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Airbus to Use RFID Tags Extensively

Posted on Feb 04 2010 | By Steve Banker

At the end of January, two RFID suppliers announced that the European aircraft manufacturer Airbus will
be using RFID tags to track thousands of components and parts for the A350 XWB aircraft models. Airbus
had previously announced that if a part is serialized, repairable, and replaceable, it would require either an
RFID tag or a contact memory button (CMB). In pressurized areas of the aircraft, RFID tags will be used.
In unpressurized sections, however, Airbus said it will likely use contact memory buttons because of their
greater robustness in harsh environments.

Waltham, Massachusetts-based Tego and Paris-headquartered MAINTag SAS have partnered to sell tags in
the $10 to $30 per tag price range. The exact price will depend on the conditions the tags will need to
endure, data capacity, and other factors.

This is clearly a different kind of problem than what Walmart and other large retailers attempted (and
largely failed) to address with EPC tags, which sold for less than 20 cents per tag when bought in volume.
Rather than a supply chain tracking problem—tracking the flow of goods from suppliers through retail
distribution centers and eventually to the front of a store— Airbus is focused on tracking maintenance and
safety issues. Airbus will use RFID technology to track the history of thousands of key components from
the moment they enter the Airbus manufacturing stream, are placed on a particular jet, and all the way
through the component’s product lifecycle. This asset lifecycle includes the component’s maintenance and
repair history, right up to the time it is gets replaced with another part.

The usual way of tracking the genealogy of a part is to assign the component a part number on a barcode tag
or through direct part marking. A production management system will often require a component to be
scanned to make sure the finished product is correctly configured. The system also uses these scans to create
the “as built” history. This history typically includes the installation date and even which production worker
performed the installation. When subassemblies are purchased, this component-level tracking becomes more
difficult because the supplier’s part number may not always correspond to the OEM’s numbering schema.

For the asset lifecycle, a different database is used. Every time a part is scanned as part of planned or
unplanned maintenance issues, the data is entered in the “as maintained” portion of an Enterprise Asset
Management system.

The fact that there are two databases makes it more difficult to trace the end-to-end genealogy of a part in
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the event of an accident. With RFID, much of the end-to-end genealogical history will be stored right on
the chip. These are active tags that contain far more memory (up to 32 kilobytes) than the passive tags used
in the retail supply chain. These chips can hold full documents, such as PDFs of diagrams showing the
intended location of a part and other portions of a parts manual, the entire repair history of the part, and
even the technicians involved in maintaining the part. After a faulty part has been removed, the data can
help Airbus to track common problems, resulting in higher-quality planes being built in the future.

In summary, the Airbus program will deploy ruggedized high-memory RFID tags on flyable parts, allowing
improved aircraft configuration management, repair shop optimization, spare parts logistics, and the
monitoring of parts with a predefined lifespan.
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djpuleston
February 5th. 2010 at 6:29 pm

Thank you for an excellent and insightful article. I should like to clarify a couple of point on behalf of Tego,
Inc. We know from inquiries that there is substantial interest in many industries, and although the
clarifications don’t change the basic message, they may be helpful to any of your audience interested in the
details of the technology or in the issues associated with adoption.

Although the unusual capabilities of the tags might suggest an ‘active’ device as is stated, the tags are
actually ‘passive’ according to conventional definitions of RFID technology. For users in this or other
logistics applications, this means that the tags are battery-free, and do not require any maintenance even
over extended periods (decades). Additionally, the tags are compatible with standard Gen 2 readers and
infrastructure, which reduces the roll-out and ongoing support costs for organizations that already have this
infrastructure.

The tags are approved for both pressurized and unpressurized use, and in harsh environments.
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Do you need assistance identifying, evaluating, and selecting the right logistics software solution or logistics
service provider for your company? Are you interested in having an on-site training seminar for your team
on emerging logistics trends and technologies? Then contact us today to learn more about these services
and the many other ways we can bring value to your company.
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