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specialised equipment to support maintenance activities; reducing the
need for this avoids unnecessary freight movements. At the same time
as doing this, there is concerted pressure on reducing costs through
improved efficiency. One area that can contribute to this is the use of
RFID in preventative maintenance activities to avoid unforeseen
equipment failures that can lead to missed slots or cancelled flights.

I guess that aviation is one industry in which we would all like to
see the highest possible safety measures being employed. We all
know that the industry - both in manufacturing and in operations -
has a generally excellent track record but, as a regular airline traveller,
I'am keen for them to keep it that way. It is also an industry with an
intermeshing set of issues which RFID solutions can help with, from
the problems of managing mass passenger (and luggage) transit to
helping with the green agenda, increasing security (not just counter
terrorism - after all, London’s main airport was known for a time in
the 80s as “Thief-row”) or saving cost while still providing efficient
services.

CoreRFID has been involved in a number of projects for the
aviation industry working with manufacturers, airlines and airport
operators in projects that range from making sure that tags and
readers work in challenging environments through to delivering
complete solutions, and even to helping companies in the aviation
sector spread the RFID word internally in their organisations.

The first aviation project that we provided was one of the first
complete solutions we ever delivered. It turned out to be a rite of
passage for the staff involved! Fitting the RFID tags to runway and
taxiway lights so that regular maintenance activities could be tracked
involved the installation team working through the night while the
airport was closed, in freezing conditions, on a windswept field
tagging over 5,000 lamps on runways and taxiways so that the airport
operator could make sure bulbs were changed before they failed,
reducing the risks posed by inoperative lighting at night or in poor
visibility. That project did, however, set the tone for our other
engagements in the aviation industry - defining the difficulties of the
environment, the scale of airfields (in that case making necessary a
combination of RFID and GPS technologies) and the need for safety.

Since then, we have been asked to put our expertise to work in a
number of different application areas, from manufacturing to airline
on-board services. Our most recent projects have both been in support
of tool tracking in one form or another, one for a manufacturer and
one for the maintenance arm of an airline stages, and one in the
maintenance stages.

These applications have been driven principally by the need for
the highest safety standards during manufacturing and maintenance.
The risks of damage caused by foreign objects left in an aircraft are
well known. A tool left in the intake of a jet engine could damage the
engine seriously as it starts, and even a tool as small as a screwdriver
- forgotten inside the fuselage - could fowl control cables and cause
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the number of searches to be significantly reduced.

Another problem is that of locating large tools on an airfield.
Maintenance activities can involve the use of specialised jigs and
lifting framers which could be moved from hangar to hangar or stand
to stand. The time wasted to locate just where such items have been
left causes additional service costs and wastes engineer resources. For
this class of tools, Active RFID tags present a potential solution and
tags that use the existence of a Wi-Fi network to determine their
position can also be a practical proposition. Lufthansa, for example,
presented their experiences at last year's ID World conference
showing that they could achieve location accuracy of down to 5m
using existing Wi-Fi infrastructure as the location mechanism. Of
course, there are limitations to the use of Active tags (and similar
technologies) in some environments due to the problems of radio
emissions. For that reason, Lufthansa’s global tracking project which
used Active components that are able to transmit data such as
temperature, acceleration or state information as well as location
information using GSM, needed to turn itself off while on board the
aircraft. In one project which CoreRFID has been implementing, the
risk of RFID transmissions causing interference to weapon systems and
ejection seats was such that RFID could not be used - necessitating
a barcode solution that will become a component in a hybrid
barcode-RFID project eventually.

Aviation certainly demands a broad-based approach to exploring
the benefits potentially available from Auto-ID solutions. Given that it
involves some of the largest complexes of fixed infrastructure, major
retail outlets, significant people handling operations and safety
critical engineering, it would be a mistake to take a “this is the one
answer” approach but there is a need, especially among IT
organisations that have yet to explore many of these technologies, to
develop a coherent strategy for exploiting RFID and related systems.
One of the things we are keen on doing is developing an integrated
approach to these problems as a way of solving the problems of
managing people, tools, materials and locations in aviation across
manufacturing, maintenance and operations, using a combination of
fixed readers, Active tags and mobile computing as relevant to the
application needs.

The same safety drives that are promoting the use of tool tracking
are also creating an interest in authentication for aircraft spares and
for the tamper-proof shipping of tools, components and documents.
RFID can provide a solution in all of these areas and combine security
with the automatic transfer of information related to the items,
something that improves both speed and accuracy of data capture. It
is a market sector in which the capabilities of RFID to support both
consumer-facing and commercial applications are highly relevant. We
expect widespread adoption of the technology over the coming years
in airports, in the hangars and in the manufacturing process and

supply chain. [m
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