LIving up

to the hype

Modern style RFID tags have been around for some time
now — since 1973, in fact, when Mario Cardullo patented a
passive radio transponder with memory. Duncan Jefferies
looks at how, in the last few years, retailers have become
increasingly interested in the technology and its potential

to revolutionise the sector

rials by Wal-Mart, Metro Group, Tesco and Marks & Spencer

have all served to create considerable hype, but RFID is yet

to reach widespread adoption. There are several factors
currently driving investment. These include faster buying cycles
and a desire to better manage the supply chain. However, as Paul
Close, business development manager at Aldata puts it: “It is in a
similar position to voice a few years ago, when there was
uncertainty around cost and practicality.”

An RFID implementation consists of tags and readers. Tags can
be applied to individual items or shipping palettes; store property
such as shopping carts or IT equipment; wireless communications
devices; and staff and shoppers themselves via loyalty cards,
badges or shopping trolleys.

Unlike barcodes there is no line-of-sight requirement — the tag
transmits the information to the reader via radio waves which the
reader converts into readable data. “The technology is so much more
reliable than a few years ago. We're never going to get 100 per cent
read rates, but one of our partners in Germany is
achieving 99.98 per cent readouts,” says Rob McGregor, business
development manager at Toshiba TEC.

Tags come in three forms — passive, active and semi-passive. Active
tags are the more expensive of the three, featuring their own power
source which makes them more reliable and better able to transmit at
a higher power level — useful in harsh environments or over longer dis-
tances. Passive tags only receive power when in the field of the read-
er and are smaller allowing for a wider range of use. Semi-passive tags
are similar to active tags as they have their own power source, but the
battery is used just to power the microchip and not broadcast a sig-
nal. The data stored on a tag can only be read or modified by autho-
rised personnel and numerous tags can be read simultaneously.

“We see huge benefits for fresh produce retailers from using semi-
active RFID for temperature monitoring. When goods arrive at the
store they are able to tell if they have been damaged and are no
longer fresh,” says Eddy Van Herbruggen, European support manager
for RFID at Zetes.

Taking stock

Currently, RFID is mainly used for
improving stock accuracy and
reducing shrinkage. As Toshiba’s
McGregor says: “The number
one benefit is a more secure
supply chain.” However, he also
believes the retail sector is
behind other industries when it
comes to adoption.

Close work with suppliers is
also needed for a RFID trial or
roll-out to be a success. “Some
suppliers attach an RFID label in
order to be compliant, but that
doesn’'t mean it is readable,” says
Van Herbruggen. “The same
thing happened five or ten
years ago with barcodes on
palettes. Today there is a similar
learning curve — it's a question
of education.”

The Metro Group has
been at the forefront of
RFID development. At their
Innovation Centre, which was
opened during July 2004 in
Neuss, partners of the group
can acquaint themselves with
the technology and test it
under realistic conditions. More
than 40 systems are available
for test purposes in a total
area of around 1,400 square
metres. The centre also
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