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Does wireless work?

DECK HEAD

Tim Power investigates the role of wireless communications in freight transportation 
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There has been a steady flow of announcements about the adoption of wireless technology by the freight transport industry. Examples range from the implementation of Bluetooth at UPS’s distribution hubs to the launch of wireless alerts and notifications by GT Nexus.

We are talking about the capture and dissemination of data by mobile devices such as cellular and WAP (or i-mode) phones, PDAs and pagers. 

Is this just high tech hype? My own WAP phone, bought with the intention of mobile surfing, is stuck firmly in the conventional applications of talking to people and sending text messages. This experience seems to be common in Europe, which is home to a mere 5% of mobile internet users. 

Usage of mobile internet in the US is even less inspiring with only 0.9% of the world’s mobile internet users. In fact, it is in Japan where use has taken off with over 25 m subscribers to i-mode alone and where 81% of mobile Internet users reside. 

Given these rather dismal statistics, why is the freight industry in Europe and the US bothering with wireless?

Part of the answer is that the technology is cheap and widely available. As John Motley, CEO of Log-Net Inc. observes,  “The financial aspect is key in an industry where margins are tight. The development of cellular phones means that a whole infrastructure has been built and that devices are cheap. This means that cellular technology can be used where RFI or satellite would be prohibitively expensive.”

Wireless communications can be used to improve the ability to capture transport event data in real time. They can widen the geographical area where data can be captured, disseminate information to a wider range of key people and improve data capture productivity.

The benefits of this technology for container shipping lines, which have to operate in an infrastructure (particularly inland) that is largely outside their direct control, are obvious. Let us see who has the imagination to exploit it.
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Using wireless

A constant theme of logistics over the last 10 years has been the need for improved visibility of consignments as they pass through the transport chain. 

The courier companies, recognising this long ago, adopted wireless technology early in order to improve their track and trace services by recording key events in real time. 

In the 1980s, this meant laborious, country-by-country negotiations to secure radio bands that would allow the transmission of delivery events from DHL’s vans to the central system. This allowed real time data capture but at a high cost in money and implementation time. 

With the development of GSM (cellular telephone protocols) as a near global standard, the cost base and ability to implement was transformed. DHL started work on capturing delivery events by GSM in 1998 and its application, which was implemented with astonishing speed in October 1999, now sits on top of the DHL legacy system. 

International Asset Systems (IAS) has for some time been preoccupied with recording deliveries in the container shipping industry (ironically, particularly since getting the cargo to its destination is the whole point of shipping, the delivery event is the most poorly recorded in the whole transport life cycle). 

In 2000, IAS developed its Event Manager application to improve “last mile visibility” and will enhance it with a wireless application later this year. This is aimed primarily at truck drivers who will be able to use mobile phones to record deliveries by dialling a freephone number, typing in a container number (or saying it – the application also uses IVR) and indicating confirmation. 

Steve Dowse, CTO at IAS, says, “ We are aiming to provide an application that is easy to use and adds practical value. Simplicity of use is the key”. IAS also sees the application being used by personnel at distribution centres to record other events, e.g. container unpacked, in the delivery cycle. 
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Package tracking with wireless

Data capture benefits are not confined to events out on the road.  UPS will begin testing a new package tracking system at its Buffalo NY DC in October. 

The package-tracking system runs on hip-mounted Windows CE terminals, code-named Emerald, from Motorola. Workers will scan bar codes using a cordless optical scanner mounted on a finger ring. That scanner communicates with the Emerald terminal using Bluetooth. 

The integration of a wireless Bluetooth ring scanner into the terminals used by package sorters in the UPS hubs "is a very big deal to us, as it eliminates the cord between the scanner and the terminal,” says David Salzman of UPS.  

“The primary use of Bluetooth is for cord replacement, and sorting packages on belts is a perfect example of where cords are a big problem," he says. “The project, which includes progressive global rollout, is expected to cost US$100m and to pay for itself in 16 months. Amazing what getting a rid of a bit of wire can do for you!”
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Just another channel

Greg Johnsen, vice president, products at GT Nexus see wireless as a way of improving access to applications. “Wireless is simply another channel,” he says. “GT Nexus now offers three routes: the web, integration (via Global Connect) and wireless”. 

In June, GT Nexus began providing event notifications and exception alerts to mobile devices.  The customers determine which notifications and alerts they wish to receive and the channel to be used. 

A customer can specify that one of its supply chain partners can also receive the same information; this has great potential to improve visibility and control. Take the example of a trucker who is taking containers for packing at an exporters premises. 

If the packing of the box goes beyond the pre-determined time threshold, an exception alert will be generated and sent to the trucker’s cell phone. The trucker is then requested to acknowledge receipt. The next step, which the application already supports, is for the trucker to add comments to the response, for example, cargo not ready. Remedial action can then be taken early.

Mr Johnsen adds that the foundations have now been laid in GT Nexus to support a whole range of new wireless applications, which can be added in a modular way. These will include enhanced ability to enter data via wireless devices.
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Where to next?

Colum Joyce, Electronic Commerce Strategy Manager at DHL, says that “ Things will really get interesting when mobile devices start interacting without human intervention. In future a package passing through a DHL sortation hub will know where it is going  and will tell the operators it if it ends up in the wrong place. We have done early tests on this technology and we know it will work.”

He adds, informed by his own training in social anthropology, “ The issue is not the technology, it is getting people to change and to adopt new processes. These new technologies and off the shelf applications can insulate companies from huge and risky technology spend. What is needed is imagination in applying them.”

John Motley, CEO of Log-Net, has encountered this challenge too. “ It took our customers some time to appreciate the power of this technology, then it hit them like a revelation,” he says. “This is just the start: the development of new wireless devices and the ease with which web native applications can be adapted mean that this computing power will be ubiquitous and pervasive.”

