
Mailbag: continued 

Switchmode supply hash affects 

Micromite Garage Parking Assistant 
Having seen the July issue and 

feedback in Ask Silicon Chip (on 

page 99) on the Garage Parking As¬ 
sistant, here is my experience with 
the kit. 

The construction and configura¬ 
tion of the unit was straightforward 
and proceded without any issues. 
I was able to program and test the 
operation without any errors while 
plugged into the USB port of my 
computer. I then tested it using a 5 V 
USB battery pack on the dining room 
table and it performed correctly. 

When I subsequently powered up 
the Garage Parking Assistant using 
a 5V USB plugpack after installing 
it in the garage, the distance meas¬ 

urement was very unstable and 
flicked across the entire range from 
0-200mm and also read “device not 
found”. I replaced the mains pow¬ 
ered plugpack with the battery-pow¬ 
ered USB supply and the distance 
measurement stabilised. 

I removed the unit from the garage 
and took it back to the dining room 
table where I built it. When using 
the battery bank, the display was 
still completely stable. 

Changing to the mains-powered 
USB supply caused the display to re¬ 
sume flicking across the range again. 
I tried all the mains-powered USB 
plugpacks I have and none worked. 
The plugpacks were either pur¬ 

chased separately or supplied with 
a device as the charger. 

In all, I tried eight different plug- 
packs, all rated at either 1A or 2A, 
and all gave problems 

While not testing with a CRO, I did 
notice that the output voltage of the 

battery-powered USB supply was 
exactly 5V whereas the plugpacks 
were 5.2V. I don’t know if this was 
the problem. 

I added a lOOOpF capacitor across 
the supply to see if it would help 
but there was no change. I therefore 
decided to try a 7805 and built a 5V 
supply and powered it from 9-12V. 
I left the capacitor across the regu¬ 
lated 5V output. 

This appeared to fix the problem 

on the dining table. The distance dis¬ 
play was again stable and accurate. 

I returned the Micromite Ultra¬ 
sonic Parking Assistant to the ga¬ 
rage and powered it up again. The 
distance measurement was much 
more stable but still jumping up and 
down by 5cm; still not good enough. 

I thought RFI might be getting into 
the signal to and from the ultrasonic 
sensor. I replaced the lead to the ul¬ 
trasonic sensor with a shielded and 
Earthed lead and the problem was 

finally solved. The Micromite Ul¬ 
trasonic Parking Assistant has been 
running for about three weeks now 

and it is still stable and accurate. 
Ian Hayes, 
Helensburgh, NSW. 

saws and so on, and found substand¬ 
ard and/or lethal wiring arrangements. 

One drill was marked as double in¬ 
sulated but when opened showed no 

evidence of double insulation, even 
by today’s watered-down standards. 
It had gone faulty and was within a 
hair’s breadth of electrocuting me in 
certain usage situations. 

I also found cases where plastic used 
for mains insulation was about as thick 
as Glad Wrap and mains wiring that 
passed through a grommet with very 
poor insulation properties. 

Coincidentally, in April one of our 
refrigerators went faulty; we discov¬ 
ered that food had warmed up and 

spoiled but the temperature indica¬ 
tor showed 3°C. It was not 3°C in¬ 
side, however. This is a well-known 
problem with these refrigerators. It 
has taken some time to repair (about 
four weeks so far) and it is the fourth 
similar failure since 2007; a less-than- 
terrific record. 

We will monitor things more close¬ 
ly now and consider changing the few 

remaining GPOs. I have not added up 
what all this cost but it must be many 
thousands of dollars. However, I don’t 
want to become mercurially angry 
about the cost to us of somebody sav¬ 
ing a few dollars on GPOs made at the 
lowest possible cost. 

I am totally unsurprised that we 
have faulty mains fixtures made over¬ 
seas and note that these are likely to 
be fitted to thousands of houses in 
Australia. 

Ranald Grant, 
Brisbane, Qld. 

Editor’s note: sadly the quality of 
GPOs, mains wiring and other relat¬ 
ed products has gone seriously down¬ 
hill in the last few years. One of our 
employees recently replaced several 

name-brand GPOs where the plastic 
had fractured and almost totally come 
loose. The replacements looked identi¬ 
cally flimsy. We don’t understand how 
they can be approved for sale. 

Then there’s the huge recall of In¬ 
finity and Olsent-brand mains cable 
sold between 2010 and 2013 and in¬ 
stalled in around 22,000 homes. The 

insulation used was not up to scratch 
and is degrading prematurely, leading 
to huge headaches for those who may 
have it in their walls. eCables brand 
wiring has also been recalled, again 
due to substandard insulation. And 
by now we would have all heard about 
the woman who was electrocuted by a 
faulty USB charger. 

Clearly, standards and inspections 
need to be drastically improved to 
keep consumers safe. 

Basslink failure & 
energy security 

I must congratulate Leo Simpson 
for his Publisher’s Letter in the June 
2016 issue of SILICON Chip, proposing 

the use of nuclear energy for Austral¬ 
ian electrical energy security. I cannot 
fault his arguments. In Tasmania we 
have been suffering the consequences 
of irrational energy supply thinking. 

However noble the quest for green 
renewable energy, the practicalities 
are both complex and complicated, 
many interacting with unforeseeable 
consequences. Worse, when political 
economic interests aligned with naive 
“green” political active motivation, the 
scenario for Tasmania’s present en¬ 
ergy situation was set. Tasmania had 
the first casino in Australia and per¬ 
haps the state has a gambling problem. 
Without a second BassLink cable for 
security, it was a question of not if but 

when a serious problem would occur. 
Although the technology to build 

and operate a HVDC cable was well 
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Parking Assistant 

problem solved 
I have now resolved the problem 

with my Garage Parking Assistant, as 
mentioned in the Ask Silicon Chip 

section of the July issue (page 99). 
I can confirm that the issue was the 
power supply. I have sourced a va¬ 

riety of 5V plugpacks from Austral¬ 
ian suppliers but every one of them 
exhibited the same characteristics 
as the original unit and the Parking 
Assistant behaved the same way 
when using them. I tried inductors, 
ferrite cores and a variety of capac¬ 
itors across the plugpack output as 
per your suggestions, with only mi¬ 
nor improvements in all cases. 

Ultimately, I constructed a small 
linear power supply with a trans¬ 
former and one of the universal regu¬ 
lator PCBs that you designed, since I 
had it to hand. Using this source of 
5 V DC, the unit is completely stable 

and works very well. 
This experience has confirmed 

my longstanding uncertainty about 
switchmode power supplies, espe¬ 
cially in plugpacks. While it is un¬ 

doubtedly possible to manufacture 
such a supply to give a clean DC out¬ 

put, the sad truth seems to be that no 
plugpack version of such a supply is 
adequate for sensitive usage. In re¬ 
ality, a linear supply is not a great 
deal more expensive but is greatly 
superior in performance and has the 
added bonus of being repairable in 

the event of failure. 
None of the plugpack supplies 

that I tested had a clean DC output. 
All of them had varying levels of rip¬ 
ple and random spikes on the output 
and three of the five units were inac¬ 
curate in their output voltage. One 

plugpack which came with a Nokia 
phone actually produced 6 V instead 

of the 5V claimed on the unit, both 
loaded and unloaded. 

Thank you once again for your as¬ 

sistance with this project. 
Barrie Davis, 
Hope Valley, SA. 

Comment: we have answered an¬ 
other letter on this topic in the Ask 
Silicon Chip pages of this issue. It 
appears that the Micromite Parking 
Assistant is quite prone to switching 
noise in the supply rail and the only 

solution to is use a conventional (ie, 
non-switchmode) regulated 5V sup¬ 
ply, as you have found. 

the fault and tripped the cable. Nat¬ 
urally, we will be very interested to 
see whether the formal report backs 

up our analysis. 
As Leo indicates, Australia’s fossil- 

fuel power stations are being upgraded 
both for extended life and cleaner ex¬ 
haust; in some cases, very significant¬ 

ly, giving most an extra 10-15 years of 
reliable operation. This is enough time 
to build a new, secure base-load sys¬ 
tem which better matches renewable 
energy systems and also does not emit 
carbon dioxide. Nuclear is the only 
generation system which currently 
fills these requirements. 

Germany, one of the world’s largest 
users of renewable energy, is reliant 
on the European continental grid net¬ 

work for its energy security, much of 
which is provided by French nuclear 
plants. Whilst political parties may 

be presenting a nuclear policy which 
does not offend the electorate, I have 

good reason to believe there are some 
politicians who have come to the re¬ 
alisation that we are between the devil 
and the deep blue sea concerning car¬ 
bon dioxide emissions and energy se¬ 
curity and that nuclear power is the 

only solution. 
Kelvin Jones, 

Kingston, Tas. 

6V CDI modules 

commercially available 
I have just seen the request for a 6V 

CDI for an Ariel Arrow in the Ask SILI¬ 
CON Chip section of the March 2016 is¬ 
sue (on page 92). Pazon make an elec¬ 
tronic bolt-in replacement for points 
for the 2-stroke Ariels. 6V and 12V ver¬ 
sions are available - see www.pazon. 

com/ignition/altair-ignitions/ 
I have no affiliation with Pazon but 

may he a customer in the future. 
Phil Gilgen, 
Papamoa Beach, NZ. 

CFLs can generate a 
great deal of interference 

Recently, we had a problem with our 
Sky TV remote which not always trig¬ 
gering a response from the Sky box, or 

the function selected was not what was 
keyed in. The remote seemed OK; the 
red LED lit when a button was pressed 
and pulses could be heard when hold¬ 
ing it close to an AM radio. 

The Sky box has a blue receive LED 
which wasn’t always flashing in uni¬ 

son with the remote’s transmit LED. 
It looked like the fault was in the Sky 
box, meaning a call to Sky for a re¬ 
placement. However, the same even¬ 
ing, I decided to replace a flickering 
ceiling-mounted CFL bulb. We then 

found that everything worked nor¬ 
mally with the Sky remote! The CFL 
was about three metres from the Sky 
box by line of sight. 

Apart from the visible flicker, it 
seems likely the faulty CFL was emit¬ 
ting some form of electromatic radia¬ 
tion, affecting the remote signal. 

Tim Sanders, 
Tauranga, NZ. 

Editor’s note: we have had correspond¬ 

ence in the past about CFLs either 
causing false triggering of infrared 
remote-controlled equipment or inter¬ 
fering with the operation of remotes. 
The CFL does not necessarily have to 

be faulty to cause these problems. The 
only sure way to avoid this dilemma 
is to make sure that light from CFLs 
does not fall on the infrared receiv¬ 
er window of any remote-controlled 

equipment. 

Upgrading machine tool 
motors to 3-phase 

In the Ask Silicon Chip pages of the 
February 2015 issue, a reader from Mt 
Morgan was describing how a power 
surge on the mains damaged his mill¬ 
ing machine’s power supply (page 93). 

This reminds me of living in Mt Mor¬ 
gan in the 1970s before the upgraded 
power feeder to the Moura coal mine 
was completed. Every time the drag 
line took a bite, the incandescent light 

bulbs in our house would dim and 
the black and white TV screen would 
shrink and then all would come good 
again until the next bite. So things do 
not appear to have changed much in 

the 40 years since then. 
While I accept that money is often 
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