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within Pall-Ex

Where do all the pallets go? Pall-Ex started a trial to track its
pallets using Active RFID from RFTRAQ. As Steve Cowper reports,
it threw up some interesting results!

A wide variety of returnable transport items (RTls)
ranging from 40ft trailers to tote boxes are notorious for
getting lost in the supply chain and their management
can become a time-consuming and costly business,
especially when they are in the wrong place at the wrong
time. The classic example is when a manufacturing
manager screams at the logistics team to move heaven
and earth — ‘Whatever it takes and damn the cost!'— to
get the materials in and/or the products out, so that
production can continue uninterrupted.

However, the results of two recent pilot projects
undertaken by Pall-Ex, the UK-based pallet network
operator, provide strong evidence that solutions are now
available that provide real-world benefits with a rapid
return on investment (ROI).

Pilot |: Active pallet management
In the first pilot, Pall-Ex wanted to investigate whether it
was possible to track automatically the location and

movements of a pool of plastic pallets as they moved
around its network. To conduct the pilot, Pall-Ex
contacted the Guildford-based company RFTRAQ,
which specialises in the monitoring of RTls using its
patented ultra-long-range Active RFID tags and readers.

Objective

The aim of the pilot was to discover whether it is
possible to record and monitor the movements of plastic
pallets within a supply chain automatically, without any
human intervention. Achieving this could lead to
dramatic reductions in the time spent chasing pallets. In
addition, having visibility of the number of pallets actually
used and where could reduce the overall number
required to service an operation, generating a further
cost saving.

Set-up
Three sites were chosen for installation of the
equipment:
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Pall-Ex's Leicester hub was the
scene of one of the trials.
Monitoring the many pallet
collections and deliveries using
conventional technology can
result in errors.

® The Pall-Ex Hub in Leicestershire

® Sameday Express,Services Ltd, a Pall-Ex Member in
Rainham, Essex

® A manufacturing site in East London, which would
be the starting point for the pallets

The same equipment was installed at each site: a
single remote access server (RAS) box containing the
RFID reader; and a GPRS modem and an antenna. The
GPRS modems send the data back to the RFTRAQ
servers, where Pall-Ex is able to access the data through
a web browser interface.

The system was configured into a flood mode
whereby all newly arrived assets are reported to the
server as soon as their tag is picked up by the reader
Assets that remain present at a site are continually read;
but instead of sending unnecessary data back to the
servers, the internal last time seen is updated, and only
when an asset is not seen for a configurable amount of
time is the data sent back to the database to indicate
that the particular asset has now left the location. This
provides positive proof that a particular asset is present
and does not rely on the assumption that if the asset has
not been seen leaving the site, it must still be there...
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Results

Once the RAS boxes were installed, 26 tagged plastic
pallets from a variety of suppliers — including Schoeller
Arca, Craemer and IPS — were delivered to the
manufacturing site and left there for almost a month.The
arrival of all of these pallets was correctly recorded
within the system. Despite the changing environment
and the pallets being moved around in the warehouse
during this period, the pallets continued to be reported
at the manufacturing site during this entire period
without any errors.

Sameday Express then sent a vehicle to the site to
remove a number of the pallets. The driver initially
thought that they had removed 15 of the pallets, but on
checking the web report, this showed that |6 pallets had
in fact left the site and arrived at the Sameday depot in
Rainham. Further checking showed that this was indeed
correct and that a physical miscount had occurred.

Five of these pallets were then shipped up to the
Pall-Ex Hub overnight on the nightly trunk vehicle and
remained there over the weekend. On the following
Monday night, a further five pallets were shipped up to
the hub and four pallets were returned to the Rainham
depot. These pallets were then delivered back to the
manufacturing site.
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RGID Tracking results for 16 pallets collection Tracking individual pallets


http://www.rftraq.com/downloads_datasheet_pdfs/Pall-Ex16PalletCollection.pdf
http://www.rftraq.com/downloads_datasheet_pdfs/Pall-ExSinglePalletMovement.pdf

Various other combinations of movements were
undertaken during the pilot period and every single one
was captured automatically with 100% accuracy, despite
the long distances involved and irrespective of where in
the site the pallets were placed — and all this without a
portal or paddle in sight!

Doug Boulton, Depot Principal, Sameday Express,
commented: ‘The installation of the RAS box at our
depot took no time at all — just a case of fixing the box
to the wall and plugging it in. Once it was installed, we
simply went about our business as normal, and the arrival
and departure time of every tagged pallet was automatically
captured without our staff having to do anything’

Pilot 2: Tracking of trailers with RFID

Pall-Ex also undertook another trial, this time with a
much larger RTI: its trailers.

Objective

The objective of the trial was to determine whether it
would be possible to capture the amount of time that

trailers spent loading and unloading on the bays at the
hub, as this is a key efficiency measure for the operation.
Set-up

To do this, RFTRAQ configured the read range of the
RAS box at the hub so that the read area only just
covered the areas under the canopy covering each of the
42 bays. Tags were then installed on to the interior roof
of the curtain-sided trailers.The flood logic on the reader
was then configured so that when a tag was ‘on bay’ this
was reported, and when it left the bay it was reported
as being ‘off bay’.

Results

This pilot also proved to be very successful, with 100%
read rates, and has generated some very interesting data
for Pall-Ex, which now plans to roll this out across all of
its members' trailers.

Sean Sherwin-Smith, Director of IT, Pall-Ex,
commented: ‘Research and development is an important
part of the Pall-Ex [T strategy. Understanding how we
can exploit RFID and other emerging technologies
demonstrates our ongoing quest to deliver increased
value to our customers and by definition positions us as
innovators in the logistics space. At Pall-Ex, we work on
the principal that the easier the solution is to implement
and use, the greater the adoption and speed on return.
Both RF Pallet and Trailer tracking trials have not only
successfully proven the real world application for
RFTRAQ’s technologies and expertise but also shown
how quickly this technology can deliver asset control.
Combine these lessons with the unique service provision
and infrastructure that Pall-Ex and its members provide,

0 About the author

Trailer location monitoring also yielded some interesting results.

and | genuinely believe we have a turnkey solution for
the retail and manufacturing sectors!

Speaking for RFTRAQ, we were not surprised to see
such positive results from the two pilots, because for
many years we have been helping customers in the
newspaper industry to track the movements of
thousands of our tagged specialist RTls that we rent to
them. These reusable aluminium cores are used to carry
up 2t of paper from factories in Scandinavia through to
print sites in the UK and are then returned for reloading
with paper. Having been forced into developing our own
technological solution for RFID tagging as we could not
find anything else that worked with the complex
challenges presented by these 2.2m long metal tubes,
replicating this on assets such as plastic pallets and
trailers is actually quite straightforward for us — as proved
by the results that Pall-Ex have seen.

Conclusion

The case studies suggest that Pall-Ex has made significant
savings with the implementation of Active RFID in
applications where it really makes financial sense rather
than simply trying to replace existing technology that is
working perfectly well. Supply chain visibility of a right-sized
pool of RTls is now a reality that can be delivered
without major upheaval or over complexity. Combined
with a recession-friendly rental rather than CAPEX
business model, companies such as RFTRAQ are proving
that RFID is not just an interesting technology looking for
an application, it can also deliver a compelling ROl and
real-world business benefits.

Steve Cowper is Sales Director of RFTAQ. He is an Affiliate member of CILT. Prior to joining RFTRAQ, he
was Commercial Development Director, Masternaut ThreeX, a UK GPS mobile tracking services company.
He has 19 vyears' successful track record of sales with previous roles at Paragon Software Systems plc,
Brankamp (UK) Ltd and the Hawtal Whiting Group.

About RFTRAQ

RFTRAQ supplies proprietary products integrated alongside third-party hardware and software
systems that can be integrated into SAP or similar ERP software or used with third-party hardware.
Further information, web site: www.pallex.com or www.rftraq.com

Information

For more information about RFID in warehousing, why not join our Data Caption and Information
Management Forum (formally RFID Forum)? See our web site www.ciltuk.org.uk for more details.
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