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Airline Industry Gets Smarter With Bags 

Carriers, Airports Use Scanners, Radio Tags and Software to Improve Tracking of Luggage

By DANIEL MICHAELS 

FRANKFURT -- Air travelers hate to lose luggage and so do airlines, which spend more than $3 billion annually on stray bags.

Rather than just add more muscle to heave suitcases faster, airlines and airports are getting smarter. They're introducing advanced scanners and luggage tags with radio signals to improve baggage tracking at airports, including in Amsterdam and Las Vegas.
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Fraport AG 

A Fraport AG staff member using a hand-held scanner on the tarmac at Frankfurt Airport, where the rate of mishandled bags has declined.

Behind the scenes, they're crunching data on passengers and schedules to predict problems and expedite bags with tight connections. And they've finally figured out how to make automated sorting systems work, overcoming memories of a fiasco at Denver International Airport in the 1990s, when cutting-edge baggage equipment failed repeatedly.

Airlines have increased pressure on themselves to do better by charging passengers anywhere from $15 to $100 to check bags. The fees help offset carriers' losses during their worst slump in years, but have the potential to doubly infuriate customers if bags don't arrive.

"Our industry has been slow to adopt new technology, especially when it comes to passenger and baggage processing but we're getting there," says Catherine Mayer, a vice president at SITA, a company established by airlines and airports that processes baggage data, among other services.

SITA estimates that almost 33 million bags -- roughly 1.4% of all checked bags -- were mishandled world-wide last year. Airlines spent $100 on average for each mishandled bag to track, ship and reimburse passengers.

"Losing baggage is pure money loss," says Nils Ecke, vice president of global ground processes and services at German carrier Deutsche Lufthansa AG. Mr. Ecke oversees Lufthansa's baggage operations at its main hub here and coordinates closely with airport owner Fraport AG. Their partnership has cut the rate of mishandled bags to 1.6% this year from 3.9% in 2006, Mr. Ecke says.
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One key to handling bags better is exploiting the bar codes on check-in tags. First introduced around 1990, they are now found world-wide, but the data on them isn't always accessible because airlines and airports have computer systems that often don't communicate. Lufthansa and Fraport have made a big effort to link their data on the location of planes and bags.

On the tarmac, Fraport loaders use scanners from Datalogic SpA to register each bag or luggage container moving on or off a plane. Bags get scanned again as they enter the airport's automated sorting system, which repeatedly scans them to decide where they should be sent. The constant flow of information lets Lufthansa and Fraport locate almost any bag within seconds.

Bags making tight flight connections are a major focus at Frankfurt, where some 80% of Lufthansa's 100,000 bags each day change planes. World-wide, roughly half of all lost luggage is stranded because it missed a connection, according to SITA. At Lufthansa's Frankfurt operations center, Two staffers -- each with six monitors and two keyboards -- do nothing but monitor arrivals and departures for passengers with little time to change planes. Software trolls reservations and real-time air-traffic data for potential problems, dubbed "hot" bags. Two Lufthansa staffers -- each with six computer screens -- flag hot bags to a Fraport staffer nearby, who sends word to loaders.

"Lufthansa and Frankfurt Airport are exceptional in how they coordinate between the airport and airline in the way employ technology, especially on tight transfers," says Andrew Price, who runs the Baggage Improvement Program, a five-year effort of the International Air Transport Association, an industry trade group based in Geneva.

But up to 15% of bar codes get misread, forcing the bags to be hand-sorted and increasing the chance of problems, says Brian O'Rourke, who runs aviation services at International Business Machines Corp. So IBM is working with partners including Motorola Inc. and Vanderlande Industries BV, a Dutch company that builds sorting systems, to get the aviation industry tagging bags with radio-frequency identification, or RFID, which is 99% accurate, Mr. O'Rourke says.

Each RFID tag emits a unique signature that sensors detect to locate the tagged object. The system is already used widely in other industries, such for as inventory management by retailers including Wal-Mart Stores Inc.

IBM and Vanderlande recently installed RFID equipment at Amsterdam's Schiphol Airport. Mr. O'Rourke says the biggest challenge for RFID is making the business case work.

Airports generally pay for the installation, which can cost millions of dollars, and then recover the investment in fees to airlines over many years. Airlines generally pay for RFID tags, which today cost around 15 cents apiece, versus a few cents for the traditional bar-code version.

Hong Kong International Airport and McCarran International in Las Vegas were the first to introduce RFID, but aviation industry overall is moving slowly because cash-strapped players can't yet justify the multimillion-dollar expense of modernizing systems.

Samuel Ingalls, who handles baggage technology at McCarran, says installing and maintaining the airport's RFID system was less expensive than a common optical system and costs "a fraction" as much to maintain, though he couldn't give a specific price because RFID was installed starting in 2005 as part of a bigger development project.

Mr. Ingalls says, "the benefits really start to expand exponentially as the world moves" to RFID and all bags get electronic tags.

