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INDUSTRIAL GAS REVIEW

Telemetry Poised to Meet
Market Demands

Tim Neeser, Chcart Indistries

elemetry is now synonymous with remote level

monitoring in the industrial gas market. In just a

few years, telemetry systems for microbulk and

bulk gas distribution have been perfected and are
becoming widely available. Many of these systems integrate
state-of-the-art technologies to make the installation and
customer interface quick and easy. Manufacturers have de-
veloped their own products, or borrowed existing systems
from other markets to design tailored solutions to satisfy the
industrial gas market. Thus, affordable systems have
evolved taking the industrial gas distribution to the next
level: automated truck routing and improved service.

Tank Designs & Sensors

Over the past half-century, the bulk tank has been manu-
factured using differential pressure (DP) to drive the liquid
level system. This design has proven to be so robust, cost ef-
fective, and easy to maintain that it is still used today. These
attributes provided an easy solution for the microbulk tanks
once they came on the scene; hence, the DP system was also
adopted to drive its level system. Having a standard design
for years and a wide range of sizes made the transition from
analog to digital relatively easy. More recently, new tech-
nologies in DP and pressure transmitters aided the introduc-
tion of telemetry.

In the telemetry value chain, the sensor is the first key com-
ponent and should not be underestimated. The sensor con-
verts the DP measured from the liquid head into an electrical
signal, which is then transmitted by a communication link.
The sensor must be reliable and accurate while operating in a
relatively harsh industrial environment. Many sensors are in-
tegrated into a digital gauge and provide a local readout in se-
lectable, user-friendly units eliminating the calibration chart.
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The next step in the telemetry link is the communication of
the electronic DP and/or pressure sensor to the data collec-
tion point. This is done by landline, cell phone, or satellite
transmission. At the tank installation, one of these compo-
nents, called an RMU (Remote Monitoring Unit) or TCU
(Telemetry Call Unit) is installed. The landline systems are
usually suitable for indoor installation because they are con-
nected to an analog phone line. A communication wire runs
from the sensor to the TCU, and the gauge and TCU are usu-
ally powered with low voltage.

Cell phone systems are generally integrated into the gauge
and are driven by battery-assist solar power. These products
are marketed as wireless devices focused on reducing instal-
lation time and cost. Satellite systems are available, but the
RMU must be installed outdoors to communicate with low-
earth orbiting satellites.

Data Management

Today, the Internet-based data collection and management
systems are the most popular. With this system, the TCU calls
in several times daily to a server that receives, configures,
and posts the data on the supplier’s website. Access is pass-
word-protected so only distributors can view the accounts.
Their customers can also view their own accounts using a
password.

Reorder systems, another data management option, are
usually landline based and call a receiver PC at the distribu-
tion site when a low-level reorder alarm is triggered. The
software packages offered by all these systems display ac-
count status with reorder and low-level alerts. These systems
can graph the tank level history and usage rates. The more




advanced web sites use history to fore-
cast reorder points.

Pressure is sometimes available and
helpful to identify operational failure
and remote trouble shooting. Some of
the advanced Internet-based systems
offer automated truck routing. This fea-
ture becomes necessary with large ac-
counts that have grown cumbersome to
manage. \

System Evaluations

When evaluating systems, research
the costs, features, and benefits each
has to offer. The hardware cost re-
quired at the customer site and the in-
stallation costs are the most obvious. In-
stallations can range from running Ac
power and analog phone lines to the
tank to a complete wireless system,
where no utilities are required. Com-
munication technology is one of the
variables, along with operational costs
such as the monthly fee for the dedi-
cated phone line, or cellular-based
and/or Internet-based fees.

Data collection software is another
variable. If the system is call receiver PC
based, there is usually a one-time pur-
chase of the software to be installed on
the dedicated PC. If the system is Inter-
net-based no software is purchased. Fi-
nally, evaluate administration costs and
system flexibility. The call receiver PC
may require an internal I'T group to
maintain and network, whereas the In-
ternet-based system can be accessed by
anyone with Internet access. In either
case training and basic skills on hard-
ware and software operation is essen-
tial.

Distributor Benefits

For distributors, the financial benefits of
telemetry are not as obvious. The key for
the distributor is utilizing data toreduce de-
livery costs. Routing software is the best
way to this benefit. As distributor’s ac-
counts grow, the expense of routing soft-
ware can be justified.

The big benefit for distributors is the
improvement in customer satisfaction
by eliminating the risk of experiencing a
product run out. Boosting customer
product security boosts customer reten-
tion and ultimately helps increase mar-
ket share. The salesperson offering

telemetry has a premium feature over a
competitor.

In addition, the system eliminates
emergency deliveries. Not only do
emergency deliveries stress supplier-
customer relationships, but distributors
absorb a portion of the expense, which
eventually drives up delivery costs.
Hidden costs can be controlled because
of planning. Knowing the customers’
product level improves scheduling. Em-
ployee overtime and holiday pay can be
reduced with better planning, further
trimming a distributor’s costs.

.
Telemetgy call-units Ik
phone lines and gayges.

Customer Benefits

Telemetry benefits the end user as
well. The usage capacity of their tank is
increased because deliveries are sched-
uled at a lower product level without
the risk of run out. This can lead to the
installation of a smaller tank that fits the
distributor’s delivery schedule. A
smaller tank means a lower tank lease
payment.

Delivering more product per drop
drives other cost savings, such as fewer
delivery charges and fewer hazmat
charges.

Another hot topic is losses associated
with accounts that operate at high pres-
sures such as lasers. These accounts
must be “blown down” prior to filling.
The savings from telemetry result from
having less product in the tank to de-
pressurize. This means it takes less time
to service the account, improving driver
efficiency and reducing customer down-
time. Also, with less product in the tank,
less product is lost during servicing. Fi-
nally, as customers move toward activ-
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ity-based costing, the ability to monitor
their own gas consumption on the Inter-
net is viewed as a key value.

Are you ready for Telemetry?

Evaluating a business to see if it’s
ready for telemetry is not an easy task.
But as costs of deliveries escalate above
the rate of inflation, it becomes a prior-
ity. Competition, route density, and ac-
counts to truck ratios also drive the
need for telemetry. As a business adds
accounts, more deliveries must be made
by the same truck during the day. This
is especially true for microbulk systems
where a driver may stop as many as ten
times in a day.

Selling the benefits of telemetry to the
end user are easy, but getting them to
pay for it is another. For existing ac-
counts, customers are reluctant to pay
the distributor for keeping their tank full
because this has always been their ex-
pectation.

However, a good salesperson can
help the customer justify the added cost
by showing them the savings in delivery
charges. This is different for new or ex-
isting accounts that include a gas stor-
age mode change such as from high-
pressure cylinders to microbulk tanks. It
is an easier sale because some of the
mode-change cost savings for the cus-
tomer can be applied toward telemetry.
In addition, because a distributor can
install a smaller tank while still main-
taining their required delivery cycle, the
customer saves even more.

When evaluating systems, make sure
all accounts identified for telemetry are
considered. For example, one teleme-
try plan is flexible enough to work for
the beverage, microbulk, and bulk tank
markets. Having one system for all
tanks simplifies the adoption process
and controls costs.

Telemetry has many benefits for dis-
tributors, improving both customer serv-
ice and operating efficiency. Today
these products are poised to make an
impact on businesses that are ready. G¥D
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