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Getting Ready for the RFID Mandates

Well, Wal-Mart and the DoD have sure gotten a lot of press about its Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) mandate.  While heavily motivated by the financial cost savings in its operations (billions of dollars per year), Wal-Mart and the DoD are not flinching on their resolve.  So as a supplier to retailers, like Wal-Mart, Target, Kroger, Best Buy, etc., mandating the use of RFID, what should you be doing?

Luckily, all the major organizations, mandating RFID are asking for the same thing.  This means that the RFID tags and equipment that meet the Wal-Mart mandate will also meet the Target, Kroger, etc. mandates.  The Department of Defense’s new RFID mandate will also be met with the same equipment and tags.

What is Wal-Mart asking you to do?

Wal-Mart is asking suppliers to put RFID labels on all the pallets and cases coming into their distribution channel.  Some of the details include:

· EPC GEN 2 UHF (915 MHz) type RFID tag – either temporary (one-time) or permanent – up to supplier

· The tags should be readable at a distance of 10 feet while on a pallet coming through a dock door.

· Cases at 600’ per minute in any position

· Data on tag should be GTIN (single sku) or SSCC (mixed SKU cases)

While this seems simple in concept, it can be a large burden on your company in many respects.  RFID tagging can be extremely difficult especially on certain products.  No one is going to be able to take RFID lightly.  You must have technical help (internal or external staffing) to ensure a proper use of the RFID tagging.

What is RFID?

RFID stands for Radio Frequency Identification.  In a nutshell, you are using radio waves to interrogate/read the data that is stored on a tag.  The process to read an RFID tag goes something like this:

1. An RFID reader sends out some radio waves through an antenna out into some open space.

2. The reader is them looking to see if any of these radio waves are reflected back to the antenna from an RFID tag.

3. If reflected the reader (through the antenna) detects radio waves, the reflected waves are processed to see what data was stored on the tag(s) that were in the reading area of the reader and antenna combination.

4. If the contents of the tag(s) are processed the data is filtered (such as if a tag is read multiple time) and sent to your information system for storage.

So the RFID tags reflect back some of the radio signals in such a way that the RFID reader can interpret the contents of the tag.  This process is typically called backscatter.

These RFID tags are flat modules made up of a tiny silicon chip, which can be programmed with specific data and an antenna that captures the radio waves and reflects them back.  A typical size for an RFID tag is 4 inches wide by 6 inch tall and around 10 mils thick.

Is RFID ready for this?

There is a lot of skepticism in the market place about whether the RFID technology is ready for such huge mandates.  While RFID has been around for decades, the supply chain (shipping cartons/pallets) applications at the chosen frequency and standards are very new.  In fact the standards being developed for the mandates were ratified early December of 2004.

Perhaps the biggest hurdle for the industry to overcome is that the technology just does not work well on some product.  Radio waves are absorbed by liquids and reflected by metal.  If the RFID tags are going on metal objects or containers with liquid in them, creating tags that will do what Wal-Mart demands requires planning and testing.  

What should my company be doing?

Our recommendations for companies faced with implementing RFID are:

· Get an RFID team together in your company.  Make sure you have some technically competent people on the team.  RFID is technical.  It will take technical expertise to make it work.  Some real world working knowledge of RFID would help your team immensely.

· Plan how you are going to implement RFID in your operation.  You don’t need to wait for a customer mandate to start an RFID implementation.  Wal-Mart sees the technology as a way to steam-line their operation and save billions of dollars a year.

· Get some technical help with RFID.  RFID is complicated.  Get help if you feel intimidated by it.

· Look at testing your product as soon as you can.  Some products will be much simpler to tag than others.  It is helpful to know where on the difficulty scale your product will fall at both the case and pallet level.

· Do an RFID pilot.  Many problems won’t surface until you are actually doing some RFID tagging.  It is best to find and solve these problems during a pilot project rather than when you customer is breathing down your neck with a mandate hanging over your head.  Pick an area in your plant where it makes sense and test some RFID labeling for a while.  Let your regular personnel do this labeling so you can determine the issues and complications you will encounter.

· Carefully plan your rollout.  We cannot emphasis a good plan enough.  Hours of careful planning will save days of implementation.

Is the equipment ready for this?

The quick answer to this question is yes.  The specification is ratified, and is ISO approved.  All the RFID manufacturers are highly motivated to get their hardware out in the marketplace.

Think Positive

In all likelihood, implementing RFID is going to shake things up in your company.  But you know, sometimes shaking things up can be a real positive thing for your operation.  View an RFID implementation as a time to closely review your operations and improve them.  Change is always tough on an organization. Take the chance to include process improvements along with the changes due to an RFID implementation.  Your organization will be stronger and better for it.

Don’t forget about the data

Another thing to keep in mind is that all the RFID tags in the world are not going to do much good if we can not link the data on the tag to the details of shipment stored on a database somewhere.  So while you are thinking about how to tag your data, you need to also consider how you are going to share your data with trading partner(s) that are requesting the RFID.  With Wal-Mart, the RFID tag itself contains either a Global Trade Item Number or a SSCC when you are shipping pallets with mixed SKUs.  In either case, the number on the RFID tag will be read at the customer’s loading dock and the details pertaining to the shipment are found on a database somewhere.  The RFID initiative must include the mechanism for having the details on a database so it can be shared with your partners.

It’s not so bad…. Right!!!

Your opinion on RFID implementation is probably based on how it is going to affect your company.  If companies asking for the mandate are big customers, then you have a major hurdle to overcome.  Trying to find the expertise and money that you need to pull this off can be a big struggle.  But, on the positive side, there is just one standard that is ratified, so everyone (equipment manufacturers, end users, customers) are singing off the same sheet of music.  Your decision as to what technology you should be using is already made for you.  You have to choose the hardware manufacturers and VARs that you feel will do the best job for you.
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