-order nonlinear coefficients, respectively, of χ(2) ~ 0.27 × 10−12

m/V and χ(3) ~ 2.5 × 10−22 m2/V2 for silica fibers.

Keywords: optical fiber sensors; Kerr effect; Pockels effect; electro-optical time domain reflectometry;
optical non-linearities; distributed sensing

1. Introduction

Electric power systems are a fundamental infrastructure of modern societies, virtually connecting
homes, buildings, and cities around the world. Given the increasing complexity of electrical power
networks, the timely detection of electrical faults in these systems is a general worldwide interest,
since it could enable a fast response under electricity blackouts, effective electricity grid restorations,
and an overall disturbance minimization [1]. Additional interests also include the prevention of
catastrophic accidents when humans are involved near high-power structures [2], or even in assuring
the continuous control of electrified commuter trains in large cities [3]. Although there has been an
increasing investment in electric grid monitoring over the last years, the currently available data usually
fails at providing operators with the necessary information to act within the necessary timeframes [4].
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Issues concerning the time needed in converting data from a variety of sensors into practical information
have been widely addressed, as well as difficulties in interpreting the information provided [1,5].

Nonetheless, with the increasing electricity consumption in private households worldwide,
alongside with stronger environmental and regulatory restraints being enforced, the demand for highly
efficient electricity grids has never been higher [6–8]. Dynamically controllable grids, or smart grids,
presuppose the development of an empirical real-time automated technology, capable of inspecting
the grid along its length and continuously report its status [9]. This type of technology is considered to
be fundamental to achieve an increased reliability of the grid, and consequently improve the security
and efficiency in electrical power transmission [10,11].

The development of this empirical distributed solution would be particularly well-suited to
electricity delivery industries, envisioning the continuous monitoring of technical losses (TLs) along
the network. Those can occur during the generation, transmission and distribution of electrical power,
and often include power dissipation in resistive components along the grid, ground faults, or voltage
leaks due to improper isolation [12]. An early TL detection by self-diagnosable grids could help to
prevent extended deterioration of the electric systems, allowing for fast restoration, increased efficiency
and safety, long-term production yields, and huge cost-savings in maintenance and inspection [13,14].
Furthermore, electricity providing industries could benefit greatly from the implementation of this
solution, given the increasing problem of non-technical losses (NTL) faced by all electricity utilities
(e.g., electricity or copper cable theft) [12,15]. Actively responsive grids could help to instantly detect
and localize artificial irregularities occurring at any position in the network, preventing NTL along the
system and losses of huge amounts of money by utilities [16,17].

Optical fiber sensors (OFS) are an interesting solution for application in electrical power
environments, given their intrinsic features including small size and weight, dielectric nature, great
flexibility, robustness, and immunity to electromagnetic interference (EMI). Over the last decades,
OFS have been successfully implemented in areas such as civil engineering, security, and energy [18],
providing complex structures with the ability to react under changes in the environment. More recently,
with the development of distributed optical fiber sensors (DOFS), distributed alternatives became
particularly attractive for large distance applications in remote locations. DFOS allow to retrieve
thousands of measured points using a single optical fiber and a single interrogation unit, instead of
implementing thousands of sensors and interrogation units as in the alternative case. They enable a
real-time cost-effective monitoring, particularly if multiple sensors were to be installed, causing huge
improvements in space and weight efficiency, overall system complexity, cost-per-sensor, and energy
consumption [19]. Given these features, optical fiber-assisted electrical networks have been recently
pointed out as likely solutions to revolutionize next-generation electric networks [20].

However, optical fibers are largely immune to electromagnetic disturbance, and their response to
electric fields is very small, so a highly sensitive interrogation scheme is fundamental to accurately detect
minute disturbances in the guided light induced by external electric fields. Recently, a Rayleigh-based
technique using chirped-pulses in phase-sensitive OTDR (CP-ϕOTDR [21]) has been shown to provide
highly sensitive distributed measurements of physical quantities such as temperature [22] and strain [23]
with a simple setup, reaching a world record sensitivity of ~10−12 ε/

√
Hz for km-length distributed

strain sensors over standard communication fibers [24]. CP-ϕOTDR has been widely demonstrated
to additionally allow for continuous meter-resolved measurements of these quantities over large
distances (up to 100 km [25]), provided in real time. The potential of CP-ϕOTDR has been increasingly
recognized, being more recently proposed in areas requiring high sensitivity measurements, such as
solar energy [26], oceanography, or seismology [27].

In this work, we propose a new distributed sensing technique: electro-optical time domain
reflectometry. It is based on employing a CP-ϕOTDR to detect electro-optic effects in optical fibers,
induced by external electric fields. A proof-of-concept is shown by implementing two twin-hole
silica fibers filled with BiSn alloy operating as internal electrodes (separated by 40.8 µm and 25.4 µm,
respectively), enabling a safe application of electric fields over several meters for the demonstration.
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In the first tests, we implement a twin-hole fiber which only exhibits the quadratic electro-optic effect
(Kerr effect), due to the centrosymmetry properties of silica glass. In the following tests, a twin-hole
fiber is implemented with an induced linear electro-optic effect (Pockels effect) achieved through a
poling, exhibiting an additional second-order nonlinearity. By monitoring the electrically-induced
refractive index (RI) changes in both fibers when an electrical signal is applied, we detect the Kerr
and Pockels electro-optic effects in silica fibers, measuring nonlinear coefficients in relatively good
agreement with the expected values. Given the minimum resolution provided by the technique,
we show that the proposed distributed sensor can reach the estimated sensitivities of ~10 V/m and
~80 kV/m in quantifying external electric fields (using poled and non-poled silica fibers, respectively),
provided with a few seconds of interrogation time, and over tens of thousands of individual measuring
points along a single optical fiber.

2. Theoretical Background

Materials change their optical properties when exposed to an electric field. This results from forces
which distort the molecules constituting the material, changing their positions, shapes or orientations.
An electro-optic effect is the change of the refractive index of a given material by the application
of a dc or low-frequency electric field (much lower than the optical frequency). As a consequence,
the refractive index of an electro-optic material is described as a function n(E), where E is the applied
electric field to the material. Since the refractive index change induced by E is typically very small,
the variation of n(E) with E can be expanded in a Taylor’s series for E = 0, as follows [28]:

n(E) = n0 +
χ(2)

n0
E +

3χ(3)

2n0
E2 + . . . , (1)

being n0 the refractive index when no electric field is applied to the material, χ(2) the second-order
nonlinear coefficient, and χ(3) the third-order nonlinear coefficient. When an external electric field
is applied, χ(2) gives rise to a second order nonlinearity (SON) in the material and to the linear
electro-optic (LEO) effect, which describes how the refractive index responds linearly with an applied
field. The coefficient χ(3), on the other hand, describes the third-order nonlinearity (TON) and in
particular the quadratic electro-optic (QEO) effect, which represents how the refractive index changes
with the square of the applied electric field. A representation of these phenomena is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. (a) The application of a steady electric field to an electro-optic material results in the change
of its refractive index, modifying the effect of the material over traveling light.; (b) Representation of
the LEO and QEO, respectively, in an electro-optic material.

2.1. Kerr Electro-Optic Effect in Silica Fibers

Among the electro-optic materials, silica glass is particularly well-suited for application in
technologies involving optoelectronics, optics or telecommunications. The transparency of silica glass
together with its refractive, reflective and transmission properties allow it to be an attractive material
for the manufacturing of prisms, optical lenses, optical fibers and optoelectronic materials. In addition,
optical fibers made of silica glass exhibit low losses and great strength, being nowadays fundamental for
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application in telecommunications and optical sensing. The electro-optic response in silica glass optical
fibers, however, is usually limited to the QEO, or quadratic Kerr effect, since the linear electro-optic
coefficient is absent due to the inversion symmetry of fused silica. Nonetheless, the Kerr effect in silica
fibers can be potentially useful for sensing applications given its typical fast response time of only a few
picoseconds [29], which has been shown suitable for the detection of electrical discharges and external
electric fields [30]. Additionally, with the recent development of low-cost electro-optic (EO) all-fiber
devices, there has been a growing interest in exploiting the intrinsic quadratic Kerr electro-optic effect
in optical fibers, namely for temperature and electric field sensing [31,32]. However, despite being
the main manifestation of electro-optical response in silica glass, the QEO effect is relatively low in
silica fibers (the third order nonlinear coefficient is typically χ(3) ~ 2 × 10−22 m2/V2 [32]), which can be
impractical for some applications.

2.2. Pockels Electro-Optic Effect and Poling in Silica Fibers

Although the centrosymmetry of silica glass causes the χ(2) to be normally zero, poling has
been shown to induce an effective non-zero χ(2) coefficient in the material and the appearance of the
Pockels effect. Given the increase in sensitivity provided by the additional LEO, poled fibers have been
implemented in the development of electro-optic devices such as optical modulators [33], all-fiber
switches, or electric field sensors [34]. This technique involves recording a permanent field in the glass
that breaks its inversion symmetry, allowing for the creation of a non-zero second-order nonlinearity.
In fibers, conventional poling is based on charge separation, and is carried out with the application of a
high-voltage to the electrodes of the fiber and simultaneous exposure to thermal or optical excitation.
When an electric field is applied to a fiber during a poling process, the resulting phase of the optical
wave in a fiber is given by [35]:

ϕ(E) = 2πn(E)L/λ, (2)

where n(E) is the electric field-dependent refractive index of the material, L the optical path inside the
medium, and λ corresponds to the excitation wavelength. Combining Equations (1) and (2), the phase
can be expressed as:

ϕ(E) = ϕ0 +
3πLχ(3)

n0λ
E2, with ϕ0 =

2πL
λ

n0. (3)

The relation which retrieves the induced value of χ(2) after poling is the following [36]:

χ(2) = 3χ(3)Erec. (4)

Therefore, after a permanent electric field Erec is recorded in the fiber, Equation (1) becomes:

n(E) = n0 +
3χ(3)

2n0
(Eappl + Erec)

2, (5)

being Eappl the applied electric field. In this case, both Kerr and Pockels electro-optic effects in silica
fibers are present in the material, affecting the refractive index of silica fibers under the application of
an external electrical field. Combining Equation (4) into Equation (5), we finally arrive at:

n(E) = n0 +
3χ(3)

2n0
(Erec

2) +
3χ(3)

2n0
(Eappl)

2 +
3χ(3)

n0
(ErecEappl), (6)

where the second term indicates a small constant increase in fiber index in the poled region, the third
term describes the original quadratic Kerr effect and the last term is proportional to the applied voltage,
i.e., describes the Pockels effect induced through poling. From a comparison between the last two
terms, it can be noted that if the field recorded during poling Erec is much larger than the field to be
sensed Eappl, the Pockels effect dominates over the Kerr effect.
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3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Chirped-Pulse Phase-Sensitive OTDR

Chirped-pulse phase-sensitive OTDR (CP-ϕOTDR) is a recent advanced Rayleigh-based optical
fiber reflectometry technique, proposed by Pastor-Graells et al. in 2016 [21]. The underlying principle
of CP-ϕOTDR is based on sending chirped coherent probe pulses into the optical fiber, and recovering
any temperature, RI or strain perturbations occurring locally in the fiber as local time-delays of the
optical power trace. In this way, CP-ϕOTDR enables a truly linear response with the applied stimulus
and a low variability of sensitivity along all positions of the fiber, overcoming some of the greatest
limitations imposed by classic ϕOTDR. This technique employs a simple and robust setup with direct
detection, and has been shown to enable meter-resolved distributed true measurements of temperature
and strain perturbations with mK/sub-nε resolutions, provided at high interrogation speeds (kHz) and
over large distances (up to 100 km) [25].

In this particular demonstration, a portable prototype of a CP-ϕOTDR interrogator was developed
and installed at RISE, Sweden, enabling a sensitivity of ~10−9 ∆n/

√
Hz for frequencies above a few

Hz. Although a non-fully optimized CP-ϕOTDR was used in this case (with components of limited
performance, reaching sensitivities significantly below those of state-of-art), this demonstration may be
readily extended to match the limits set by conventional CP-ϕOTDR interrogators, which have been
demonstrated to reach ∆n ∼ 10−12RI

√
Hz resolutions over sampling frequencies of 10 kHz [24].

The optical configuration of the CP-ϕOTDR can be seen in Figure 2, and its operation can be
mainly divided in two different sections. The first part of the optical scheme (part A, red line) is
responsible for generating chirped probe pulses to interrogate the optical fiber, while the other part
(part B, green line) is responsible for collecting successive Rayleigh backscattered traces to detect
perturbations. In this case, the pulse generation starts with a laser diode (LD) operating in continuous
wave emission, controlled by temperature and current controller (I&T). The instantaneous frequency
profile of the laser is modulated by directly applying a current ramp signal to the laser, created by
a signal generator (SG). Finally, the laser output is time-gated by applying a square-wave signal
(synchronized with the SG) to the driver of a semiconductor optical amplifier (SOA), generating
linearly-chirped optical pulses. In the following steps, the pulses are respectively amplified using an
erbium-doped fiber amplifier (EDFA) and controlled with a tunable attenuator to prevent non-linear
effects in the optical fiber. To reduce the amplified spontaneous emission (ASE) produced by the EDFA
during the amplification process, a dense wavelength-division multiplier (DWDM), used as an optical
filter, is also employed in the setup. In the second part of the scheme, an optical circulator is used to
send the pulses to the fiber under test (FUT), and to collect the respective reflected light. The resulting
backscattered light is amplified and properly filtered before reaching the photodetector (500 MHz),
being finally recorded with a high-speed (1 GS/s) digitizer. A ~1 km of standard optical fiber was
placed before the FUTs in order to simulate remote operation. The electro-optical measurements were
performed using 40 ns pulses linearly chirped with ~0.4GHz of total pulse spectral content, resulting
in a 4-meter spatial resolution for distributed electro-optic measurements. The detection scheme was
adjusted to enable a RI sampling at 1 kHz.
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explained within the text.

3.2. Electro-Optic Sensor with Built-In Electrodes

Since the proposed experiment targets the detection of high intensity electric fields in silica fibers
across several positions, the implementation of silica fibers with built-in electrodes arose as a practical
and safe solution for a proof-of-concept demonstration. Nevertheless, several parameters had to be
considered when selecting the design of the envisioned electro-optic sensor, particularly to ensure a
feasible and continuous interrogation with a CP-ϕOTDR unit. For the non-poled fiber, a solid core was
required in the fiber to provide a guiding region for the CP-ϕOTDR, in addition to two symmetric
holes to be filled with a conductive alloy material. Following these considerations, we selected the
design of a twin-hole silica fiber with an outer diameter of 125 µm, whose cross-section is represented
in Figure 3a (left). The geometry of the fiber encompasses a core with 8 µm of diameter, and two
holes with a diameter of 28 µm each, separated by a distance of 40.8 µm (distance between internal
edges). In the case of the poled fiber, the core of the fiber was needed closer to the positive electrode for
thermal poling, where the depletion region is formed. Therefore, the selected design presents two holes,
one closer (8.5 µm) and the other further (13.0 µm) from the core, being separated by a total distance of
25.4 µm between internal edges (see Figure 3a, at right). The holes of both fibers were filled with BiSn
alloy in the molten state, which became solid at room temperature creating the built-in electrodes. To fill
the holes with metal, one end of the fiber is inserted into molten metal inside a heated pressure chamber,
while the other end is kept at atmospheric pressure. For the BiSn alloy used, the filling temperature was
160 ◦C, the pressure in the chamber was 3 atm, and the time needed to fill was less than 3 min. Longer
electrodes (>3 m) can become more complex to fabricate, require higher pressure and longer time to fill.
The filling technique is described in detail in [37] where is also shown the possibility to fabricate 22 m
long electrodes in fiber when 8 atm was used to pressurize the chamber. Depending on the fiber used
(poled or non-poled), the electrodes were ~75 cm and ~3 m long, respectively. These were electrically
contacted to the exterior using thin tungsten wires, which could be connected after polishing the fiber
to expose the inner electrode material. Overall, the selected design was chosen to match the features,
dimensions and optical properties of standard optical fibers (SMF-28), approaching the EO fiber sensor
behavior to the response of SMF without internal electrodes. Additionally, in the open-circuit system
the electric current was very small, which prevents cross-sensitivities to temperature caused by internal
heating during the application of an electrical field. Figure 3b represents the operation of the resulting
low-loss electro-optic fiber sensor, where minute disturbances are induced in the guided light of the
fiber by the application of an external electric signal in the electrodes.
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the core of the fiber.

4. Results

4.1. Detection of the Electro-Optic Kerr Effect

A silica fiber filled with BiSn electrodes as the one described above was implemented to investigate
the detection of the quadratic electro-optic effect in silica fibers using electro-optical time domain
reflectometry. The fiber was filled with electrodes over 3 m and connected after the ~1 km of reference
SMF (see Figure 2). Using a signal generator, periodic voltage sweeps between 0 V and 520 V were
applied to the fiber, while monitoring the correspondent fiber RI variation. These sweeps correspond
to the application of electric fields between 0 V/m and ~12.7 MV/m to the tungsten wires of the fiber,
at the frequency of 50 Hz (typical transmission line frequency).

The obtained RI variation is represented in Figure 4 in (a) the time-domain and (b) the
frequency-domain, showing the expected dependency: a periodic RI variation at the frequency
of the applied electrical signal (50 Hz).
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Figure 4. (a) Measured RI variation for a periodic electric field applied to a non-poled silica fiber at
50 Hz, represented in the time-domain (blue line); vs the applied signal (proportional to E2, varying
between 0 V2/m2 and ~161 MV2/m2) applied to the fiber (red line). (b) Amplitude Spectral Density
from the obtained RI signal (blue line). The record noise floor achieved with in CP-ϕOTDR in standard
SMF is also represented (black dashed line) to contextualize the full potential of the technique [24],
although it is not aimed at a direct comparison with the presented results.

The measured RI trace was averaged over 60 voltage sweeps, averaging out possible fluctuations
in the electrical signal/circuit, as well as cross-sensitivities to the measurement caused by temperature
drifts between measurements, or other perturbations to the fiber. However, note that averaging is not
an intrinsic requirement for the proposed measurements, since the CP-ϕOTDR RI sensitivity can easily
allow for single-shot operation [21]. The obtained results are shown in Figure 5, where the RI variation
can be observed as a function of the applied electric field.
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Figure 5. Blue line: RI variation measured by the EO sensor, averaged over ~1 s (60 voltage sweeps).
Red line: parabolic fit performed to the data.

Regarding the results in Figure 5, a parabolic fit with the form y = a·x2 was performed to the
averaged signal considering the expected quadratic behavior obtained from the theory (see Equation
(1), considering that χ(2) ~ 0 in this case). From the parabolic fit, a value of a = 1.88 × 10−22 m2/V2

was obtained experimentally, which is in relatively good agreement with the reference experimental
value calculated for a similar fiber (a = 1.48 × 10−22 m2/V2 [32]), measured with a different technique.

The reference value of a was calculated using Equation (1), a = 3χ(3)
2n0

(
1

1+0.18

)2
, considering an additional

correction coefficient η = 0.18 for round electrodes [32], and a nonlinear coefficient of χ(3) ~2 × 10−22

m2/V2 [32]. Although in this case a ~27% mismatch was obtained between the reference value and
the obtained results, this is a reasonable deviation considering the conditions of the experiment.
In particular, we should consider that the reference value of χ(3) was obtained from a measurement
performed to a different fiber (similar, but not the one used), and that variations in the value of χ(3) (and
therefore the value of a) of this order can be expected, creating a great source of error. Additionally,
we should note that the length of the EO fiber used was inferior to the pulse probe width, leading to
RI quantification uncertainties. Nevertheless, regardless of this discrepancy in terms of amplitude,
the quadratic tendency of RI vs voltage is perfectly depicted in our measurement, which demonstrates
that the CP-ϕOTDR is able of detecting and quantifying the quadratic electro-optic Kerr effect in
silica fibers.

4.2. Poled Silica Fiber: Detection of the Electro-Optic Kerr and Pockels Effect

For the second part of the experiment, the detection of the linear electro-optic effect in silica fibers
was investigated by applying electric fields between 0 V/m and ~0.39 MV/m to a poled silica fiber.
The fiber had been poled at 11.9 kV with two anodes at 265 ◦C and had a similar geometry to the
previous non-poled silica fiber (see Figure 3a), presenting in this case ~75 cm long BiSn electrodes,
an electrode separation of 25.4 µm, and a smaller core size (3.9 µm). This FUT was also placed after
the ~1 km of SMF (simulating remote operation, see Figure 2). A signal generator was used to apply
periodic voltage sweeps between 0 V and 10 V to the electrodes of the poled fiber (lower voltages
required given the increased sensitivity caused by the LEO), at the frequency of 50 Hz.

The obtained RI variation is represented in Figure 6 in (a) the time-domain and (b) the
frequency-domain, showing a periodic RI variation at the frequency of the applied electrical signal
(50 Hz), and the ability to detect electro-optic effects in poled silica fibers with the proposed configuration.
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shown in Figure 7, where the RI variation can be observed as a function of the applied electric field.  

Figure 6. (a) Measured RI variation for a periodic electric field applied to a poled fiber (50 Hz, between
0 V/m and ~0.39 MV/m), via the built-in electrodes, represented in the time-domain (blue line); expected
variation (proportional to applied E; see discussion below) is also presented for comparison (red
line). (b) Measured RI variation represented in the frequency domain (blue line). The record noise
floor achieved with CP-ϕOTDR in standard SMF is also represented [black dashed line in (b)] to
contextualize the full potential of the technique [24], although it is not aimed at a direct comparison
with the presented results.

Similarly, as in the previous experiment, the measured RI trace was averaged over 60 voltage
sweeps (over ~1 s) to mitigate experimental uncertainties and/or cross-sensitivities. The results are
shown in Figure 7, where the RI variation can be observed as a function of the applied electric field.Sensors 2020, 20, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 13 
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Figure 7. Blue line: RI variation measured by the EO sensor. Signal is averaged over ~1 s (equivalent
time for each period). Red line: linear fit performed to the data.

Since in this experiment the proposed technique allows to recover relative RI variations along the
fiber instead of absolute RI values, the expected dependency of the poled fiber RI trace should follow
the linear and quadratic terms of Equation (6) (note that the constant term only affects the absolute RI
value). In the case of this fiber (and since Erec >> Eappl), the quadratic term is practically negligible
when comparing to the linear term (four orders of magnitude smaller), which means the CP-ϕOTDR
results were expected to follow a linear tendency as represented in Figure 1b. In agreement with
the theory, the obtained RI trace clearly follows a linear behavior in response to the applied electric,
as it can be observed in Figure 7. Considering an approximation of Equation (6), a linear fit with the
form y = b ·x was performed to the data shown in Figure 7. From the results, a value of b = 1.5792 ×
10−13 m/V was obtained from the linear fit, which is in great agreement with the experimental value
obtained for this fiber (b = 1.5788 × 10−13 m/V), measured with a Mach-Zehnder interferometer (for
more information on this characterization technique see ref [39]).

The reference value of b was calculated using the linear term of Equation (6), b = χ(2)
(

1
1+0.18

)
/n0

considering a nonlinear coefficient of χ(2) ~ 0.272 × 10−12 m/V, and a correction coefficient of η = 0.18
for round electrodes [32].
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These results demonstrate that the LEO effect can also be measured in silica fibers with
electro-optical time domain reflectometry, increasing the sensitivity and potential of EO distributed
fiber sensors in many energy-related applications.

5. Discussion

From the results, we have observed that both Kerr and Pockels electro-optic effects can be
strategically used in silica fibers to achieve distributed electric field sensing based on electro-optical
time domain reflectometry. Even though in this experiment two silica fibers with built-in electrodes
were used for the demonstration, the achievable sensitivity in a commercial standard silica fiber without
internal electrodes can be estimated, both in a poled case and in a non-poled case. Although thermal
poling is a process that typically requires an optical fiber with built-in electrodes or conductive wires,
those can be easily removed after poling the fiber (either by melting the electrode material, provided
that the melting point of the metal used is much lower than the temperature when the cations become
mobile in the fiber, as in the present case (137 ◦C < 265 ◦C), preventing the erasure of the induced
Pockels effect, or simply by removing the conductive wires). Considering that optical fiber devices with
internal electrodes as long as 200 m have already been fabricated [40], very long fibers can be poled
to present a permanent induced Pockels effect followed by the removal of the conductive material.
Therefore, if a SMF or a standard twin-hole silica fiber is placed between the plates of a capacitor
(separated by a distance, d), both electro-optic effects can be exploited to detect the presence of an
external field. For instance, given an electrode separation of 125 µm (diameter of a SMF), the expected
RI changes for the calibrated fibers at 1 kV would be of ∆n = 9.44 × 10−9 for the non-poled fiber,
and of ∆n = 1.26 × 10−6 for the poled fiber, values well within the CP-ϕOTDR demonstrated sensitivity
( ∆n ∼ 10−12RI

√
Hz) [24]). Furthermore, considering the CP-ϕOTDR sensitivity ( ∆n ∼ 10−12RI

√
Hz)

and the features of both calibrated fibers, the sensitivity obtained with the technique is estimated to be
~80 kV/m with non-poled fibers, and ~10 V/m with poled fibers, with a few seconds of integration
time. Those are compatible with the detection of partial discharges in submarine oil or electrical
cables (typical transmission at ~500 kV [41]), or with the distributed monitoring of voltage leaks or
electrical faults in overhead power lines, working at either low, medium or high-power transmission
(usually from ~1 kV to >800 kV and spaced until up to ~1 m [42]). In the case of electric power
overhead transmission, the height of the towers can range from 15 to 50 m, which could represent
in a simple calculation an electric field close to 10 kV/m, at a frequency that is typically 50 Hz in
Europe. The mentioned electric field is in the range of what can be measured with a poled fiber and
the CP-ϕOTDR described. As for the transmission lines, the typical fields involved in transmission are
limited to 1 kV/cm, or 105 V/m, and therefore the measurement of the field with poled and unpoled
fibers can be achieved with our technique. It should be noted that electric field perturbations smaller
than the pulse width should be detectable with the proposed method (although probably not well
quantified), as long as the average refractive index change across the resolution cell is bigger than the
reported sensitivity values of the technique.

Overall, the proposed method is a safe proposal for several energy applications considering that
no built-in electrodes are required, and it consists of a highly cost-effective solution providing tens of
thousands of individual electro-optic sensors within a single optical fiber. Moreover, higher frequency
responses could be provided when comparing with typical electric, chemical or acoustic PD detection
methods [43], and in addition, since CP-ϕOTDR interrogators present low variability of SNR from
point to point (as it has been reported in the literature [23]), the results here shown are indicative of
the CP-ϕOTDR performance along its complete sensing range. The technique shown overcomes the
intrinsic EMI immune nature of optical fibers, enabling, for the first time, a distributed solution to
monitor electric fields and voltage signals in real time, with meter-spatial resolutions provided over
large distances (up to 100 km [25]).
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6. Conclusions

In this study, we have proposed a method to exploit the second and third order nonlinearities
in silica fibers, as a means to achieve a real time distributed monitoring of external electric fields
and stray voltages over large distances. Conceptually, the sensing method is based on measuring
the minute disturbances in the guided light triggered by the application of an external electric field
in the vicinity of the fiber, using a highly sensitive distributed fiber sensor based on chirped-pulse
ϕOTDR. Given the sharp sensitivity of the interrogator in quantifying tiny variations in the refractive
index (demonstrated resolutions of ∆n ∼ 10−12RI

√
Hz [24]), this method has been shown capable to

enable an accurate detection of the electrically induced Kerr and Pockels electro-optic effects in silica
fibers, overcoming the difficulties imposed by their EMI immunity intrinsic nature. A proof-of-concept
was shown by applying electrical fields to poled and non-poled twin-hole silica fibers filled with
BiSn alloy electrodes, in which both Kerr or Pockels electro-optic effects were effectively detected.
An experimental third-order nonlinear coefficient of χ(3) ~ 2.5 × 10−22 m2/V2 was obtained from the
results with a non-poled silica fiber, while a second-order nonlinear coefficient of χ(2) ~ 0.27 × 10−12 m/V
was measured from the results with a poled silica fiber. These values are in relatively good agreement
with the reference values from similar fibers measured with different techniques (χ(3) ~ 2.0 × 10−22

m2/V2 and χ(2) ~ 0.27 × 10−12 m/V, respectively), demonstrating the ability to detect electro-optic effects
with the proposed technique.

This sensing configuration has a high potential for integration in energy industries given the
attainable sensitivity of ~80 kV/m and ~10 V/m for non-poled and poled fibers, respectively, using an
optimized state-of-the-art CP-ϕOTDR [24]. Since this method turns electric signals into measurable
perturbations in the fiber core along its length, this distributed sensor allows for tens of thousands of
individual electro-optic sensors along a single optical fiber, each one capable of reporting the status
of the electrical environment in real time. The proposed sensor can be implemented to monitor
TL and NTL in very large and complex networks, or to detect electrical flaws in submarine cables,
large capacitors or other high voltage infrastructures, allowing overall for an increased efficiency,
optimized management, and cost reduction in maintenance and inspection. Additionally, since it allows
for meter-resolved measurements in real time over large distances (up to 100 km [25]), the proposed
distributed sensor can be an overall important step towards the development of smart grids, leading to
a new generation of reliable, safe, efficient and sustainable electrical systems.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, R.M., M.G.-H., S.M.-L., J.P., W.M. and H.F.M.; methodology, R.M. and
J.P.; resources, W.M., O.T., M.G.-H. and H.F.M.; data curation, R.M. and H.F.M.; writing—original draft preparation,
R.M.; writing—review and editing, S.L.-M., J.P., M.G.-H., W.M., and H.F.M. All authors have read and agreed to
the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This work was partly supported by: the European Commission (FINESSE, MSCA-ITN-ETN-722509);
Spanish Ministerio de Ciencia, Innovación y Universidades (RTI2018-097957-B-C31, RTI2018-097957-B-C33);
Comunidad de Madrid and FEDER program (SINFOTON2-CM: P2018/NMT-4326); the European Research
Council (OCEAN-DAS: ERC-2019-POC-875302). The work of HFM was supported by the Spanish MINECO
(“Juan de la Cierva” postdoc contract IJCI-2017-33856).

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. King, R.L. Information Services for Smart Grids. In Proceedings of the 2008 IEEE Power and Energy Society
General Meeting-Conversion and Delivery of Electrical Energy in the 21st Century, Pittsburgh, PA, USA,
20–24 July 2008; IEEE: Piscataway, NJ, USA, 2008; pp. 1–5.

2. Chi, C.F.; Yang, C.C.; Chen, Z.L. In-depth accident analysis of electrical fatalities in the construction industry.
Int. J. Ind. Ergon. 2009, 39, 635–644. [CrossRef]

3. Gupta, N.; Patel, S.; Joshi, M.; Dharmadhikari, B.V.; Hmurcik, L.V. Real Life High Voltage Accident Cases-Teaching
Electrical Safety; ASEE: Washington, DC, USA, 2012.

4. Gungor, V.C.; Lu, B.; Hancke, G.P. Opportunities and challenges of wireless sensor networks in smart grid.
IEEE Trans. Ind. Electron. 2010, 57, 3557–3564. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ergon.2007.12.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/TIE.2009.2039455


Sensors 2020, 20, 4461 12 of 13

5. Kayastha, N.; Niyato, D.; Hossain, E.; Han, Z. Smart grid sensor data collection, communication,
and networking: A tutorial. Wirel. Commun. Mob. Comput. 2014, 14, 1055–1087. [CrossRef]

6. Farhangi, H. The path of the smart grid. IEEE Power Energy Mag. 2009, 8, 18–28. [CrossRef]
7. Clastres, C. Smart grids: Another step towards competition, energy security and climate change objectives.

Energy Policy 2011, 39, 5399–5408. [CrossRef]
8. Gharavi, H.; Ghafurian, R. Smart Grid: The Electric Energy System of the Future; IEEE: Piscataway, NJ, USA,

2011; p. 99.
9. El-Hawary, M.E. The smart grid—state-of-the-art and future trends. Electr. Power Compon. Syst. 2014, 42,

239–250. [CrossRef]
10. Gungor, V.C.; Sahin, D.; Kocak, T.; Ergut, S.; Buccella, C.; Cecati, C.; Hancke, G.P. A survey on smart grid

potential applications and communication requirements. IEEE Trans. Ind. Inf. 2012, 9, 28–42. [CrossRef]
11. Huang, Q.; Zhang, C.; Liu, Q.; Ning, Y.; Cao, Y. New Type of Fiber Optic Sensor Network for Smart Grid

Interface of Transmission System. In Proceedings of the IEEE PES General Meeting, Providence, RI, USA,
25–29 July 2010; IEEE: Piscataway, NJ, USA, 2010; pp. 1–5.

12. Han, W.; Xiao, Y. A novel detector to detect colluded non-technical loss frauds in smart grid. Comput. Netw.
2017, 117, 19–31. [CrossRef]

13. Jokar, P.; Arianpoo, N.; Leung, V.C. A survey on security issues in smart grids. Secur. Commun. Netw. 2016, 9,
262–273. [CrossRef]

14. Huang, S.C.; Lo, Y.L.; Lu, C.N. Non-Technical loss detection using state estimation and analysis of variance.
IEEE Trans. Power Syst. 2013, 28, 2959–2966. [CrossRef]

15. Nagi, J.; Mohammad, A.M.; Yap, K.S.; Tiong, S.K.; Ahmed, S.K. Non-Technical Loss Analysis for Detection
of Electricity Theft Using Support Vector Machines. In Proceedings of the 2008 IEEE 2nd International
Power and Energy Conference, Johor Bahru, Malaysia, 1–3 December 2008; IEEE: Piscataway, NJ, USA, 2018;
pp. 907–912.

16. Navani, J.P.; Sharma, N.K.; Sapra, S. Technical and non-technical losses in power system and its economic
consequence in Indian economy. Int. J. Electron. Comput. Sci. Eng. 2012, 1, 757–761.

17. Nizar, A.H.; Dong, Z.Y.; Wang, Y. Power utility nontechnical loss analysis with extreme learning machine
method. IEEE Trans. Power Syst. 2008, 23, 946–955. [CrossRef]

18. Barrias, A.; Casas, J.R.; Villalba, S. A review of distributed optical fiber sensors for civil engineering
applications. Sensors 2016, 16, 748. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

19. Bao, X.; Chen, L. Recent progress in distributed fiber optic sensors. Sensors 2012, 12, 8601–8639. [CrossRef]
20. Marcelo, B. Optical Communications for Improving the Performance and Reliability of the Smart Grid,

Electric Energy Online. 2009. Available online: https://electricenergyonline.com/energy/magazine/461/article/

Optical-Communications-for-Improving-the-Performance-and-Reliability-of-the-Smart-Grid.htm (accessed
on 7 August 2020).

21. Pastor-Graells, J.; Martins, H.F.; Garcia-Ruiz, A.; Martin-Lopez, S.; Gonzalez-Herraez, M. Single-shot
distributed temperature and strain tracking using direct detection phase-sensitive OTDR with chirped pulses.
Opt. Express 2016, 24, 13121–13133. [CrossRef]

22. Magalhães, R.; Garcia-Ruiz, A.; Martins, H.F.; Pereira, J.; Margulis, W.; Martin-Lopez, S.; Gonzalez-Herraez, M.
Fiber-based distributed bolometry. Opt. Express 2019, 27, 4317–4328. [CrossRef]

23. Fernández-Ruiz, M.R.; Martins, H.F.; Costa, L.; Martin-Lopez, S.; Gonzalez-Herraez, M. Steady-sensitivity
distributed acoustic sensors. J. Lightwave Technol. 2018, 36, 5690–5696. [CrossRef]

24. Costa, L.D.; Martins, H.F.; Martin-Lopez, S.; Fernandez-Ruiz, M.R.; Gonzalez-Herraez, M. Fully distributed
optical fiber strain sensor with 10− 12 ε/

√
Hz sensitivity. J. Lightwave Technol. 2019, 37, 4487–4495. [CrossRef]

25. Fernández-Ruiz, M.R.; Costa, L.; Martins, H.F. Distributed acoustic sensing using chirped-pulse
phase-sensitive OTDR technology. Sensors 2019, 19, 4368. [CrossRef]

26. Magalhães, R.; Costa, L.; Martin-Lopez, S.; Gonzalez-Herraez, M.; Braña, A.F.; Martins, H.F. Long-Range
Distributed Solar Irradiance Sensing Using Optical Fibers. Sensors 2020, 20, 908. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

27. Williams, E.F.; Fernández-Ruiz, M.R.; Magalhaes, R.; Vanthillo, R.; Zhan, Z.; González-Herráez, M.;
Martins, H.F. Distributed sensing of microseisms and teleseisms with submarine dark fibers. Nat. Commun.
2019, 10, 1–11. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

28. Saleh, B.E.; Teich, M.C. Fundamentals of Photonics; John Wiley & Sons: Hoboken, NJ, USA, 2019; Chapter 18.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/wcm.2258
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/MPE.2009.934876
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2011.05.024
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15325008.2013.868558
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/TII.2012.2218253
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.comnet.2016.10.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/sec.559
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/TPWRS.2012.2224891
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/TPWRS.2008.926431
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/s16050748
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27223289
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/s120708601
https://electricenergyonline.com/energy/magazine/461/article/Optical-Communications-for-Improving-the-Performance-and-Reliability-of-the-Smart-Grid.htm
https://electricenergyonline.com/energy/magazine/461/article/Optical-Communications-for-Improving-the-Performance-and-Reliability-of-the-Smart-Grid.htm
http://dx.doi.org/10.1364/OE.24.013121
http://dx.doi.org/10.1364/OE.27.004317
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/JLT.2018.2877849
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/JLT.2019.2904560
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/s19204368
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/s20030908
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32046270
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41467-019-13262-7
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31852889


Sensors 2020, 20, 4461 13 of 13

29. Li, F.; Qiao, W.; Sun, H.; Wan, H.; Wang, J.; Xia, Y.; Xu, Z.; Zhang, P. Smart transmission grid: Vision and
framework. IEEE Trans. Smart Grid 2010, 1, 168–177. [CrossRef]

30. Rogers, A.J. Polarization-optical time domain reflectometry: A technique for the measurement of field
distributions. Appl. Opt. 1981, 20, 1060–1074. [CrossRef]

31. Farries, M.C.; Rogers, A.J. Temperature dependence of the Kerr effect in a silica optical fibre. Electron. Lett.
1983, 19, 890–891. [CrossRef]

32. Tarasenko, O.; Walter, M. The effect of the electrode curvature on the field in internal electrode fibers. IEEE
Photonics Technol. Lett. 2015, 27, 2131–2133. [CrossRef]

33. Michie, A.; Bassett, I.; Haywood, J. Electric field and voltage sensing using thermally poled silica fibre with a
simple low coherence interferometer. Meas. Sci. Technol. 2006, 17, 1229. [CrossRef]

34. Fleming, S.C.; An, H. Poled glasses and poled fibre devices. J. Ceram. Soc. Jpn. 2008, 116, 1007–1023.
[CrossRef]

35. Pereira, J.M.; Camara, A.R.; Laurell, F.; Tarasenko, O.; Margulis, W. Linear electro-optical effect in silica fibers
poled with ultraviolet lamp. Opt. Express. 2019, 27, 14893–14902. [CrossRef]

36. Kashyap, R. Fiber Bragg Gratings, 2nd ed.; Academic Press: Cambridge, MA, USA, 2009; pp. 527–581.
37. Fokine, M.; Nilsson, E.; Claesson, A.; Berlemont, D.; Kjellberg, L.; Krummenacher, L.; Margulis, W. Integrated

fiber Mach–Zehnder interferometer for electro-optic switching. Opt. Lett. 2002, 27, 1643–1645. [CrossRef]
38. Magalhães, R.; Pereira, J.; Garcia-Ruiz, A.; Margulis, W.; Martin-Lopez, S.; Gonzalez-Herraez, M.; Martins, H.F.

Distributed Detection of Quadratic Kerr Effect in Silica Fibers Using Chirped-Pulse ΦOTDR. In Proceedings
of the Seventh European Workshop on Optical Fibre Sensors (1119929), International Society for Optics and
Photonics, Limassol, Cyprus, 1–4 October 2019; SPIE: Bellingham, WA, USA, 2019.

39. Margulis, W.; Tarasenko, O.; Myrén, N. Who needs a cathode? Creating a second-order nonlinearity by
charging glass fiber with two anodes. Opt. Express 2009, 17, 15534–15540. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

40. Kenneth, L.; Peifang, H.; Blows, J.L.; Thorncraft, D.; Baxter, J. 200-m optical fiber with an integrated electrode
and its poling. Opt. Lett. 2004, 29, 2124–2126.

41. Bawart, M.; Marzinotto, M.; Mazzanti, G. Diagnosis and location of faults in submarine power cables. IEEE
Electr. Insul. Mag. 2016, 32, 24–37. [CrossRef]

42. Amirshahi, P.; Kavehrad, M. Medium voltage overhead power-line broadband communications; transmission
capacity and electromagnetic interference. In Proceedings of the International Symposium on Power Line
Communications and Its Applications, Vancouver, BC, Canada, 6–8 April 2005; IEEE: Piscataway, NJ, USA,
2005; pp. 2–6.

43. Yaacob, M.M.; Alsaedi, M.A.; Rashed, J.R.; Dakhil, A.M.; Atyah, S.F. Review on partial discharge detection
techniques related to high voltage power equipment using different sensors. Photonic Sens. 2014, 4, 325–337.
[CrossRef]

© 2020 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/TSG.2010.2053726
http://dx.doi.org/10.1364/AO.20.001060
http://dx.doi.org/10.1049/el:19830606
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/LPT.2015.2454296
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/0957-0233/17/5/S47
http://dx.doi.org/10.2109/jcersj2.116.1007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1364/OE.27.014893
http://dx.doi.org/10.1364/OL.27.001643
http://dx.doi.org/10.1364/OE.17.015534
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19724551
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/MEI.2016.7528987
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s13320-014-0146-7
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Theoretical Background 
	Kerr Electro-Optic Effect in Silica Fibers 
	Pockels Electro-Optic Effect and Poling in Silica Fibers 

	Materials and Methods 
	Chirped-Pulse Phase-Sensitive OTDR 
	Electro-Optic Sensor with Built-In Electrodes 

	Results 
	Detection of the Electro-Optic Kerr Effect 
	Poled Silica Fiber: Detection of the Electro-Optic Kerr and Pockels Effect 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

