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1
HIGH-VOLTAGE-TOLERANT ESD CLAMP
CIRCUIT WITH LOW LEAKAGE CURRENT
FABRICATED BY LOW-VOLTAGE CMOS
PROCESS

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The invention relates to an electrostatic discharge (ESD)
clamp circuit, and more particularly to a high-voltage-toler-
ant ESD clamp circuit with low leakage current fabricated by
low-voltage CMOS process.

2. Description of Related Art

General ESD clamp circuit is configured between the
power terminal and the ground terminal of the electronic
system. When the electronic system operates normally, the
ideal ESD clamp circuit is required to be completely turned
off without any leakage current. If the ESD pulse occurs, the
ESD clamp circuit is required to be conductive to conduct the
ESD pulse from the power terminal to the ground terminal to
protect the electronic system.

In nanometer complementary metal oxide semiconductor
(CMOS) process, the gate oxide is getting thinner with the
evolution of the process technology, and the operation voltage
is also decreasing. However, in an electronic system, there are
usually several subsystems operating in different operation
voltages. In order to make the integrated circuit be adapted to
different operation voltages, in conventional method, high-
voltage-tolerant subsystems are fabricated with the thicker
gate oxide to prevent the gate oxide from electrical overstress
(EOS). However, adding an additional mask during the fab-
ricating process to fabricate the thick gate oxide increases the
complexity of the process so that the yield decreases and the
entire production cost increases.

To lower the production cost, the high-voltage-tolerant
circuit fabricated by low-voltage CMOS process with the thin
gate oxide is already a hot research topic, and so is the ESD
clamp circuit.

FIG. 1 shows a circuit diagram of a conventional ESD
clamp circuit. The ESD clamp circuit in FIG. 1 is fabricated
by low-voltage CMOS process. If the low-voltage elements
can only endure an operation voltage which is VDD, the
circuit in FIG. 1 can endure an operation voltage which is two
times of VDD. That is to say, the operation voltage Hi-Vcc
provided by power terminal 210 is two times of VDD.

The ESD clamp circuit in FIG. 1 is divided into three parts:
the discharge path 202, the control circuit 204, and the voltage
divider including the p-channel metal oxide semiconductor
field effect transistors (PMOS transistor) 302, 304. The
PMOS transistors 302, 304 are diode-connected. Such volt-
age divider divides the operation voltage Hi-Vce into two
equal segments such that the voltage across the power termi-
nal 210 and the node 303 equals to VDD and so does the
voltage across the node 303 and the ground terminal. There-
fore, each of the low-voltage elements in the circuit in FIG. 1
can operate normally without suffering from EOS.

The control circuit 204 turns off the PMOS transistors 206,
208 to cut off the discharge path 202. If the ESD pulse occurs
at the power terminal 210, the control circuit 204 turns on the
PMOS transistors 206, 208, thereby completing the discharge
path 202 to conduct the ESD pulse to the ground terminal for
protecting the electronic system.

FIG. 2 shows another circuit diagram of a conventional
ESD clamp circuit. The ESD clamp circuits in FIGS. 1 and 2
work in the same way. The difference between them is that the
control circuit 204 in FIG. 2 is simpler.
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In the conventional process, there is less leakage current of
the circuit elements. Referring to the circuits in FIGS. 1 and 2,
the leakage current of the control circuits 204 and the dis-
charge paths 202 is not obvious, so the voltage divider
requires providing too much driving current. Therefore, the
entire leakage current of the ESD clamp circuit is not severe.

However, in the nanometer advance process nowadays, due
to the shrink of the size in the low-voltage elements, the
leakage current of the control circuit 204 and the discharge
path 202 increases tremendously, thereby the voltage divider
has to provide large driving current to maintain the correct
divided voltage, such as maintaining the voltage value of
node 303 as VDD. Because the voltage divider requires pro-
viding large driving current and the voltage divider includes
the low-voltage elements so that the leakage current of the
voltage divider is more severe and consumes most of the
leakage current of the entire ESD clamp circuit; in addition,
the layout area occupied by the voltage divider cannot be
reduced. Due to the leakage current, the ESD clamp circuits
used in advance process as shown in FIGS. 1 and 2 do not
meet the consideration principle of saving the energy and
lowering the cost.

FIG. 3 shows another circuit diagram of a conventional
ESD clamp circuit. The ESD clamp circuit in FIG. 3 is fab-
ricated by low-voltage CMOS process as well. If the low-
voltage elements can only endure an operation voltage which
is VDD, the circuit in FIG. 3 can endure an operation voltage
which is three times of VDD.

The ESD clamp circuit in FIG. 3 works in the same way as
those in FIGS. 1 and 2. The ESD clamp circuit in FIG. 3
includes the discharge path 110, the control circuit 120, and
the voltage divider 130, wherein the discharge path 110
includes the silicon-controlled rectifier (SCR) 115. Six diode-
connected PMOS transistors Md1-Mdé in series are used in
the voltage divider 130 to divide the operation voltage which
is three times of VDD by three to prevent each of the low-
voltage elements of the circuit in FIG. 3 from EOS. When the
ESD pulse occurs, the control circuit 120 outputs trigger
current [_trig, completing the discharge path 110 to conduct
the ESD pulse to the ground terminal.

Because the operation principle is the same as those in
FIGS. 1 and 2, the ESD clamp circuit in FIG. 3 has the same
problem of severe leakage current in the advance process.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

An embodiment of the invention provides high-voltage-
tolerant ESD clamp circuit with low leakage current fabri-
cated by low-voltage CMOS process, for solving the problem
of the leakage current in the conventional circuit in the
advance process, adapted to the electronic system with mul-
tiple operation voltages.

An embodiment of the invention provides an ESD clamp
circuit including a plurality of identical module circuits,
wherein an anode of the first module circuit is coupled to a
power terminal of the ESD clamp circuit, an anode of each of
the other module circuits is coupled to a cathode of the pre-
vious module circuit, a cathode of the last module circuit is
coupled to a ground terminal of the ESD clamp circuit. Each
of the module circuits comprises a conduction path and a
detection circuit. The conduction path is coupled to the anode
of the module circuit. The detection circuit is coupled to the
anode, the cathode, and the conduction path of the module
circuit. When the rising speed of the voltage at the anode of
the module circuit surpasses a threshold, the detection circuit
makes the conduction path conducting.
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In an embodiment of the invention, the conduction path of
each of the module circuits is coupled between the anode and
the cathode of the module circuit, conducting an ESD pulse
from the anode of the module circuit to the cathode of the
module circuit

In an embodiment of the invention, the ESD clamp circuit
further comprises a discharge path. The discharge path is
coupled between the power terminal and the ground terminal
of'the ESD clamp circuit to conduct an ESD pulse from the
power terminal of the ESD clamp circuit to the ground termi-
nal of the ESD clamp circuit. The conduction path of the last
module circuit is coupled to the discharge path to output a
trigger signal to make the discharge path conducting. The
conduction path of each of the other module circuits is
coupled between the anode and the cathode of the module
circuit to conduct the trigger signal.

In an embodiment of the invention, each of the detection
circuit comprises a PMOS transistor, a resistor, a capacitor
and three inverters. A PMOS transistor is coupled between the
anode of the corresponding module circuit and a first node.
The resistor is coupled between the first node and a second
node. The capacitor is coupled between the cathode of the
corresponding module circuit and the second node. The first
inverter is coupled to the second node and receives a voltage
of'the second node. The second inverter is coupled to the first
inverter and receives an output of the first inverter. The third
inverter is coupled to the first node and the second inverter and
receives a voltage of the first node. The output of the third
inverter makes the corresponding conduction path conduct-
ing or non-conducting.

In an embodiment of the invention, a high voltage terminal
of'the first inverter and a high voltage terminal of the second
inverter are coupled to the first node. A low voltage terminal
of the first inverter and a low voltage terminal of the second
inverter are coupled to the cathode of the corresponding mod-
ule circuit. A high voltage terminal of the third inverter is
coupled to the anode of the corresponding module circuit. A
low voltage terminal of the third inverter is coupled to an
output terminal of the second inverter.

In an embodiment of the invention, the ESD clamp circuit
further comprises a voltage divider. The voltage divider is
coupled between the power terminal and the ground terminal
of'the ESD clamp circuit, and is coupled to the anode and the
cathode of each of the module circuits. The voltage divider
divides the voltage between the power terminal and the
ground terminal of the ESD clamp circuit equally so that the
voltages between the anode and the cathode of each of the
plurality of the module circuits are equal.

The embodiment of the invention provides an ESD clamp
circuit including a PMOS transistor, a resistor, a capacitor,
three inverters and a conduction path. The PMOS transistor is
coupled between the anode and the first node. The resistor is
coupled between the first node and a second node. The capaci-
tor is coupled between the second node and the cathode. The
first inverter is coupled to the second node and receives a
voltage of the second node. The second inverter is coupled to
the first inverter and receives an output of the first inverter.
The third inverter is coupled to the first node and the second
inverter and receives a voltage of the first node. The conduc-
tion path is coupled to the anode, and is conducting or non-
conducting according to the output of the third inverter.

The embodiment of the invention provides an ESD clamp
circuit including a PMOS transistor, a responding circuit, an
inverter and a conduction path. The PMOS transistor is
coupled between the anode and a first node. The responding
circuit is coupled to the first node, detects an ESD pulse at the
anode and provides a detection result to a second node and the
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first node. The inverter is coupled to the first node and receives
a voltage of the first node and provides a corresponding
output according to the voltage of the first node and a voltage
of the second node. The conduction path is coupled to the
anode, and is conducting or non-conducting according to the
output of the third inverter.

The ESD clamp circuit of the invention achieves voltage
dividing by itself, dividing a higher operation voltage into the
amount which is endurable for the low-voltage elements.
Therefore, the ESD clamp circuit of the invention can be
completely formed by the low-voltage elements. The ESD
clamp circuit of the invention does not require additional
mask for the thick gate-oxide in the process so that the pro-
cesses are simplified, the yield is increased, and the cost is
reduced. Therefore, the ESD clamp circuit of the invention
does not require additional voltage dividing circuit so that the
problem of current leakage of the conventional circuit is
significantly alleviated. Each of the module circuits has the
design for reducing the leakage current.

In order to make the aforementioned and other features and
advantages of the present invention more comprehensible,
several embodiments accompanied with figures are described
in detail below.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings are included to provide a
further understanding of the invention, and are incorporated
in and constitute a part of this specification. The drawings
illustrate embodiments of the invention and, together with the
description, serve to explain the principles of the invention.

FIG. 1-3 show the circuit diagrams of three conventional
ESD clamp circuit.

FIG. 4 shows a circuit diagram of an ESD clamp circuit
according to an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 5 shows a circuit diagram of an ESD clamp circuit
according to an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 6 shows the circuit diagram of the ESD clamp circuit
in FIG. 4.

FIG. 7 shows the circuit diagram of the ESD clamp circuit
in FIG. 5.

FIG. 8 shows a circuit diagram of an ESD clamp circuit
according to another embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 9 shows each of the voltages of the nodes and the
leakage current in FIG. 8 when the ESD clamp circuit starts
normally.

FIG. 10 and FIG. 11 show the voltages of each of the nodes
and the leakage current when the ESD pulse occurs in the
ESD clamp circuit in FIG. 8.

FIG. 12 shows the operation voltage and the trigger voltage
when the power noise occurs in a conventional ESD clamp
circuit.

FIG. 13 shows the operation voltage and the trigger voltage
when the power noise occurs in the ESD clamp circuit in FIG.
8.

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

FIG. 4 shows a diagram of an ESD clamp circuit according
to an embodiment of the invention. FIG. 6 shows the circuit
diagram of the ESD clamp circuit in FIG. 4. The description
below refers to FIGS. 4 and 6.

The ESD clamp circuit of the embodiment includes a plu-
rality of identical module circuits, such as the module circuits
410 and 430 shown in FIG. 4 which are coupled in series; each
of the module circuits has identical circuit architecture, ele-
ment combination and configuration. Each of the module



US 8,422,180 B2

5

circuits has an anode and a cathode, for example, the module
circuit 410 has the anode 412 and the cathode 414. In the
identical module circuits, the anode of the first module circuit
is coupled to the power terminal 450 of the ESD clamp circuit,
the anode of each of the other module circuits is coupled to the
cathode of the previous module circuit, and the cathode of the
last module circuit is coupled to the ground terminal 455 of
the ESD clamp circuit.

The ESD clamp circuit of the embodiment is completely
formed by low-voltage elements. Because there are com-
pletely identical module circuits coupled in series between
the power terminal 450 and the ground terminal 455 of the
ESD clamp circuit. The module circuits can divide the voltage
to equally divide the operation voltage provided by the power
terminal 450 into the amount which is endurable for the
low-voltage elements. For example, assuming the operation
voltage of each of the low-voltage elements in the design
phaseis VDD. The operation voltage of the ESD clamp circuit
is ntimes of VDD, and n is a positive integer more than 2. The
ESD clamp circuit can include n module circuits so that the
voltages across each of the module circuits are divided as
VDD. Therefore, each of the low-voltage elements can oper-
ate normally without suffering from EOS.

Due to the function of voltage dividing of the module
circuit, the ESD clamp circuit of the embodiment does not
require the conventional voltage dividers, such as those 0202
in FIGS. 1 and 2 and 130 in FIG. 3. The conventional voltage
divider is not required, that is, the severe leakage current and
large area of the conventional voltage divider no longer exist.
Therefore, the problem of current leakage of the entire ESD
clamp circuit is significantly alleviated, and the circuit area is
also reduced.

Each of the module circuits includes a conduction path and
a detection path, for example, in FIG. 6, the module circuit
410 includes the detection path 420 and the conduction path
formed by the PMOS transistor P2. The PMOS transistor P2
is on or off according to the output of the detection circuit 420.
The detection circuit 420 is coupled to the anode 412, the
cathode 414, and the conduction path P2 of'the module circuit
410. The detection circuit 420 detects the ESD pulse. If the
rising speed of the voltage at the anode 412 surpasses a
predetermined threshold, that is, the ESD pulse exists, then
the detection circuit 420 turns on the PMOS transistor P2 to
make the conduction path conducting.

As shown in FIG. 4, the conduction path P2 of each of the
module circuits is coupled between the anode and the cathode
of'the corresponding module circuit. If the ESD pulse occurs
at the power terminal 450 of the ESD clamp circuit, the
detection circuit of each of the module circuits turns on the
corresponding conduction path to conduct the ESD pulse
from the anode of the corresponding module circuit to the
cathode of the corresponding module circuit. Therefore, the
ESD pulse is conducted from the power terminal 450 to the
ground terminal 455 to achieve the goal of protecting the
electronic system.

In order to reduce the leakage current, the size of such
PMOS transistor P2 can be properly limited. Although the
conductivity of the conduction path may be reduced, the
improved design shown in FIGS. 5 and 7 can be used in the
embodiment of the invention. FIG. 5 shows a diagram of an
ESD clamp circuit according to another embodiment of the
invention. FIG. 7 shows the circuit diagram of the ESD clamp
circuit in FIG. 5. The discharge path 470 is added in the ESD
clamp circuit in FIG. 5. The discharge path 470 is coupled
between the power terminal 450 and the ground terminal 455
of the ESD clamp circuit. In addition to the last module
circuit, the conduction path of each of the module circuits is

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

6

coupled between the anode and the cathode of the corre-
sponding module circuit, as shown in the module circuit 410.
The conduction path P2 of the last module circuit is coupled
between the anode and the discharge path of the correspond-
ing module circuit, as shown in the module circuit 430. It is
noted that the module circuit 430 and each of the module
circuits 410 can be an identical circuit having identical circuit
architecture and element combination.

When the ESD pulse occurs at the power terminal 450 of
the ESD clamp circuit, the detection circuit in each of the
module circuits makes the corresponding conduction path
conducting. The ESD pulse causes the trigger signal. The
trigger signal is conducted along the conduction path of each
of the module circuits to the discharge path 470, and then
turns on the discharge path 470 to conduct the ESD pulse
from the power terminal 450 of the ESD clamp circuit to the
ground terminal 455 of the ESD clamp circuit. Such trigger
signal can be a current signal or a voltage signal. The dis-
charge path 470 can be formed by the devices such as the
silicon controlled rectifier (SCR) or the field-oxide device
(FOD). If the discharge path 470 utilizes the devices without
FOD, such as SCR, then the current leakage can be omitted,
also the conductivity can be improved and the current leakage
can be reduced.

The details and the operation principle of the detection
circuit in an embodiment of the invention will be described
with the FIG. 8-11. FIG. 8 shows a circuit diagram of an ESD
clamp circuit according to the embodiment of the invention.
For simplicity, the ESD clamp circuit in FIG. 8 only includes
a module circuit 810. The module circuit 810 includes the
detection circuit 820 and the conduction path formed by the
PMOS transistor P2. 850 is the common power terminal of the
ESD clamp circuit and the module circuit 810, and 855 is the
common ground terminal of the ESD clamp circuit and the
module circuit 810.

The detection circuit 820 includes the PMOS transistor P1,
the resistor R1, the capacitor C1, and the three inverters 11, 12,
13. Each of the inverters has four terminals, such as the input
terminal, the output terminal, the high voltage terminal, and
the low voltage terminal. The high voltage terminal is the
source of the PMOS transistor of the inverter. The low voltage
terminal is the source of the n-channel metal oxide semicon-
ductor field effect (NMOS) transistor of the inverter. The
PMOS transistor P1 is coupled between the power terminal
850 and the node 801. The resistor R1 is coupled between the
node 801 and the node 802. The capacitor C1 is coupled
between the node 802 and the ground terminal 855. The
resistor R1 and the capacitor C1 can form a responding cir-
cuit, and the node 801 and 802 are respectively regarded as a
first node and a second node. The high voltage terminal of the
inverter 11 is coupled to the node 801. The low voltage ter-
minal of the inverter I1 is coupled to the ground terminal 855.
The input terminal of the inverter I1 is coupled to the node 802
and receives the voltage of the node 802. The output terminal
of'the inverter I1 is coupled to the node 803 and provides the
voltage of the node 803. The high voltage terminal of the
inverter 12 is coupled to the node 801. The low voltage ter-
minal of the inverter 12 is coupled to the ground terminal 855.
The input terminal of the inverter 12 is coupled to the node 803
and receives the voltage of the node 803. The output terminal
of'the inverter 12 is coupled to the node 804 and provides the
voltage of the node 804. The inverters 11 and 12 can be
regarded as a combinational circuit. The high voltage termi-
nal of the inverter 13 is coupled to the node 850. The low
voltage terminal of the inverter I3 is coupled to the ground
terminal 804. The input terminal of the inverter 13 is coupled
to the node 801 and receives the voltage of the node 801. The
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output terminal of the inverter I3 is coupled to the node 805
and provides the voltage of the node 805. The voltage of the
node 805 is the gate voltage of the PMOS transistor P2.
Therefore, the output of the inverter 13 can complete or cut off
the conduction path P2.

The detection circuit 820 distinguishes between the normal
operation voltage and the sudden ESD pulse by the charging
speed of the capacitor C1; such charging speed can be equiva-
lent to a threshold (threshold speed) defining the rising speed
of the voltage of the anode. According to the embodiment
having typical parameters, FIG. 9 shows the operation volt-
age VDD, the voltages of the nodes 801-805, and the leakage
current of the module circuit 810 of the ESD clamp circuit
when the ESD clamp circuit starts normally. When the ESD
clamp circuit starts normally, the operation voltage VDD
provided by the power terminal 850 rises from OV to 1V in
100 microseconds so that the rise in VDD turns on the tran-
sistor P1. At this moment, the rising speed of VDD is lower
than the predetermined threshold speed in the design phase.
The charging speed of the capacitor C1 can follow the rising
speed of VDD. Therefore, the voltages of node 801 and 802
rise simultaneously. For the inverter I1 and 12, the voltage of
the node 801 is logic high and the voltage of the node 802 is
also logic high. Therefore, the inverter I1 receives the logic
high potential of the node 802 and outputs the logic low
potential of the node 803. The inverter 12 receives the logic
low potential of the node 803 and outputs the logic high
potential of the node 804. But for the inverter 13, the operation
voltage VDD of the power terminal 850 is logic high. The
voltages of the node 801 and 804 are only 0.2V and are logic
low compared with the operation voltage VDD. Hence, the
NMOS transistor of the inverter 13 is off and the PMOS
transistor is on so that the voltage of the node 805 equals to or
about to the operation voltage VDD such that the PMOS
transistor P2 of the conduction path is off without conducting
the trigger current which completes the discharge path 870.

The PMOS transistor P1 is for the low leakage current
design of the detection circuit 820. When the ESD clamp
circuit starts normally, the voltage of the node 805 increases
gradually, so that the PMOS transistor P1 is turned off in the
end to stop the capacitor C1 from being charged. As shown in
FIG. 9, the capacitor C1 is charged until the voltage of that is
0.2V which is not much compared with the operation voltage
VDD which is 1V. Accordingly, the leakage current of the
capacitor C1 and the entire module circuit 810 can be
reduced. As shown in FIG. 9, the leakage current of the
module circuit 810 is less than 0.15 pA. Therefore, it is not
required to particularly use thick gate oxide for the capacitor
C1 in order to reduce the leakage current. Accordingly, the
circuit area can be reduced.

FIG. 10 shows the operation voltage VDD, the voltages of
the nodes 801-805, and the trigger current outputted by the
conduction path P2 of the ESD clamp circuit when the ESD
pulse occurs. The ESD pulse makes the operation voltage
VDD rise from OV to 2V in 10 nanoseconds. The rise in VDD
turns on the PMOS transistor P1. At this moment, the rising
speed of VDD is higher than the predetermined threshold
speed in the design phase. The charging speed of the capacitor
C1 can not follow the rising speed of VDD. Therefore, the
voltage of node 801 and the operation voltage VDD rise
simultaneously, but the voltage of the node 802 does not. For
the inverter I1 and 12, the voltage of the node 801 is logic high
and the voltage of the node 802 is logic low. Therefore, the
inverter I1 receives the logic low potential ofthe node 802 and
outputs the logic high potential of the node 803. The inverter
12 receives the logic high potential of the node 803 and
outputs the logic low potential of the node 804. For the
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inverter 13, the voltages of the power terminal 850 and the
node 801 are logic high, and the voltage of the node 804 is
logic low. Hence, the PMOS transistor of the inverter 13 is off,
and the NMOS transistor is on and lowers the voltage of the
node 805 such that the PMOS transistor P2 of the conduction
path is on with conducting the trigger current which com-
pletes the discharge path 870.

FIG. 11 shows the operation voltage VDD, the voltages of
the nodes 801-805, and the trigger current outputted by the
conduction path P2 of the ESD clamp circuit when the stron-
ger ESD pulse occurs. The ESD pulse in FIG. 11 makes the
operation voltage VDD rise from 0V to 5V in 10 nanosec-
onds. The circumstances in FIGS. 11 and 10 are similar, so the
details are not repeated herein.

As show in FIG. 12, after the noise occurs in the operation
voltage VDD, in some conventional ESD clamp circuit, the
trigger voltage for completing the discharge path does not
return to OV but is latched, and maintains a non-zero voltage
(about 1V in the embodiment of FIG. 12). The latch causes
the continuity of the current leakage of the circuit which is
unsatisfying. On the other hand, the embodiment of the inven-
tion in FIG. 8 has no such latch problem. As shown in FIG. 13,
the noise in the operation voltage VDD turns on the PMOS
transistors P1 such that the trigger voltage (the voltage across
the resistor R2) is provided. After the discharge path of the
resistor R1 and the capacitor C1 discharges, each of the volt-
ages of the nodes returns to the voltage levels before the noise
occurs, and after the noise disappears, the PMOS transistors
P1 and P2 is off so that the trigger voltage returns to OV.

The ESD clamp circuit of such embodiment can divide the
voltage without additional voltage dividing circuit. However,
even the voltage divider is added, the operation of the ESD
clamp circuit of such embodiment will not be affected. For
example, in the embodiment of FIGS. 4 and 5, a voltage
divider (not shown) can be added beside the plurality of
module circuits to provide the current which drives each of
the module circuits. The voltage divider can be coupled
between the power terminal 450 and the ground terminal 455
of'the ESD clamp circuit and can be coupled to the anode and
the cathode of each of the module circuits, for example, being
coupled to the anode 412 and the cathode 414 of the module
circuit 410. As describes above, the voltage divider divides
the voltage between the power terminal and the ground ter-
minal of the ESD clamp circuit equally so that the voltages
between the anode and the cathode of each of the plurality of
the module circuits are equal. For example, if n module cir-
cuits are applied in the electronic system of n times of VDD,
the voltage divider can include n identical voltage dividing
elements (such as resistors, diodes, or transistors). The two
nodes of each of the voltage dividing elements which is
coupled in series respectively are coupled to the anode and the
cathode ofthe corresponding circuit 410. Because the module
circuit in such embodiment can divide the voltage itself, such
voltage divider does not require strong driving ability so that
the problem of severe leakage current is alleviated and large
layout area is not required.

In summary, the ESD clamp circuit of the invention is
fabricated by low-voltage CMOS process completely and is
high-voltage-tolerant so that the elements of the ESD clamp
circuit do not suffer from EOS. Therefore, the ESD clamp
circuit of the invention is adapted to the electronic system
with multiple operation voltages. Because the ESD clamp
circuit of the invention is fabricated by low-voltage CMOS
process completely, the ESD clamp circuit of the invention
does not require additional mask for the thick gate-oxide so
that the processes are simplified, the yield is increased, and
the cost is reduced. The ESD clamp circuit of the invention
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does not require conventional voltage divider so that the leak-
age current is lowered and the circuit area is also reduced. In
addition, the module circuits of the ESD clamp circuit of the
invention is design for lowering the leakage current and
reducing the area. In addition, the module design idea of the
invention makes the identical module circuits adapted to dif-
ferent electronic systems with different operation voltages. In
the embodiment of FIGS. 4 and 5, other circuits can be added
between the module circuit 430 and the ground terminal 455;
and related circuits can be added between the anode 412 of the
first module circuit and the power terminal 450.

Although the present invention has been described with
reference to the above embodiments, it will be apparent to one
of the ordinary skill in the art that modifications to the
described embodiment may be made without departing from
the spirit of the invention. Accordingly, the scope of the
invention will be defined by the attached claims not by the
above detailed descriptions.

What is claimed is:

1. An electrostatic discharge (ESD) clamp circuit, compris-
ing:

a plurality of identical module circuits, wherein an anode
of'the first module circuit is coupled to a power terminal
of'the ESD clamp circuit, an anode of each of the other
module circuits is coupled to a cathode of the previous
module circuit, a cathode of the last module circuit is
coupled to a ground terminal of the ESD clamp circuit,
each of the module circuits comprising:

a conduction path, coupled to the anode of the module
circuit; and

a detection circuit, coupled to the anode and the cathode
and the conduction path of the module circuit, wherein
when a rising speed of a voltage at the anode of the
module circuit surpasses a threshold, the detection cir-
cuit makes the conduction path conducting, and the
detection circuit comprises:

a PMOS transistor, coupled between the anode of the cor-
responding module circuit and a first node;

a resistor, coupled between the first node and a second
node;

a capacitor, coupled between the cathode of the corre-
sponding module circuit and the second node;

a first inverter, coupled to the second node and receiving a
voltage of the second node;

a second inverter, coupled to the first inverter and receiving
an output of the first inverter; and

a third inverter, coupled to the first node and the second
inverter and receiving a voltage of the first node, wherein
an output of the third inverter makes the corresponding
conduction path conducting or non-conducting.

2. The ESD clamp circuit of claim 1, wherein the conduc-
tion path comprises a PMOS transistor, the PMOS transistor
turns on or off according to an output of the detection circuit.

3. The ESD clamp circuit of claim 1, wherein the conduc-
tion path of each ofthe module circuits is coupled between the
anode and the cathode of the module circuit, conducting an
ESD pulse from the anode of the module circuit to the cathode
of the module circuit.

4. The ESD clamp circuit of claim 1, further comprising:

a discharge path, coupled between the power terminal and
the ground terminal ofthe ESD clamp circuit to conduct
an ESD pulse from the power terminal of the ESD clamp
circuit to the ground terminal of the ESD clamp circuit;
wherein the conduction path of the last module circuit is
coupled to the discharge path to output a trigger signal to
make the discharge path conducting;
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the conduction path of each of the other module circuits is
coupled between the anode and the cathode of the mod-
ule circuit to conduct the trigger signal.

5.The ESD clamp circuit of claim 1, wherein a high voltage
terminal of the first inverter and a high voltage terminal of the
second inverter are coupled to the first node, a low voltage
terminal of the first inverter and a low voltage terminal of the
second inverter are coupled to the cathode of the correspond-
ing module circuit, a high voltage terminal of the third
inverter is coupled to the anode of the corresponding module
circuit, a low voltage terminal of the third inverter is coupled
to an output terminal of the second inverter.

6. The ESD clamp circuit of claim 1, further comprising:

a voltage divider, coupled between the power terminal and

the ground terminal of the ESD clamp circuit, and
coupled to the anode and the cathode of each of the
module circuits to divide a voltage between the power
terminal and the ground terminal of the ESD clamp
circuit equally so that voltages between the anode and
the cathode of each of the module circuits are equal.

7. An electrostatic discharge (ESD) clamp circuit, compris-
ing:

a first PMOS transistor, coupled between an anode and a

first node;

a resistor, coupled between the first node and a second

node;

a capacitor, coupled between the second node and a cath-

ode;

a first inverter, coupled to the second node and receiving a

voltage of the second node;

a second inverter, coupled to the first inverter and receiving

an output of the first inverter;

a third inverter, coupled to the first node and the second

inverter, and receiving a voltage of the first node; and

a conduction path, coupled to the anode, being conducting

or non-conducting according to an output of the third
inverter.

8. The ESD clamp circuit of claim 7, wherein the conduc-
tion path comprises a second PMOS transistor, the second
PMOS transistor is turned on or off according to the output of
the third inverter.

9. The ESD clamp circuit of claim 7, wherein the conduc-
tion path is coupled between the power terminal and the
ground terminal to conduct an ESD pulse from the power
terminal to the ground terminal.

10. The ESD clamp circuit of claim 7, further comprising:

a discharge path, coupled to the conduction path and the

ground terminal to conduct an ESD pulse to the ground
terminal, wherein the conduction path outputs a trigger
signal to make the discharge path conducting.

11. The ESD clamp circuit of claim 7, wherein a high
voltage terminal of the first inverter and a high voltage termi-
nal of the second inverter are coupled to the first node, a low
voltage terminal of the first inverter and a low voltage termi-
nal of the second inverter are coupled to the cathode, a high
voltage terminal of the third inverter is coupled to the anode,
a low voltage terminal of the third inverter is coupled to an
output terminal of the second inverter.

12. An electrostatic discharge (ESD) clamp circuit, com-
prising:

a first PMOS transistor, coupled between an anode and a

first node;

a responding circuit, coupled to the first node, detecting an

ESD pulse at the anode and providing a detection result
to a second node and the first node;
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an inverter, coupled to the first node, receiving a voltage of
the first node and providing a corresponding output
according to the voltage of the first node and a voltage of
the second node; and

a conduction path, coupled to the anode, being conducting
or non-conducting according to the output of the
inverter, wherein the inverter is coupled to the second
node through a combinational circuit; when the respond-
ing circuit detects the ESD pulse, the responding circuit
provides a voltage drop between the first node and the
second node to make the combinational circuit receive
an input at a logic high voltage level; when the respond-
ing circuit does not detect the ESD pulse, the responding
circuit makes the combinational circuit receive the input
at a logic low voltage level.

13. The ESD clamp circuit of claim 12, wherein the

responding circuit comprises:

a resistor, coupled between the first node and the second
node; and

a capacitor, coupled between the second node and a cath-
ode.

14. The ESD clamp circuit of claim 12, wherein the com-

binational circuit comprises:

a first inverter, coupled to the second node and receiving
the voltage of the second node; and

a second inverter, coupled to the first inverter and receiving
an output of the first inverter.
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