Auto ID improves

plant-floor, supply-
chain performance

HE AUTOMATION OF

supply-chain business and pro-

duction processes offers many

opportunities for improving

manufacturers’ cycle times,
operating costs, and customer satisfac-
tion levels. Automatic identification
(Auto ID) tools and communications
technologies, such as bar coding, radio
frequency identification (RFID), and
advanced data collection software
have proven track records in manu-
facturing as means to improve pro-
ductivity.

Evidence of supply-chain improve-
ments through the application of Auto
ID technology can be seen in recent
projects, such as the one at Sanacorp,
a German pharmaceutical company;
United Biscuits, a U.K.-based maker
of prepared foods; and Ramcel Engi-
neering, Northbrook, Ill., a producer
of Class A progressive dies and preci-
sion metal stampings. These compa-
nies have applied Auto ID technology
successfully to a number of key
supply-chain activities including re-
ceiving, replenishment, outside opera-
tions, and lot tracking.
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Already a $2-billion industry, Auto
ID technology use is still increasing.
According to a 1997 report on the
worldwide Auto ID equipment market
from Frost & Sullivan, Mountain
View, Calif., growth is expected for all
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A new breed of network-based, PC-compatible data collection
systems are enabling manufacturers to achieve supply-chain
performance enhancements. These software-driven systems
integrate into existing standard networking environments

to meet the needs of any operation, regardless of size. (Photo

Auto ID technologies, including bar
codes and RFID. The RFID equipment
market, for instance, will break the $1
billion mark before 2003. Growth will
be fueled by lower prices, greater aware-
ness of potential users, and the introduc-
tion of new end-user applications.
“Manufacturers can improve
supply-chain operations by applying
Auto ID technology at each point of
interface between vendors and custom-
ers,” says David Studebaker, president
of Studebaker Technology, Naper-
ville, Ill., a maker of
shop-floor management
and data-collection soft-
ware. According to Rick
Duris, president of Busi-
ness Technology Group,
Libertyville, IIl., a sys-
tems integrator special-
izing in applying systems
technology in manufac-
turing and distribution
environments, three key
elements of supply-chain
performance that can be
improved using Auto ID
technologies can im-
prove supply-chain per-
formance through infor-
mation accuracy, timeli-
ness, and visibility. He
points to the availability
of real-time information
that Auto ID provides as
an essential benefit.
“The value of data de-
creases over time, espe-
cially if it isn’t used. The
more timely the data is,
the better the decision-
making process. Better
decisions equate to both
tangible and intangible
results such as improved
quality, consistency, and
accuracy,” Duris says.

Every step of the way

At almost every step along the sup-
ply chain, Auto ID technology can
improve performance. For instance,
when incoming materials are received,
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United Biscuits, Ashhy, U.K., has implmenled -- system to improve efficiency haed on Texas

Instruments’ TIRIS RFID technology, which automatically identifies stainless-steel bins used to

carry ingredients. (Photo courtesy TIRIS)

manufacturers use bar codes that con-
tain such vital information as the pur-
chase order number, quantity of the
shipment, package count, product cer-
tification, and formulation information.
By reading the label as soon as the
shipment is received, the manufacturer
can immediately update inventory and
notify production that this receipt is
available for use.

When material is drawn from inven-
tory, the use of Auto ID to record the
transaction allows for immediate up-
dating of inventory status. Subse-
quently, an automatic request for the
next material release from the vendor
can be issued as well. The use of Auto
ID at each step in the production op-
eration allows the manufacturer to track
work-in-process.

For example, notification can be sent
to the appropriate personnel that the
work soon will be arriving. Therefore,
when the lot is shipped, it is accompa-
nied by bar-coded paperwork, which
allows outside operations to use Auto
ID to track the work through produc-
tion, and enables the manufacturer to
use Auto ID to properly track the lot
when it returns. As the lot nears the
completion of its production steps, the

customer can be notified of its impend-
ing availability.

The keys to implementing Auto ID
technology, according to Studebaker,
are good communication between the
cooperating organizations and an agree-
ment on standards and protocols among
the supply-chain partners. Gains from
Auto ID are limited by an
organization’s ability to use the tech-
nology properly and by the amount
of cooperation from other organiza-
tions in the supply chain that must prop-
erly apply the same disciplines to their
operations.

Bread and butter technology

United Biscuits, for instance, has
implemented a system to improve effi-
ciency based on Texas Instruments’
TIRIS RFID technology, which auto-
matically identifies stainless-steel bins
used to carry ingredients around
United’s Ashby, U.K., food-processing
facility. At the Ashby plant, the moni-
toring computer issues a new, unique
code number to each bin as soon as it
is introduced into the system, and the
bin ID number is written to a tag by
a reader/writer in the preparation
area. This ID is then referenced in
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the control system to a particular
mixer-run-product batch. The bin
commences its passage through the
system, which starts in the prepara-
tion area.

At each point in the dispensing.
weighing, and mixing processes, the
bin tag is read to ensure that the bin
is in the correct location and loaded
with the correct ingredients. Expected
location, bin contents (ingredient and
weight), and next destination are held
in a recipe and process map in the
monitoring computer. Hence, the pro-
cess computer knows what a batch
needs to have, where it should be and
when it should be added, and it can
immediately detect any variation
from the programmed requirements.

Overhead display units at every
mixing station give visual feedback
to the operators who move bins
around the preparation and mixing
areas. Bin movement is tracked from
the initial weighing, through prepa-
ration, to mixing and baking. Thus,
the control system is able to provide
detailed records for each product and
batch produced by the plant, and it
can provide accurate status informa-
tion for each mixer and its produc-
tion cycle.

“Data visibility is essential to im-
proving supply-chain operations,” says
Duris. “Knowing where an order is,
anywhere in the company, has major
ramifications. The more readily avail-
able the data is, the better.”

Using RFID technology, United has
improved product traceability and re-
porting for improved factory manage-
ment, improved process performance,
increased control over material usage
to reduce wastage, and improved stock
management.

Another example

Germany-based Sanacorp also ben-
efits from RFID technology. The
company’s pharmaceutical distribution
center uses a conveyor system that runs
from the start of the pick line to dis-
patch. More than 6,000 transport con-
tainers or totes travel on the con-
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