Industry veteran Chet
Benoit, a private con-
sultant for general bar
code applications and
past president of AIM
USA, explains how the
evolution of scanning
technology has helped
manufacturing’s rebirth
in the 1990s.
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het Benoit spent the past 17 years work-
ing in the automatic data collection mar-
ketplace. For 15 of those years he was
with Welch Allyn (Skaneateles Falls,
NY). In 1990, he retired as its director of
sales and marketing. Benoit is a past
president of both AIM USA and AIM
International. In 1987, he received AIM’s
Richard R. Dilling Award for leadership. Currently,
Benoit resides in Skanecateles, NY, where he works
as a consultant. In the following interview, Benoit,
talks about the rise of scanning technology and its
impact on manufacturing.

How has scanning technology evolved during
the past 20 years?

“Since the early 1970s, there has been some type
of improvement or new scanning technology every
18 months or so. The first type of scanner was the
contact or near-contact scanner. From contact scan-
ning, the industry moved to laser scanning. Short-
ly thereafter came charge-coupled devices [CCD].
‘When CCDs first appeared, they had very
narrow depth of field, but the impact that
they had on the Auto ID industry was phe-
nomenal. Today, CCDs can read from four
inches away and can be incorporated into
portable data collection terminals. And,
these devices are still coming down in size
and price. The evolution of scanning tech-
nology has been astonishing, especially
when one considers how little time has
passed.”

How has the evolution of scanning
technology affected manufacturing?

“As scanning technology evolves, it opens
new markets for manufacturers. These
new markets don’t develop simply because
of the new-found ability to scan; it is the
economy of scanning that opens them.
The drop in price of scanning devices and
allied equipment enables mainstream man-
ufacturers to incorporate data collection
into their processes.
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“As scanning devices become smaller, they [can
be] integrate[d] into hand-held terminals and oth-
er portable devices. During the past five or six
years, this integration has been a driving force in
the implementation of ADC [automatic data col-
lection] in the manufacturing arena. Today, instead
of a plantfloor worker holding a hand-held terminal
in one hand and a scanning gun in the other, every-
thing fits all in one hand. This freedom in mobility
leads to greater productivity and helps make the
manufacturing process more cost efficient.”

Considering the breadth of scanning options
and capabilities on the market today, how
does a company determine the right scan-
ning technology for its application?

“A manufacturer has to ask the following ques-
tions: What are we trying to accomplish? Is it some-
thing simple like inventory? Or, is it a more com-
plex industrial application? Any time you want to
count, control, monitor, or track something, the
main consideration should be the importance of
the information that is being collected. If it is mis-
sion critical, then accuracy is the determining fac-
tor. If the application is in a distribution center,
then high-speed laser readers might be the most
important factor. ‘

“Data collection equipment vendors have made
tremendous strides in improving the speed and ac-
curacy of their bar code reading devices. The ability
to read and gather information from products pass-
ing at 400 or 500 feet per minute is not uncommon.

“In determining the right technology for the ap-
plication, it is important to understand what is cur-
rently available. This is where VARs and consul-
tants can be useful. Many manufacturers fall into
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the trap of going to one vendor and trying
to do it all with that vendor’s products.
That's a serious mistake. VARs and con-
sultants have access to different product
lines. A capable VAR can assist the man-
ufacturer in applying technology in the
most expeditious way for a particular sit-
uation. The manufacturer knows the job
that has to be done, and a competent VAR
knows how to apply technology to get the
job done right.”

How have the recent advances in
technology benefited manufacturers?

“The data collection industry is focused
on making their products faster, small-
er, better, and less expensive. With to-
day’s equipment, the end user can plug-
and-play most of those devices. For
instance, if a manufacturer has a terminal
dedicated to collecting on-line data with a
laser scanner, it can unplug the laser and
plug a contact scanner into the same ter-
minal without having to re-configure any-
thing. This flexibility is critical.

“Overall, I think the industry has done a
good job in this regard. As a group, the
data collection industry has done a won-
derful job of consolidating information
and standardizing codes. The benefits to
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Portable PC and Data
Collector Is Factory
Hardened

Endura is a single, portable unit
that combines a 486 PC with a
mobile SPC data collector. The
unit can run any PC-based soft-
ware and interface to any
gauge, all in a rugged, light-
weight package. According to
the manufacturer, Endura can
withstand a drop to concrete, as
well as temperatures from
freezing to 45° C. The unit uses
solid-state PCMCIA memory
cards and a 2-1/2 in. shock-
mounted hard drive. Endura is a
fully IBM PC-compatible 486SX
25MHz processor.

GageTalker Corp., 13680 NE
16th St., Bellevue, WA 98005
(800) 955-7100
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Hand-Held CCD Scanner is
Ergonomically Designed

Designed with an ergonomic pistol grip, the Scant-
eam 3400 (ST3400) from Welch Allyn has a depth of
field of up to four inches. According to the company,
the ST3400 was developed to provide a cost-effec-
tive, highly improved CCD technology that is flexible
to varying data collection needs.

A special optic configuration spreads a scan zone
wider than the window width and increases the unit's
scanning depth of field to four inches from contact.

The decoder interfaces include keyboard wedge,
IBM/NCR/ICL/Fujitsu POS Direct Connect, RS-232
or portable data collection applications.

the customer are clear. If the customer
buys a scanner from Vendor A, then Ven-
dor B comes out with a better product,
the customer can make a switch without
tossing out all of his existing equipment.”

During the next few months, over
the next couple of years, or through the
end of the decade, what types of new
advances might arise?

“If someone had told me five years ago
that we would see bar codes being read
with a CCD scanner from four inches
away, I would not have believed him.
Trends that began in the 1980s like minia-
turization, lower prices, higher speeds,

Compact Printer Does Four-Color Labels

The Sundance label
printer can produce
four-color labels in
house, eliminating
the need to order
vast stocks of labels
from outside print
shops. Features in-
clude one-pass,
four-color thermal
transfer printing on . —
demand, lithographic-quality, 300 dpi resolution; the capability to
print both sides of a label simultaneously; True Type scalable fonts;
high-speed, 5 in./sec. throughput; 32-bit RISC microprocessor for
instant label formatting; and more.
Astro-Med Inc., Astro-Med Industrial Park, West Warwick, Rl
02893 (800) 343-4039 or (401) 828-4000
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etc. will most likely continue into the next
century. But exactly what will happen is
anyone’s guess.

“Back in the early '80s, we never
thought we could get color LEDs that
would do the jobs that needed to be done,
because they didn't have enough output,
they dragged down too much energy, and
they presented optical problems. But,
these problems have been solved. Today,
we see applications where different-col-
ored LEDs are used, and the prices for
them are affordable. These types of re- |
finements will keep happening.” MA

See Information Express
Welch Allyn
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RF ID System
Features Bi-
Directional Capability

Dialogue is designed for bi-di-
rectional transmission of data,
without contact, between a fixed
station and an AGV or some oth-
er moving component. The Dia-
logue transmission of data takes
place as the fixed station and
moving component meet and
both emit an electromagnetic
field through its maker's ER-85
transceivers. Each transceiver is
linked with a micro-programmed
board which communicates by
parallel 1/0 to the user's host
controller, PC, or PLC.

Balogh, 3990 Varsity Dr., Ann
Arbor, MI 48108 (800) 252-
7343 or (800) 755-7343
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Vision System Features Pipeline Processor

PPT-Vision introduces Passport, a high-speed machine vision system capable of on-line automated in-
spection of manufactured parts at speeds up to 12,000 parts/min. A digital signal processor, which op-
erates at 40 MHz with a Pipeline processor, enables Passport to achieve such a high rate. The unit also
features a color video graphics accelerator for real-time PC graphics display. The system is available in
two- and four-camera versions.

PPT Vision, 10321 W. 70th St., Minneapolis, MN 55344 (612) 942-5746
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