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Energy Balancing Improvement of
Modular Multilevel Converters Under

Unbalanced Grid Conditions
Andres E. Leon, Senior Member, IEEE, and Santiago J. Amodeo

Abstract—This paper presents a feedback/feed-forward control
strategy to improve the voltage balancing of modular multilevel
converters (MMCs) under unbalanced grid conditions. The in-
clusion of a feed-forward compensation improves the disturbance
rejection capability against asymmetrical faults and sudden volt-
age imbalances in the ac grid. The floating capacitor voltages of the
MMC are controlled in two stages. The first one equally distributes
the voltages in each arm, and the second one balances the energy
among the six arms. This last control stage is also divided into the
called horizontal and vertical balancing. Based on a detailed anal-
ysis of the power terms disturbing the MMC arm energies, the con-
trol strategy is tailored to improve the voltage transient response
by adding feed-forward terms to both horizontal and vertical bal-
ancing controls. In addition, various approaches to manage the
MMC under unbalanced grid conditions are compared regarding
several aspects, such as capacitor voltage ripple, balancing perfor-
mance, and negative-sequence current injection. Advantages and
disadvantages of both the proposed and the conventional energy-
based control schemes are also studied, showing that the voltage
control performance can be improved by enhancing the existing
MMC control systems.

Index Terms—Capacitor voltage balancing, feed-forward con-
trol, modular multilevel converter (MMC), unbalanced operation,
voltage-source converter (VSC)-based high-voltage direct current
(HVdc) transmission systems.

I. INTRODUCTION

THE modular multilevel converter (MMC) is a promising
technology for ac/dc power conversion in applications

such as offshore wind farm integration, multiterminal dc grids,
and flexible ac transmission systems [1]. The MMC can also
be used in high-voltage direct current (HVdc) links, having the
advantages of the voltage-source converters (VSCs) over the
traditional line-commutated converters namely, independent
control of active and reactive powers, fast transient response,
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capability to supply weak or passive networks, and black start
capability [2].

The MMC was first proposed in 2002 [3] from a concept in-
troduced by Alesina and Venturini [4] in 1981. Previously, the
multilevel VSCs were mostly based on neutral-point-clamped
(NPC), flying-capacitor (FC), and cascaded H-bridge (CHB)
converters. These topologies present some drawbacks for high-
power and high-voltage applications [5]. The NPC and FC con-
verters have practical limitations due to the significant complex-
ity increase when the number of levels is high; also, they do not
have a fully modular and scalable design. The CHB converter
has a modular structure, but the shortcoming of requiring iso-
lated dc sources for its H-bridge modules. In comparison with
these multilevel VSCs, the MMC has many advantages [6],
among which are: 1) the higher modularity and scalability eas-
ily handles high voltages by cascade connection of hundreds
of low-voltage submodules (SMs), thus avoiding long strings
of series-connected insulated-gate bipolar transistors (IGBTs);
2) the higher number of voltage levels produces a nearly si-
nusoidal output waveform, allowing small (or no) harmonic
filter requirements; 3) its lower switching frequency reduces the
converter losses, reaching an efficiency closer to the thyristor
technology. Other benefits of the MMC are that its hardware
complexity grows linearly as the number of levels increases
and its reliability is improved by using redundant SMs; it also
has better fault management, smaller footprint, and it allows
transformerless operation.

The MMC is currently being developed by many manufactur-
ers such as Siemens, ABB, Alstom, and EPRI, representing the
last generation of high-power VSCs. It has been implemented in
the Trans Bay Cable project (a 400 MW HVdc link of ±200 kV
dc voltage and 216 SMs per arm), in the France-Spain electrical
interconnection (INELFE) project (2 × 1000 MW HVdc links
of±320 kV with 400 SMs), and in other projects in construction
and planning stages [1].

The control system of the MMC controls the ac-side, dc-
side, and circulating currents, but its most challenging task is to
control and balance the floating capacitor voltages. For a proper
operation, the MMC control strategy has to regulate the total en-
ergy stored in all the converter capacitors, to balance the energies
among the arms (inter-arm balancing), and to equally distribute
the voltages inside each arm (intra-arm balancing). The inter-
arm balancing can be divided into horizontal balancing (inter-leg
balancing) and vertical balancing (intra-leg balancing).
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Several techniques have been proposed to control the SM ca-
pacitor voltages (see a description of the different techniques
in [1] and [6]–[8]). They can be classified into distributed and
centralized methods, open-loop and closed-loop schemes, and
by those performing the voltage balancing before or after the
modulation stage. For a particular application, the choice of the
balancing technique depends on: the complexity when the num-
ber of levels increases, the impact on the switching frequency,
the output waveform distortion, and the capacitor voltage ripple
(see [9] and [10]). The sorting (or module selection) methods
with reduced switching frequency (RSF) are very effective and
widely used to perform the intra-arm balancing [7]. On the
other hand, energy-based control schemes have recently gained
attention to perform the inter-arm balancing because the arm
energies can be controlled in a closed-loop manner, thus allow-
ing to choose the convergence rate of the voltage balancing,
and also because the balancing is achieved by acting on the
internal circulating current so that the ac and dc output current
waveforms are not affected [1].

The energy-based control scheme was introduced in [11],
further developed in [12]–[15], and more recently studied in
[16]–[19]. However, these works and other control approaches
such as [20]–[23] considered balanced grid conditions when de-
signing and testing the energy balancing controller. The MMC
was analyzed under unbalanced ac grid conditions in [24]–[33],
but these studies are only focused on the output and circulating
current controls, and they do not discuss the inter-arm energy
balancing issue. More recently, the energy-based control scheme
was studied under unbalanced grid conditions in [34], but it was
implemented with the same algorithm that the one previously
proposed for balanced conditions. Modifications in the balanc-
ing algorithm were introduced in [35] and [36] to enhance the
MMC operation during asymmetrical faults. These approaches
have both advantages and disadvantages depending on the tran-
sient response performance, the requirement of an accurate grid
phase tracking, as well as the amount of third-harmonic offset
voltage and negative-sequence current injected by the balancing
control [37].

In this work, improvements in the transient response and
energy balancing performance of the MMC are achieved under
grid imbalances and asymmetrical faults by adding feed-forward
terms to both the horizontal and the vertical balancing controls.
A detailed analysis of the power terms disturbing the MMC
arm energies is presented and used to extend the energy-based
control scheme to generalized grid voltage conditions. The in-
ner current control loops are designed in a stationary reference
frame and a discrete-time domain, which avoids tracking the
phase angle of the grid voltage and allows an easy computa-
tional time-delay compensation. In addition, a comparison of
different control approaches to manage the MMC under un-
balanced grid conditions is also presented, and advantages and
disadvantages of these approaches are discussed in terms of
capacitor voltage ripple, balancing performance, and negative-
sequence current injection. The 401-level MMC of the INELFE
project is considered to validate and test the proposed control
schemes.

The paper is organized as follows. Sections II and III intro-
duce the MMC model and the control of the converter currents,

respectively. The strategy to balance the arm energies and the
different approaches to control the MMC under unbalanced grid
conditions are described in Section IV. In Section V, a thorough
evaluation of the proposed and the conventional energy-based
control schemes is presented. Finally, conclusions are drawn in
Section VI.

II. MMC MODEL

Applying the Kirchhoff’s laws to the electrical circuit of
Fig. 1, the dynamic equations of the MMC currents can be
written in the oαβ stationary reference frame as follows (see
[38] and [39]):

Lt i̇
αβ

g = −Rt iαβ
g + vαβ

g − vαβ
dif (1)

Ls i̇
αβ
cir = −Rs i

αβ
cir + vαβ

sum (2)

2/3Lsi̇dc = −2/3Rsidc +
√

2vo
sum − vdc (3)

where iαβ
g =[ iαg iβg ]T , iαβ

cir =[ iαcir iβcir ]T , and idc are the ac-side
current, the circulating current between converter phases, and
the dc-side current, respectively; the following Clarke transfor-
mation is used to convert the variables from the abc reference
frame to the oαβ reference frame
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The superscripts o, α, and β stand for the zero, α-axis, and β-
axis components. The parameters Rt = Re + 1/2Rs and Lt =
Le + 1/2Ls are defined, as well as the auxiliary voltages

vsum =
vn + vp

2
, vdif =

vn − vp

2
(5)

where vp , vn , and vg are the voltage vectors of the positive
arms, negative arms, and ac grid, respectively. The rest of the
variables and parameters are shown in Fig. 1.

The arm currents can be written as

izp =
idc

3
+

izg
2

+ izcir (6)

izn =
idc

3
− izg

2
+ izcir (7)

where the subscript z ∈ {a, b, c} represents a phase of the con-
verter, and subscripts p and n indicate the positive and the
negative terminal (see more details of the MMC modeling in
[39] and [40]).

The dynamic equations of the SM capacitor voltages are

CSM v̇SMjz
C p = −vSMjz

C p

RSM − sjz
p izp (8)

CSM v̇SMjz
C n = −vSMjz

C n

RSM − sjz
n izn (9)

where sj is 1 or 0 depending on the state (ON or OFF) of the cor-
responding IGBT (see Fig. 1), and the subscript j ∈ {1, . . . , N}
represents the SM number in each arm. The sum of all capacitor
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Fig. 1. Topology and parameters of the MMC.

voltages in one arm will be denoted by

varmz
C {p/n} =

N∑
i = 1

vSM iz
C {p/n}. (10)

III. CONTROL OF THE MMC CURRENTS

The dynamic (1)–(3) can be written in a state-space repre-
sentation of the general form ẋ = Ax + Bu. This system in
the continuous-time domain is digitized by using the zero-order
hold discretization and represented in the discrete-time domain
by xk + 1 = Gxk + Huk , where the matrices of the discrete
system are calculated as G = eATs and H =

∫ Ts

0 eAτ dτB, be-
ing Ts the control sampling time [41]. Therefore, applying the
above discretization to the continuous-time equations (1)–(3),
the following discrete state-space representation is obtained

iαβ
g (k + 1) = Gt i

αβ
gk + Htv

αβ
difk − Htv

αβ
gk (11)

iαβ
cir(k + 1) = Gs i

αβ
cirk + Hsv

αβ
sumk (12)

idc(k + 1) = Gdcidck + Hdcv
o
sumk − 1/√2Hdcvdck . (13)

The currents iαβ
g , iαβ

cir , and idc can be independently con-

trolled by using the voltages vαβ
dif , vαβ

sum , and vo
sum , respec-

tively. Their controllers are designed using the decoupled current
models (11)–(13); proportional-integral-resonant (PIR) con-
trol blocks are considered to track both dc and ac refer-
ence signals. The double-line frequency (2ω) components in
both the circulating and the dc-side currents are eliminated
by adding a proportional-resonant (PR) control block with
2ω resonance to their control loops. The control parame-
ters are tuned using the optimal linear-quadratic method [42].
This approach of using PR controls in the stationary refer-
ence frame allows to control all the sequence components of
the converter currents (i.e., zero, negative, and positive) with-
out steady-state error. It does not require a grid phase track-
ing method, and it only uses a frequency-locked loop to ad-

just the resonance frequency [43]. The control model is also
extended with an auxiliary variable w which goes one-sample
time behind the control input (e.g., vdif k = wdif (k−1)). In this
way, the controller considers the computational time delay, im-
proving the tracking performance, and having a faster transient
response.

Once the duty cycles are computed from the controller, the
nearest level control (NLC) modulation is used to obtain the
IGBT gate signals. This staircase-type modulation is preferred
for high-voltage and high-power applications (i.e., MMCs with
high number of SMs) over other techniques based on pulse-
width modulation, selective harmonic elimination, and nearest
vector control, because it allows lower switching losses, lesser
computational effort, and a simpler implementation [5]–[7]. A
block diagram of the whole MMC control strategy is shown in
Fig. 2 and further described in the next section.

IV. STRATEGY TO BALANCE THE ARM ENERGIES

The energy-based control scheme controls and balances the
SM capacitor voltages in two stages. In the first one (intra-arm
balancing), the capacitor voltages inside each arm are equally
distributed using a sorting algorithm with RSF modulation [44].
In the second stage (inter-arm balancing), outer control loops in
cascade with the current controllers perform three tasks: the total
energy control, the horizontal, and vertical energy balancing.
This paper is mainly focused on this second stage.

The total energy control regulates the energy stored in all
the converter capacitors (i.e., the sum of the six arm energies).
The total stored energy is affected by the difference between
the ac-side active power and the dc-side power. The horizontal
energy balancing (or inter-leg energy balancing) equalizes the
sum of the positive and negative arm energies of the three phase
legs (i.e., it regulates the energy stored in the capacitors of
each leg). The vertical energy balancing (or intra-leg energy
balancing) nullifies the energy difference between the positive
and the negative arm of each leg. These balancing and energy
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Fig. 2. Block diagram of the MMC control strategy including both voltage balancing and current control loops.

control tasks will be described in the following sections and
extended to unbalanced ac grid conditions.

A. Arm Energies Under Unbalanced Grid Conditions

Considering (5)–(7) and neglecting resistive losses, the posi-
tive and negative arm powers pz

p = vz
p izp and pz

n = vz
n izn can be

written as

ėz
p = pz

p = (vz
sum − vz

dif )
(

idc

3
+

izg
2

+ izcir

)
(14)

ėz
n = pz

n = (vz
sum + vz

dif )
(

idc

3
− izg

2
+ izcir

)
(15)

where ėz
p and ėz

n are the time derivative of the arm energies. It
can be seen that these energies are disturbed by the product of
various voltage and current signals which have (under unbal-
anced grid conditions) zero-, negative-, and positive-sequence
components together with a dc component. In the following,
because the star/delta transformer blocks the zero-sequence cur-
rents [34], these zero-sequence terms are not considered.

Let us first calculate the power between a three-phase voltage
signal and a three-phase current signal. Consider, for example,
the a-phase of these generic signals, as follows:

va = V + sin
(
ωt + θ+)

+ V − sin
(−ωt + θ−

)
+ vdc (16)

ia = I+ sin
(
ωt + ϕ+)

+ I− sin
(−ωt + ϕ−)

+ idc . (17)

The superscripts + and − stand for the positive- and the
negative-sequence components, and ω is the fundamental fre-
quency. The magnitude and phase of the voltage (current) are
represented by V and θ (I and ϕ), respectively, whereas vdc (idc)
is its dc component. The resulting a-phase power pa = vaia has
several terms [see (18) shown at the bottom of the page]. The
first five terms in (18) are non-alternating powers (i.e., they
have a non-null mean value). Note that if these power terms
are not compensated in (14) and (15), the mean value of the
arm energies (in the following denoted by the symbol ē) can ei-
ther rise or fall beyond an acceptable value. Moreover, some of
these non-alternating powers depend on the negative-sequence
components of the voltage and current signals. Consequently,

2ėa = 2pa =2vdcidc +V +I+ cos
(
ϕ+−θ+)

+V −I− cos
(
ϕ−−θ−

)−V −I+ cos
(
ϕ+ +θ−

) − V +I− cos
(
ϕ− + θ+)

+ V −I+

× cos
(
2ωt + ϕ+ − θ−

)
+ V +I− cos

(
ϕ− − θ+ − 2ωt

) − V +I+ cos
(
2ωt + ϕ+ + θ+) − V −I− cos

(
ϕ− + θ− − 2ωt

)

+ 2vdcI
+ sin

(
ωt + ϕ+)

+ 2V + idc sin
(
ωt + θ+)

+ 2V −idc sin
(−ωt + θ−

)
+ 2vdcI

− sin
(−ωt + ϕ−)

(18)
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to achieve a precise control of the MMC, the negative-sequence
components have to be considered not only when the current
controller is designed, but also when the energy balancing is
performed. The last eight terms in (18) are alternating powers
which introduce ripples with frequencies ω and 2ω in the arm
energies, but they do not deviate the energy mean value.

To analyze the horizontal and vertical energy balancing, it
is useful to define the sum and difference between the arm
energies in each phase of the converter; that is, ez

sum = ez
p + ez

n

and ez
dif = ez

p − ez
n . From (14) and (15), the dynamic equation

of the sum and difference energies can be written using a vector
notation in the abc stationary reference frame as follows:

ėabc
sum=

2
3
vabc

sum idc − vabc
dif ◦ iabc

g + 2vabc
sum ◦ iabc

cir (19)

ėabc
dif = −2

3
vabc

dif idc + vabc
sum ◦ iabc

g − 2vabc
dif ◦ iabc

cir (20)

where ◦ stands for the element-by-element multiplication.
The voltage vdif and current ig can have positive- and

negative-sequence components. When the grid voltage is un-
balanced (e.g., when v −

g �= 0), the controller has to add a
negative-sequence component to the voltage vdif to regulate
the negative-sequence current i −g . In a general case, the current
i −g can be controlled to either a null or a non-null value depend-
ing on the criterion to inject negative-sequence current into the
ac grid under unbalanced grid conditions [45]. This issue will
be discussed below.

B. Total Energy Control and Horizontal Energy Balancing

In this section, three approaches are presented to control and
equalize the energies ez

sum , thus achieving the total energy con-
trol and horizontal balancing. Transforming (19) to the oαβ
reference frame and proceeding as in (18), the mean value of
the energy vector ėoαβ

sum has the following components:

˙̄eo
sum =

2
√

2
3

vdc
sum idc − 1√

2
V +

dif I
+
g cos

(
ϕ+

g − θ+
dif

)

− 1√
2
V −

dif I
−
g cos

(
ϕ−

g − θ−dif

)
(21)

˙̄eα
sum = 2vdc

sum iα dc
cir +

1
2
V +

dif I
−
g cos

(
ϕ−

g + θ+
dif

)

+
1
2
V −

dif I
+
g cos

(
ϕ+

g + θ−dif

)
(22)

˙̄eβ
sum = 2vdc

sum iβ dc
cir +

1
2
V +

dif I
−
g sin

(
ϕ−

g + θ+
dif

)

+
1
2
V −

dif I
+
g sin

(
ϕ+

g + θ−dif

)
. (23)

Because the control is focused on regulating the mean value of
the energies, only the non-alternating power terms are included
on the right-side of (21)–(23). It is observed there that certain
converter currents can be used to control the energy components
ēsum . To obtain the references of these currents in the oαβ refer-
ence frame, the current and voltage vectors are converted from
Polar to Cartesian coordinates. A vector x can be represented

by its magnitude X and phase φ, or by its components xα and
xβ as follows:

x± = X±ej (±ωt+φ±) = xβ± + jxα±. (24)

Applying (24) to the voltage vector vdif and current vector
ig , the expressions for their positive- and negative-sequence
components are given by

vα±
dif = V ±

dif sin
(±ωt + θ±dif

)
(25)

vβ±
dif = V ±

dif cos
(±ωt + θ±dif

)
(26)

iα±
g = I±g sin

(±ωt + ϕ±
g

)
(27)

iβ±g = I±g cos
(±ωt + ϕ±

g

)
. (28)

Using the relations (25)–(28) in (21)–(23), and after some
algebraic manipulation, it results

˙̄eo
sum =

2
√

2vdc
sum idc

3
− 1√

2

(
vα+

dif iα+
g + vβ+

dif iβ+
g

)

− 1√
2

(
vα−

dif iα−
g + vβ−

dif i
β−
g

)
Δ= uo

sum (29)

˙̄eα
sum = 2vdc

sum iα dc
cir − 1

2
(
vα−

dif iα+
g + vα+

dif iα−
g

)

+
1
2

(
vβ−

dif i
β+
g + vβ+

dif iβ−g

)
Δ= uα

sum (30)

˙̄eβ
sum = 2vdc

sum iβ dc
cir +

1
2

(
vα+

dif iβ−g + vβ+
dif iα−

g

)

+
1
2

(
vα−

dif iβ+
g + vβ−

dif i
α+
g

)
Δ= uβ

sum . (31)

The energy ēo
sum , proportional to the total stored energy,

can be controlled (total energy control) by using either the
dc power pdc = vdc

sum idc or the positive-sequence active power
p+

ac = vα+
dif iα+

g + vβ+
dif iβ+

g [see (29)]. This will depend on the
MMC operating mode [16], [37]. On the other hand, the ener-
gies ēα

sum and ēβ
sum can be nullified (horizontal balancing) by

using either the dc components of the circulating currents iα dc
cir

and iβ dc
cir (called HB-A approach) or the fundamental-frequency

negative-sequence currents iα−
g and iβ−g (HB-B approach) [see

(30) and (31)]. The components of the positive-sequence current
i+g are not considered to accomplish this balancing because they
will be used to control the active and reactive powers injected
into the ac grid.

Steps or changes in voltages or currents of the MMC disturb
the energies ēsum . By defining the auxiliary control inputs uo

sum ,
uα

sum , and uβ
sum [see (29)–(31)], all the non-alternating power

terms (disturbances) are compensated in a feed-forward man-
ner. Then, after this control input transformation, a PI-based
feedback control loop is designed to regulate ēsum using the
resulting first-order system ˙̄esum = usum .

The current references to perform the horizontal balancing
are obtained from (30) and (31). For the HB-A approach, these
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references are given by

i	α dc
cir =

feedback term︷ ︸︸ ︷
2uα

sum +

feed-forward term︷ ︸︸ ︷
vα−

dif iα+
g − vβ−

dif i
β+
g

4vdc
sum

(32)

i	β dc
cir =

2uβ
sum − vα−

dif iβ+
g − vβ−

dif i
α+
g

4vdc
sum

(33)

where the feedback and feed-forward terms have been indi-
cated, and the superscript 	 stands for a reference value. For
this approach, the negative-sequence currents injected into the
ac grid are set to zero (i.e., i	α−

g = 0 and i	β−
g = 0). The auxil-

iary control inputs uα
sum and uβ

sum are computed from the feed-
back control loops measuring the energy deviations, whereas the
feed-forward terms consider the negative-sequence components
to quickly reject the disturbance.

On the other hand, for the HB-B approach, the current refer-
ences are obtained from (30) and (31) as

[
i	α−
g

i	β−
g

]
=

⎡
⎣−vα+

dif vβ+
dif

vβ+
dif vα+

dif

⎤
⎦
−1⎡

⎣2uα
sum + vα−

dif iα+
g − vβ−

dif i
β+
g

2uβ
sum − vα−

dif iβ+
g − vβ−

dif i
α+
g

⎤
⎦

(34)
and the dc components of the circulating currents are set to zero
(i.e., i	α dc

cir = 0 and i	β dc
cir = 0).

Finally, the authors in [29]–[31] and [46] eliminate the 2ω
ripple (appearing under unbalanced grid conditions) from the
total stored energy of the MMC using the negative-sequence
current i−g , in the same way that it was previously proposed
for traditional VSCs [27], [28]. Details on how to calculate the
required current reference i	−g for this approach are given in [29]
and [47]. In the following, this approach will be called HB-C.
Advantages and disadvantages of the three approaches will be
analyzed in Section V-A.

C. Vertical Energy Balancing

In this section, the energies ez
dif are nullified to achieve the

vertical balancing. Similarly to the way performed in the previ-
ous section, transforming (20) to the oαβ reference frame, the
mean value components of the energy vector ėoαβ

dif results in

˙̄eo
dif =−

√
2

(
V −

dif I
−
cir cos

(
ϕ−

cir − θ−dif

)
+V +

dif I
+
cir cos

(
ϕ+

cir − θ+
dif

))

(35)

˙̄eα
dif = V −

dif I
+
cir cos

(
ϕ+

cir + θ−dif

)
+ V +

dif I
−
cir cos

(
ϕ−

cir + θ+
dif

)

(36)

˙̄eβ
dif = V −

dif I
+
cir sin

(
ϕ+

cir + θ−dif

)
+ V +

dif I
−
cir sin

(
ϕ−

cir + θ+
dif

)

(37)

then, (35)–(37) are converted to Cartesian coordinates, obtaining

˙̄eo
dif = −

√
2

(
vα−

dif iα−
cir + vβ−

dif i
β−
cir

+ vα+
dif iα+

cir + vβ+
dif iβ+

cir

)
Δ= uo

dif (38)

˙̄eα
dif = vβ−

dif i
β+
cir − vα−

dif iα+
cir − vα+

dif iα−
cir + vβ+

dif iβ−cir
Δ= uα

dif (39)

˙̄eβ
dif = vα−

dif iβ+
cir + vβ−

dif i
α+
cir + vα+

dif iβ−cir + vβ+
dif iα−

cir
Δ= uβ

dif . (40)

The energies ēdif can be controlled by using the fundamental-
frequency positive- and negative-sequence components of the
circulating current iα+

cir , iβ+
cir , iα−

cir , and iβ−cir [see (38)–(40)]. The
auxiliary control inputs uo

dif , uα
dif , and uβ

dif are chosen to com-
pensate in a feed-forward manner the non-alternating powers in
the dynamics of ēo

dif , ē
α
dif , and ēβ

dif , respectively. Then, these aux-
iliary control inputs are obtained from feedback control loops
designed using the system ˙̄edif = udif . Because there are four
circulating current components to be chosen and only three en-
ergies to be controlled, an additional constraint is introduced
imposing that the current i+cir is in-phase with the voltage v+

dif
(i.e., minimizing the injected apparent power [16], [17]). This
condition can be established by zeroing the reactive power

q+
cir = vα+

dif iβ+
cir − vβ+

dif iα+
cir = 0. (41)

Finally, the circulating current references to perform the ver-
tical balancing are obtained from (38)–(40) and (41) as follows:

⎡
⎢⎢⎢⎢⎢⎣

i	α+
cir

i	β+
cir

i	α−
cir

i	β−
cir

⎤
⎥⎥⎥⎥⎥⎦
=

⎡
⎢⎢⎢⎢⎢⎢⎣

−vα+
dif −vβ+

dif −vα−
dif −vβ−

dif

−vα−
dif vβ−

dif −vα+
dif vβ+

dif

vβ−
dif vα−

dif vβ+
dif vα+

dif

−vβ+
dif vα+

dif 0 0

⎤
⎥⎥⎥⎥⎥⎥⎦

−1 ⎡
⎢⎢⎢⎢⎢⎢⎣

uo
dif√
2

uα
dif

uβ
dif

0

⎤
⎥⎥⎥⎥⎥⎥⎦

. (42)

These circulating current components are only transiently
used to achieve the vertical balancing; then, they are nullified
in steady state. The whole MMC control strategy is shown in
Fig. 2.

Note that when the energy-balancing control does not con-
sider the non-alternating disturbance powers generated by the
negative-sequence components, they have to be handled only by
the integral action of feedback control loop. On the other hand,
by adding a feed-forward compensation, these disturbances can
be quickly compensated before the feedback control measures
the energy deviation.

V. PERFORMANCE TESTING

The 1000-MW MMC with 400 SMs per arm of the INELFE
project [6] was considered to assess the performance of the pre-
sented control schemes (see converter topology and parameters
in Fig. 1). The tests were performed using detailed models from
the SimPowerSystems toolbox of MATLAB/SIMULINK.

A. Comparison Among Balancing Approaches

The test of Fig. 3 shows the converter behavior using the HB-
A, HB-B, and HB-C approaches (first, second, and third column,
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Fig. 3. Comparison among balancing approaches. (a) phase-to-ground ac voltage vg [kV]. (b) ac-side current ig [pu]. (c) Circulating current icir [pu]. (d) dc-side
current idc [pu]. (e) Sum of all capacitor voltages in each arm varm z

C {p/n } [kV]. (f) Total stored energy etotal
sum ∝ eo

sum [kJ/MVA].

respectively) during a single-phase-to-ground fault applied at
0.5 s and cleared at 0.8 s.

In the HB-A approach, the delivered grid currents are per-
fectly balanced at all times [i.e., i −g = 0, see Fig. 3(b1)], and
small dc components in the circulating currents (less than
0.1 per-unit) are injected to maintain the horizontal energy
balancing under the unbalanced grid voltage condition [see
Fig. 3(c1)]. This approach also shows an accurate control of
the arm voltages at both the beginning and the end of the
fault [see Fig. 3(e1)]. The HB-B approach has the advantage
of eliminating all the circulating current components even un-
der unbalanced grid voltages. However, to perform the hor-
izontal balancing, it is necessary to inject a high negative-
sequence current into the ac grid [see unbalanced grid currents
in Fig. 3(b2)]. This additional current increases the total current
of the arm, consequently increasing the converter losses, the
IGBT stress, and the ripple in the capacitor voltages [compare
Fig. 3(e2) to (e1)].

Finally, as expected for the HB-C approach, the total energy
(sum of the six arm energies) has no 2ω ripple during the ac
voltage imbalance [see Fig. 3(f3)]. However, similarly to the
HB-B approach, this is achieved by injecting a relatively high
negative-sequence current into the ac grid [see Fig. 3(b3)], with
the aforementioned drawbacks in terms of IGBT current stress
and capacitor voltage ripple. In the MMC, the ac output cur-
rent passes through the SM capacitors; therefore, differently
to what happens in the traditional VSC, the injected negative-
sequence current increases the capacitor voltage ripple [compare
Fig. 3(e3) to (e1)]. In the MMC, the energy is distributed among
the six arms but, although the sum of the six arm energies is

constant (without 2ω ripple), this does not mean that the energy
of each individual arm is constant (i.e., that the arm voltages
have a lower ripple). Therefore, the HB-C approach, originally
proposed for traditional VSCs with concentrated or centralized
capacitors at the dc bus, is not suitable for the MMC.

To summarize, the HB-A approach has more advantages, such
as lower capacitor voltage ripple and balanced grid currents. In
addition, in the three approaches, the 2ω components in both
dc-side and circulating currents are eliminated during and after
the asymmetrical fault [see Fig. 3(c) and (d)], thus reducing both
the losses and the rated current of the arms, and also preventing
that the ac-side imbalances affect the dc side.

B. Disturbance Rejection During Asymmetrical Faults

In this section, the previous unbalanced test was repeated in
order to compare the proposed feedback/feed-forward control
with conventional feedback controls. The transient response of
the energy-based control using the HB-A approach (shown with
black line in Fig. 4) was contrasted with the one of a conven-
tional energy-based control (i.e., without considering the feed-
forward terms). To improve the disturbance rejection capability
of the conventional energy control, the bandwidth of its feed-
back control loop was increased by three, six, and ten times the
bandwidth of the proposed control (red, blue, and green lines,
respectively).

The vertical balancing performance, represented by the mod-
ulus (magnitude) of the energy vector ēαβ

dif , is shown in Fig. 4(a).
The control strategy with feed-forward terms quickly rejects the
disturbance, thus allowing a better and faster energy balancing
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Fig. 4. Unbalanced test to compare the feedback/feed-forward control and
three feedback controls with different bandwidths. (a) Magnitude of the energy
vector ēαβ

dif [kJ/MVA]. (b) Mean value of the sum of all capacitor voltages in

the phase-c positive arm varm c
C p [kV]. (c) Duty cycle vector sαβ

p .

and even improving the performance of the conventional con-
trol with a ten times higher bandwidth (compare black line with
circle markers to green line with cross markers). Similar con-
clusions can also be drawn by comparing the deviation of the
voltage v̄armc

C p in Fig. 4(b).
When the proposed strategy synthesizes the arm voltages,

due to its tighter capacitor voltage regulation, it is less prone to
over-modulate in order to compensate the capacitor voltage drop
[see duty cycle vector sαβ

p in Fig. 4(c)]. On the other hand, the
conventional control with lower disturbance rejection capability
(i.e., larger dc voltage drop during a fault) is closer to reach the
over-modulation range [see red lines in Fig. 4(c)].

C. Voltage Balancing and Changes in the Current Reference

Finally, a test under different converter operating modes was
performed in order to assess the current control and voltage
balancing tasks under balanced grid conditions (see Fig. 5). Ini-
tially, the MMC does not inject current into the ac grid (i.e.,
i	g = 0); then, at 0.4 s, a 50-ms ramp reference from zero to
the rated current is given, and at 0.6 s the power flow is re-
versed with a 100-ms ramp from rectifier to inverter operation
[see ac-side and dc-side current behavior in Fig. 5(a) and (b),
respectively]. The reactive power reference is set to zero (unity
power factor condition). At the beginning of the test, the arm en-
ergies (voltages) are set to different values [see Fig. 5(c)]. The
horizontal and vertical balancing are shown in Fig. 5(d) and
(e), where the sum and the difference energies ēαβ

sum and ēoαβ
dif

Fig. 5. Test under different operating conditions. (a) ac-side current ig [pu].
(b) dc-side current idc [pu]. (c) Sum of all capacitor voltages in each arm
varm z

C {p/n } [kV]. (d) Components of the sum energy vector (horizontal balancing)

ēαβ
sum [kJ/MVA]. (e) Components of the difference energy vector (vertical bal-

ancing) ēoαβ
dif [kJ/MVA]. (f) All SM capacitor voltages of the phase-a positive

arm vSM ia
C p [kV]. (g) Circulating current icir [pu].

are presented. To clearly show the performance of the inter- and
intra-arm balancing, their corresponding controls are disabled in
some periods of time. For example, the vertical balancing is dis-
abled between 0.05 and 0.15 s, the horizontal balancing between
0.2 and 0.3 s, and the intra-arm balancing between 0.77 and
0.79 s. It is observed that all capacitor voltages and arm ener-
gies are properly controlled for the different converter operating
conditions. Fig. 5(g) shows how the fundamental frequency and
dc components of the circulating current are transiently used to
achieve the balancing tasks, and then nullified in steady state.

VI. CONCLUSION

A feedback/feed-forward control strategy was proposed to
improve the voltage balancing of MMCs under unbalanced grid
conditions. A detailed analysis of the power terms disturbing
the inter-arm energy balancing was performed. Based on this
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analysis, feed-forward compensations were designed for both
horizontal and vertical balancing control loops. These com-
pensation terms improved the transient response performance
of the energy balancing under sudden grid voltage imbalances
and asymmetrical faults (e.g., the most frequent single-phase-
to-ground fault), thus enhancing the disturbance rejection and
the fault ride-through capabilities of the converter. A compari-
son among the proposed and conventional energy-based control
schemes was also performed, analyzing the capacitor voltage
ripple, the IGBT stress, the balancing performance, and the
negative-sequence current injection. Advantages and disadvan-
tages of different approaches to achieve the voltage balancing
were investigated, showing that the presented HB-A approach
was the best option under unbalanced ac voltages. The design of
discrete current controllers based on PR control blocks allowed
a precise control of the ac-side, dc-side, and circulating currents
as well as the elimination of their undesired 2ω components
under unbalanced grid conditions. Several tests using the 401-
level MMC of the INELFE project were performed to support
and validate the proposed control strategy under both balanced
and unbalanced grid conditions.
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