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ACCESS-INTEGRATED RFID-BASED ASSET
MANAGEMENT SYSTEM

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to the general field of Radio
Frequency Identification (RFID) transponder-reader sys-
tems, and more particularly to RFID-based management of
physical assets that are located underground or within struc-
tures.

There are several technical problems associated with
RFID-based management of physical assets which are
located underground or within structures. An RFID transpon-
der attached to the asset may be screened from the RFID
reader/detector by intervening metallic covers, boxes, cas-
ings, etc., which shield and block RF transmissions. If the
asset is deeply buried or embedded, the required read/write
range may necessitate the use of more costly active and/or
microwave RFID transponders. And if higher power RFID
transponders are necessary, they can cause crossover interfer-
ence among clustered assets.

The Access-Integrated RFID-Based Asset Management
(AIRBAM) System addresses these problems by locating the
RFID transponder in an RF-permeable means of access to the
buried/embedded asset, rather than attached to the asset itself.
This enables inspection/maintenance personnel to use a hand-
held or portable RFID reader to retrieve information regard-
ing the asset and its current status from the RFID transponder
without opening the access structure.

Although the patent literature abounds with RFID-based
asset management systems, none of these address the prob-
lems associated with remote and/or inaccessible assets.

While the US Patent of Duncan et al. (U.S. Pat. No. 7,002,
461) discloses a RFID-based system for detecting hidden
objects, such as manholes and anchor cables, it requires that
the RFID transponders be attached directly to the objects. It
does, however, make use of the optimal UHF frequency range
01 902-928 MHz, which enables the use of low-power, rela-
tively inexpensive tags with a range of several meters.

The US Patent Publication of Shinohara, et al. (2009/
0009297) discloses a system for disclosing valve actuation
information. Since the system requires that the RFID tag be
affixed directly to the valve, it is not adaptable to remote or
inaccessible installations. Moreover, the Shinohara system
requires the use of active RFID tags, whereas an optimal
system can employ either active or passive tags, depending on
the range required.

The US Patent Publication of Krebs et al. (2009/0058610)
describes a RFID-based system of valve detection. Although
this document refers to the use of injection molding to embed
the RFID transponder in plastic valve casings, the Krebs
system cannot be modified to instead embed the transponder
in the casing cover, since the system requires that the tran-
sponder be located adjacent to the reader within the valve
casing.

The US Patent of Skorpik et al. (U.S. Pat. No. 7,791,480)
teaches an RFID-based process control monitoring system, in
which RFID sensor assemblies and cooperating RFID control
tags are coupled or proximate to monitored components.
While this system, like those previously discussed, is not
useful in the context of remote and inaccessible components,
it does employ the principle of a limited RFID read/write
range in order to avoid crossover RF interference among
clustered components, as does the present invention.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The AIRBAM system of the present invention uses one or
more field-programmable RFID transponders in conjunction

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

2

with one or more cooperating portable RFID readers, prefer-
ably hand-held. Instead of being placed on or near the man-
aged asset, the RFID tags are installed on or inside an access
structure, such as a cover, casing, box, vault, door or panel,
leading to the asset. The tags need notbe in close proximity to
the asset, because they are not used to monitor the operation
of the asset. Instead, they are used to provide basic informa-
tion about the asset to field personnel involved with inspect-
ing, adjusting or maintaining the asset.

The present invention is specifically designed to manage
assets which are difficult to access directly, particularly
underground equipment. By locating on the access structure
rather than the asset itself, the AIRBAM system reduces the
distance over which the RFID transponder must communi-
cate with the reader. This enables the use of low power,
medium range passive RFID tags, which are less expensive
than higher power active tags. For example, passive RFID
tags operating in the 902-928 MHz UHF band have a range of
2 meters with moderate-to-high data speed at a cost of less
than $0.25 per tag. Aside from cost, another advantage of
low-power passive RFID tags is avoidance of crossover inter-
ference among multiple tags assigned to clustered assets.

As applied to a buried well pump, for instance, the RFID
transponder could be attached to the well cover and could
record the type and rating of the pump, its GPS coordinates,
date put in service, past maintenance/inspection dates,
including maintenance performed and by whom, and next
scheduled maintenance/inspection dates including upcoming
scheduled maintenance work. Since the RFID tag is field-
programmable, the inspection and maintenance information
can be updated after each visit.

In applications where the requisite data regarding the asset
exceeds the data capacity of the RFID tag, or where the cost
of'using higher capacity active tags is prohibitive, some or all
ofthe asset data can be stored in a searchable database resid-
ing on the mobile RFID reader. In such cases, the RFID reader
would receive an alpha-numeric identifier from the tag asso-
ciated with the asset, and the data associated with that iden-
tifier would be retrieved from the resident database of the
reader.

The foregoing summarizes the general design features of
the present invention. In the following sections, a specific
embodiment of the present invention will be described in
some detail. This specific embodiment is intended to demon-
strate the feasibility of implementing the present invention in
accordance with the general design features discussed above.
Therefore, the detailed description of this embodiment is
offered for illustrative and exemplary purposes only, and it is
not intended to limit the scope either of the foregoing sum-
mary description or of the claims which follow.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG.1 is a schematic diagram of'the preferred embodiment
of the present invention.

FIG. 2 is a flow chart depicting an exemplary underground
valve inspection procedure conducted pursuant to the pre-
ferred embodiment of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

An exemplary implementation of the AIRBAM system 100
is schematically illustrated in FIG. 1. The asset to be managed
is an underground valve 101, which operates in an open or
closed position by turning a valve knob or wheel. A field
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inspector 102 is equipped with a hand-held RFID transceiver
103, which communicates with an RFID transponder 104
located in a valve cover 105.

The valve cover 105 must be made of an RF-permeable
material, preferably a durable polymer plastic. The RFID
transponder/tag 104 can be removably attached to the plastic
valve cover 105, or the tag 104 can be integrated with the
cover 105 using an injection molding process. The RFID tag
104 is preferably a passive tag operating in the 902-928 MHz
UHF band with a readable range of up to two meters.

The RFID tag 104 would store field data about the valve, its
operation and its maintenance/inspection history. An exem-
plary field data list could include:

Valve identification number

GPS location

Depth below ground

Type and size of valve

Type of installation (e.g., vault, direct burial, etc.)

Horizontal or vertical orientation

Open/closed status

Mode of opening (direction and number of turns)

By-pass availability

Last inspection dates and results

Recent maintenance events

Next scheduled inspection/maintenance

Alternately, some or all of the foregoing data, with the
exception of the valve identification number, can be stored in
a searchable database residing in the RFID transceiver 103. In
this version, the RFID transceiver receives the valve identifi-
cation number from the RFID transponder 104 and then
retrieves the data associated with that valve identification
number from its resident database.

An illustrative inspection routine for the underground
valve 101 using the AIRBAM system 200 is depicted in the
flowchart of FIG. 2. Using the hand-held RFID transceiver
103, the field inspector 102 approaches the valve cover 105
within readable distance of the RFID transponder 104. Once
communication with the tag 104 is established, the inspector
102 first checks the identification number 201 of the valve
101. Prior to accessing the valve 101, the inspection 102
familiarizes him/herself with the valve specifications 202 and
the depth and type of underground installation 203. The
inspector 102 also checks the status of valve 101 in the open
or closed position 204 and determines the method of opening
and closing it in terms of direction and number of turns 205.

The field inspector 102 would then be prepared to physi-
cally remove the valve cover 105 and perform a hands-on
inspection to confirm and update the field data 206 stored on
the RFID tag 104 and/or the resident database of the RFID
reader 103. If appropriate, the inspector 102 updates the
RFID tag data using the write function from the hand-held
unit 103.

Although the preferred embodiment of the present inven-
tion has been disclosed for illustrative purposes, those skilled
in the art will appreciate that many additions, modifications
and substitutions are possible, without departing from the
scope and spirit of the present invention as defined by the
accompanying claims.
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What is claimed is:

1. A method of acquiring and updating field data regarding
equipment installed beneath or behind an access structure that
is not proximate to the equipment, the method comprising:

installing in or on the access structure one or more field-

programmable RFID transponders having a readable
range;

storing one or more alpha-numeric identifiers associated

with the equipment on the one or more field-program-
mable RFID transponders;

storing some or all of the field data as resident field data,

associated with the one or more alpha-numeric identifi-
ers of the equipment, in one or more searchable data-
bases residing on one or more portable RFID transceiv-
ers, wherein the field data includes some or all of the
following information regarding the equipment: loca-
tion, installation, size, structure, features, status, inspec-
tion and maintenance history, and scheduled inspection
and maintenance events;

storing the remainder of the field data, if any, as local field

data on the one or more field-programmable RFID tran-
sponders;

positioning the one or more portable RFID transceivers

within the readable range of the one or more field-pro-
grammable RFID transponders;

establishing radio frequency communication between the

one or more portable RFID transceivers and the one or
more field-programmable RFID transponders;

reading with the one or more portable RFID transceivers

the one or more alpha-numeric identifiers of the equip-
ment and retrieving on the one or more portable RFID
transceivers the associated resident field data from the
one or more searchable databases prior to physically
accessing the equipment;

reading with the one or more portable RFID transceivers

the local field data, if any, stored on the one or more
field-programmable RFID transponders prior to physi-
cally accessing the equipment;

physically removing the access structure and accessing the

equipment;

inspecting and, if necessary, performing maintenance on

the equipment;

writing with the one or more portable RFID transceivers

updated field data to the one or more field-program-
mable RFID transponders for storage therein as the local
field data; and

storing the updated field data as the resident field datain the

one or more searchable databases of the one or more
portable RFID transceivers.

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein the one or
more field-programmable RFID transponders are passive
transponders.

3. The method according to claim 1, wherein the one or
more field-programmable RFID transponders transmit in the
radio frequency band of 902 to 928 MHz and the readable
range is 1 to 2 meters.
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