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“We can monitor their use and accu-
rately invoice a retailer or customer for 
exactly the time they have the pallet.”

In other words, RFID offers a way to 
meter the use of each pallet in a pool 
of billions.

Customers can use the pallet-track-
ing data to monitor the progress of 
their palletized goods. In addition to 
pinpointing the location of a pallet, 
shippers can track their cargo in more 
detail by installing RFID readers at 
additional locations. Few iGPS custom-
ers have done so, but they will someday, 
Sparn says. “Shippers will want to know 
where their cargo has been, how it got 
there, who touched it – even the tem-
perature during transit,” he predicts.

When iGPS builds a pallet, it welds 
a passive RFID tag encoded with a 
Graphic Reusable Asset Identifier 
(GRAI) –a unique serial number – in 
each corner of the base. The four iden-
tical pallet tags provide redundancy. 
Each side of the pallet also contains 
a printed label, which represents the 
GRAI as a bar code and a human-read-
able serial number.

As the company releases a pallet to 
a shipper, a reader in the iGPS facility 
captures the GRAI, along with the date, 
time, and code representing the desti-
nation. Upon receipt of the pallet, the 
shipper also captures the GRAI, date, 
and time, and marries that data in an 
internal computer system with another 
code that uniquely identifi es the prod-
uct loaded on the pallet.

daTa TIMES TWO
Through an Internet link, iGPS 

imports this information to its own 
database. Now iGPS has two pieces of 
information about the pallet it sent to a 
customer – Imperial Sugar, for example. 

“The fi rst is that we shipped the pallet 
to Imperial,” Sparn says. “The second is 
that Imperial shipped the loaded pallet 

to a grocery store.
“The grocery store receives the pal-

let, offl oads the sugar, and sends that 
pallet back to us, or to our depot,” he 
says. “In some instances, we pick it up 
from them.”

When the pallet returns to iGPS, 
another reader captures the GRAI. 

“When the cycle is complete, we stop 
charging rent on that pallet and give 
credit to Imperial for returning the 
asset,” Sparn says.

Most iGPS customers have installed 
RFID equipment so they can participate 
in this process. iGPS installs, manages, 
and maintains the antennas and read-
ers and the portals that hold them.

Although Imperial Sugar is testing 
some RFID equipment, it has not yet 
made the technology part of its oper-
ation. “We’re in the infant stages,” 
DeBow says.

In the meantime, Imperial uses its 
own bar-code readers to scan the pal-
lets as they enter and leave a facility. At 
companies operating without bar-code 
equipment, employees jot down the 
serial numbers.

aCCURaTE and PRECISE
For iGPS’s own operations, the pri-

mary advantages of tracking pallets 

via RFID are accuracy and precision. 
“We’re able to know not only the exact 
quantity but also the specific units 
that we ship to a customer such as 
Imperial,” Sparn says.

The company also can bill the cus-
tomer for the exact number of days 
a pallet is held, which is a benefi t to 
both parties. “We don’t bill based on 
averages or assumptions,” Sparn notes. 

“We create invoices using specifi c data 
for each pallet.” 

Also, pallets with tags are less likely 
to get lost. If one does go astray, iGPS 
knows which customer to credit for 
the return when it resurfaces.

For a food manufacturer such as 
Imperial, the fact that iGPS tracks and 
traces its pallets also offers an extra 
measure of quality assurance. “Each 
pallet has its own identifi er, and the 
products shipped on those pallets 
are registered under that identifier,” 
DeBow explains. “So you can see 
whether or not a raw meat product, for 
example, has ever been shipped on a 
particular pallet.”

Eventually, the tagged pallets could 
help Imperial better manage its inven-
tory, DeBow notes, although he isn’t 
sure what the future holds for the use 
of RFID in retail distribution. “We’ll sit 
back and see if it works for Wal-Mart 
in the long term,” he says.

Sparn is more sanguine. He pre-
dicts a time when pallets will sport 
not only tags, but in some cases global 
positioning system (GPS) receivers to 
track their locations in real time, and 
sensors that record when a load is 
dropped, frozen, or over-heated.

Just as cell phones didn’t hit big in 
the market until carriers built out their 
networks, RFID tags won’t become 
ubiquitous until a network of readers 
covers the entire country.

“The biggest challenge is spreading 
RFID everywhere,” Sparn says.  ■

OnE Of a KInd: iGPS embeds each 
plastic pallet it builds with an RFID tag 
that contains a unique serial number, 
allowing the company to track each pallet’s 
complete cycle.


