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HISTORY  
 
Electrostatic discharges are a physical phenomena, and existed for ever.  In fact, there 
are even theories, claiming electrostatic energy is responsible for creation of organic 
connections, and thus for the creation of live.   

Electrostatic was “discovered” by the Greeks.  Two thousand years ago 
they found out that if you rub amber and the fur of a cat, you can 
attract dust and other small particles.  In the 14th century, forts in 
Europe and the Caribbean were using static control procedures and 
devices to prevent electrostatic discharge ignition of black powder 

stores. 
During the industrial revolution, some experiments were done on electrostatics, 
resulting in an electromotor.  Almost simultaneously, electrodynamics 
was discovered.  Since alternating current is easier to generate, 
transport and to control, static electricity was out of the picture.  Until 
nearly the middle of the 20th century, only very few investigations 
were done on ESD.  The most famous person who studied electrostatic 
during this period was Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790).  He is for 
electrostatic what Freud was for psychology.  The best known devices 
he build are the Franklin bell’s and the lightning rod. 
By 1860, paper mills throughout the U.S. employed basic grounding, flame ionisation 
techniques, and steam drums to dissipate static electricity from the paper web as it 

travelled through the drying process. 
In the previous century, electrostatic made his come-back.  
Unfortunately, not in a positive way.  In 1937, the Zeppelin 
“Hindenburg” exploded.  More than 100 persons were 
injured, and 38 people died.  The explosion was caused by an 
electrostatic discharge. 

The second reason why ESD became important again, was the evolution of semi-
conductors.  The first record of ESD damage in the electronic industry, was reported 
in the forties.  During the sixties, ESD gained importance because of the development 
of MOS technology. 
Ever since, electrostatic discharges have created damage on electronic components 
and caused disasters, like explosions of a Pershing rocket, airplanes, ships, ... .  Eight 
percent of industry fires in Belgium is caused by ESD.  Every year cars catch fire, 
caused by ESD damage on components in the vehicle, or a discharge at a gas station, 
airbags jump out, keys don’t work, ... . 
Electrostatics is not always a bad thing.  Just like in the 18th century, static electricity 
is used in industrial technologies.  Some examples are: 

�  Electrostatic paint spraying;  
�  Electrostatic precipitation; 
�  Electrostatic atomisation; 
�  Photocopiers and laser printers; 
�  Electro-osmotic dewatering; 
�  Dielectrophoresis; 
�  Electrostatic separation; 
�  Corona treatment of plastic surfaces. 
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