Recommended Practices for
Digital Command Control

by Stan Ames

Digital Command Control proposed stan-

dards for your consideration. In this month's
Bulletin we present two additional proposed
Recommended Practices (RPs) that significantly
enhance the possibilities for prototypical opera-
tion. Why the separation? NMRA Standards
provide the primary basis upon which inter-
change is founded and therefore include only
those factors that are considered vital to such
interchange. NMRA Recommended Practices
specify details of major components to improve
design and function or to promote maximum
interchange between and within units. Recom-
mended Practices are less mandatory than
Standards by virtue of their slightly less critical
subject matter and/or the fact that deviation for
specific reasons is permissible [as defined by
the NMRA Charter and Constitution].

The proposed Digital Command Control Stan-
dards and Recommended Practices are intend-
ed to provide both elementary capabilities for
the entry modeler as well as advanced capabili-
ties for the most demanding advanced modeler.
To help ensure the implementation of cost-
effective products, the communications proto-
col, as defined in the proposed standards, only
define 99 addresses (two digits) and a speed
curve of 14 entries. While this has proven satis-
factory for most applications, it clearly is not
sufficient for either layouts that desire a high
degree of prototypical operation or large club
layouts. We therefore developed a set of Rec-
ommended Practices to improve the design and
function of the communications such that the
needs of mid-range and high-end users could
be addressed.

Digital Command Control is intended to do
much more than just control the speed and
direction of a variety of locomotives. Locomo-
tive engineers on the prototype perform more
functions than just adjusting the speed of the
locomotive. Allowing the modeler to control
other locomotive functions such as lights, horn,
bell, prime mover power (or steam pressure),

In past Bulletins we have presented the basic

DCC

and brakes increase both the fidelity to the pro-
totype and the fun of operating a model train.
Allowing control of other layout functions such
as switch or signal control allows the tower
operator and/or brakeman to interactively con-
trol the layout. For those so inclined, DCC can
be integrated with a computer to allow creative
new operating potentials such as operating a
wayfreight while the computer controls the
through trains. All this means that Digital Com-
mand Control can significantly increase opera-
tions for even the single-operator layout.

The following proposed Recommended Prac-
tices extend the basic operation by defining
many more addresses (32,000), more speed
steps (either 28 entries into a speed curve table
or 128 direct speeds), multi-unit control, the
ability to control a variety of individual func-
tions, the ability to control accessories, and the
ability to customize the operation of each loco-
motive. While several manufacturers have be-
gun to implement these functions, it will be
some time before the entire set is available.
Compatibility is ensured because the basic
packet format defined in the proposed standard
remains unchanged.

You may notice that many possibilities are left
undefined. That is because we have much to
learn about the needs of more advanced users
in light of the technology likely to be available
in the next several years. For example, consider
a decoder which can sense its load and auto-
matically adjust the performance of the model
locomotive based upon real locomotive perfor-
mance experience. You should therefore consid-
er these proposed Recommended Practices as
living documents that are updated as our needs
evolve.

Please send all comments and suggested re-
visions to these proposed RPs to the NMRA
Digital Command Control Working Group, 8
Higate Road, Chelmsford, MA 01824. Addition-
al information on DCC can be obtained through
Digital Command Control Special Interest
Group, 3019 Harvard, Lawrence, KS 66049.
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