Continued market growth is testament to the development of PLCs
The PLC versus IPC or PC based control debate has been with us for over two decades now, with
commentators making various predictions about the rise of industrial controllers with PC based
internals versus purely PLC solutions. Yet according the latest figures from Gambica the PLC
market continues to grow. Mitsubishi Electric PLC product manager Hugh Tasker offers some
thoughts on why.
Mitsubishi Electric is heavily invested in PLC technology with a massive installed base and a continuous
stream of innovations being released to the market.
Indeed, it is interesting as part of the PLC versus IPC debate to note that there has been some blurring of
the technologies, with each now incorporating some of the features of the other. From the PLC
perspective, this includes everything from the inclusion of embedded web servers to the availability of
plug-in PC modules such as Mitsubishi Electric's C-Controller. Other modules, such as Mitsubishi Electric's
MES module, mean that PLCs can now link directly to higher level systems without the need for
intermediate PC hardware. Furthermore, the combination of PLCs and HMIs means that PLC platforms
can also provide a very PC-like environment for SCADA and other visualisation applications.
The latest generation of PLCs are also offering broader functionality such as embedded robot controllers
with the related safety systems and aspects of AI that allow for flexible learning and intelligent decision
making. Users are thus free to look at the most appropriate solution for a given application rather than
being forced along either one route or the other because certain vital features and functions are missing.
Even here it is interesting that the appeal of the PLC often endures and for many users there remain good
reasons to stick with a purely PLC orientated approach.
Part of that comes from the proven reliability of PLCs in applications where it is not uncommon for users to
expect assets to deliver for a decade or more, with no pressing requirement to constantly upgrade control
and automation systems. When the user does eventually want to upgrade to a new control platform, the
PLC offers an inherently easier migration path than the IPC solution.
Perhaps more important to the user / operator is the requirement in many of those same applications for
longevity of support. In the water industry, for example, AMP periods of typically 5 years mean that system
integrators want to be assured of complete product stability, so that they can replace products like-for-like
with minimal engineering overhead.
Now, system integrators in other areas of the utility and transport infrastructure are reporting that
customers are calling for even longer product lifetime support, with even 15 years becoming common.
Because PCs evolve and transform over much shorter product cycles than PLCs, they will often be much
more of a challenge to support over the longer term, even if at the specification stage they might have
tangible advantages over traditional PLC-based alternatives.
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The feedback from system integrators and machine builders on the PLC versus IPC debate has also been
interesting when it comes to their own development efforts, particularly in applications where, on paper,
either approach would yield a good solution. For example, machine builders producing serial volumes of
the same machine often feel the IPC route could be convenient for them. In contrast, machine builders and
systems integrators who are adapting or customising individual machines to meet different requirements
frequently report that they find it easier to configure PLCs to meet those differing user needs.
There are many other reasons why the appeal of the PLC endures. The issue of cyber security continues
to grow, and many users are still reticent to put what they see as more vulnerable PC hardware into critical
automation systems. Perhaps that view is unfair – there have, after all, been a number of high profile cyber
attacks and viruses targeting PLCs. There exists a perception maybe, that the bespoke operating
environment of the PLC offers protection through unfamiliarity rather than the standard operating systems
of PC based control, however, it would be naïve to think that 'security through obscurity' would deter a
determined hacker with the correct backing.
Technologies never stop in their relentless evolution, and both IPCs and PLCs will continue to march
forward. The debate of which will come to dominate is and perhaps always has been, a blind alley. Far
more important is to define the application requirements and then look at each technology on merit, always
focusing on implementing the best solution for the individual task. Will one prevail over the other, probably
not, in a more likely scenario the market will develop with both technologies working alongside each other.
Image Captions:
Image 1: The latest generation of PLCs are offering broader functionality such as embedded robot
controllers with the related safety systems and aspects of AI that allow for flexible learning and intelligent
decision making.
[Source: Mitsubishi Electric Europe B.V.]

Image 2: Mitsubishi Electric PLC product manager Hugh Tasker offers some thoughts on why the PLC
market continues to grow.
[Source: Mitsubishi Electric Europe B.V.]

The image(s) distributed with this press release are for Editorial use only and are subject to copyright. The
image(s) may only be used to accompany the press release mentioned here, no other use is permitted.
All third party trademarks and/or registered trademarks are the property of their respective owners and are
acknowledged.
Note to Editor: if you would like the text in another language please contact Carolin Heel at DMA Europa
– carolin@dmaeuropa.com.
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About Mitsubishi Electric
Corporation (TOKYO: 6503) is a recognized world leader in the manufacture, marketing and sales of
electrical and electronic equipment used in information processing and communications, space
development and satellite communications, consumer electronics, industrial technology, energy,
transportation and building equipment. Embracing the spirit of its corporate statement, Changes for the
Better, and its environmental statement, Eco Changes, Mitsubishi Electric endeavors to be a global,
leading green company, enriching society with technology. The company recorded consolidated group
sales of 4,444.4 billion yen (in accordance with IFRS; US$ 41.9 billion*) in the fiscal year ended March 31,
2018.
Mitsubishi Electric Europe, Industrial Automation – UK Branch is located in Hatfield, United Kingdom. It is
a part of the European Factory Automation Business Group based in Ratingen, Germany which in turn is
part of Mitsubishi Electric Europe B.V., a wholly owned subsidiary of Mitsubishi Electric Corporation,
Japan.
The role of Industrial Automation – UK Branch is to manage sales, service and support across its network
of local branches and distributors throughout the United Kingdom.
*At an exchange rate of 106 yen to the US dollar, the rate given by the Tokyo Foreign Exchange Market on March 31, 2018

Further Information:
Website: gb3a.mitsubishielectric.com
Email: automation@meuk.mee.com
Facebook: www.facebook.com/MEUKAutomation
Twitter: twitter.com/MEUKAutomation
YouTube: www.youtube.com/user/MitsubishiFAEU
LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com Mitsubishi Electric - Automation Systems UK
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Editor Contact
DMA Europa Ltd. : Carolin Heel
Tel: +44 (0)1562 751436
Web: www.dmaeuropa.com
Email: carolin@dmaeuropa.com

Company Contact
Mitsubishi Electric Europe B.V. Automation Systems Division : Garry Lewis, Manager - Marketing &
Communications
Tel: +44 (0) 1707 288769
Fax: +44 (0) 1707 278695
Web: gb3a.mitsubishielectric.com
Email: automation@meuk.mee.com
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