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Automated Data Capture

FOR THE YOUNG PLANT PRODUC-
ER, KEEPING TRACK OF INVENTORY
IN THE GREENHOUSE 15 NO SMALL
TASK. In today's competitive envi-
ronment the margin for error contin-
nes to shrink, so findding problems
fast and keeping input costs as low
as possible have never becn more
impowrtant. Using bar codde technolo-
gy, many top producers are efficient
ly amd cosl ellectively Lracking indi-
vidual containers throughout the
production  chain,  This  article
tescribes a system in which plog
seedling or cutting trays are tracked
throughout production.

How does it work?

Using the system designed by
United States-based technology com-
pany Plantware, each tray is
assigned  a  wnigue number  or
“license plate” which is printed as a
bar code. The bar code is scanned
evary Lime somelling happens 1o
the tray, allowing the user to see
when, where and how that tray was
urownn a5 well as when, where and
how the tray ultimately was dis-
pensed.

Specialized software and a printer
automatically generate labels and
apply Lhem Lo eays during the seed-
ing or sticking process, The device is
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1. After the Rat is filled with media, it is
labeled and scanned.

2. The tray then continues along the con-
vayor where it is immeadiataly sown, with
the printed barcede reflecting the precise
seed lot used.

3. The tray is scanned once again after
sowling and all data goes into the comput-
ar; the tracking process has begun.

located in Lhe sowing line aller the
flat filler and beftore the seeder
(Figure 1) it passes each print job to
the printer assuring hat the lalel
will include that tray's unique identi-
fication number. Once the tray is
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laheled, a conveyor moves it to the
secder (Figure 23, where it is sown
with seed fromn a 1ot Fhat has also been
ccanned. As the container moves
through the sceder and emerges from
unier the cylinder, the har code is
scanned (Figure d). The computer pro-
groom Lhen updates Lhe database wilh
the exact date and time it was sown,
the operator carryving out the activity,
a5 well as the seed ol used. T the seed
hopper empties beiore all trays are
sowll, the new sced lot is scanmned,
enalling new trays b e associated
with the correct lot. Even when using
different tray sizes or bypes, or differ-
ent types of lahels, the system can effi-
ciently process 1200 trays per hour
when operating al (ull capacily.

Tracking tray location

Sown lrays are placed on a
bench. No matter whether this is a
manual or automated process, the
Lray is scanred Lo identily e unigue
bepch on which 1t 1s placed.
Scanning the tray to a specific bench
is eurrently a manonal process, ot
equipment is in the works that will
link all the ways' bar codes Lo their
bench automatically,. But becanse
benches can move within the green-
house, or even wilhin  different
areenhouses, 'lantware has devel-
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oped an automated bench location
systein that tracks bench movement
throughont Lhe facility. Manually
tracking henches can also be aceom-
plishod with Falm hand-held com
puters that can Te uploaded inlo Lhe
computer program. The uploaded
dala can then be used to generate
reports that identify the location of
travs requiring a specitic production
lask, such as being moved into anew
environment, chemical application
or a replugging activity.

4. Complete tracking with complete sim-
plicity: the promise of bar codes,

5. Bench location data can be stored and
transmitted via Palm Pilot.

8. Also using bar codes, doenor trays used
In plug patching are slzo scanned out of
the systam as loss due to maintenance,

Transplanting and losses
When it comes to transplanting,

nol oaly 15 iU important to identify

how many trays have heen startedd

but also to remove from inventory
the plug rays hal were uscd as
donors. This data can be automati-
cally captured from the transplant
line to keep invenlory levels acou-
rate without operator Input.
Tracking losses is also casy to
manape: Select a reason for the loss
on an onscreen drop-down menu
{such as "Lost o Maintenance” or
“Plug Patching™) and then scan the
container. At the end of the season, it
is possible Lo swmmarize Lhe various
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7. Triple Insurance againet mistakes: trays
are picked using a bar-coded report,
scanned before packing and then scanned
a third time before they are shipped.

8. An unlabeled box just before It pazses
by the print applicator, where is enclosed
trays are associated with a coresponding
order number and the information of the
recelving customer will ba printed.

reasons for loss at all points through-
out the production process.

Picking and packing

Bar codes also simplify the pick-
ing provess. A computer program
generates a report that spells out the
mumber of trays necded for an order,
complete with a barcode containing
the order number. This report is used
Lo manually pick an order based
upon hench location of the required
trays, As the manual picking s conl-
pleted, the filled varts can be rolled
to the scanning station where the bar
codes on picked trays are scanned
agains! a bar codde on the nrder print-
out. Discrepancies between the man-
ually picked trays and Lrays on Lhe
actual order are noted immediately
by an error tone and will not scan,

Once picked and committod, the
next step is packing, For automatical-
Iy tracked shipments like FedEx, the
trayvs are packed with bar codes
pointing upward in the box, and the
boxes pass by vet another camera-
linkedl scanner b recordd any diserep-
ancies prior to the box being sealed.
Then, another printand-apply station
autenmnatically 1abels the box for ship-
ping based upon its actual contents.

Using Automated Dala Caplure
technolopy for greenhouse produc-
tion lines allows a new level of flexi-
bility, efficiency and Lracking thal
was previously not available for
young plant producers and finished
plant growers. By integrating cdats
capture technology, growers can
increase productivity and ncreasc
invenkory aceuracy. B

—Boly Gabella 5 content manager,
Flanfweare  Ine,  Batania,  Hiinois,
Cnited  States, bobgabella@plant
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