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. The Software ;N,;,;
Tech n 0 log y Cor rid 0 r Software considerations lie at the heart

of a field service computer initiative,
8 8 largely because of coverage issues. Any-

Field Service Computers: ;~~:t:;~~.ooutConsI8 der the Varl8 ables becomes, ifonlyt:mporarily, useless.

- Same goes for a WIreless laptop or
d h B f 8 ' handheld used by a field service work-

ant e e n e ItS er. "What you really do is design ~th

acknowledgment of the problem, says
Communications platforms ruggedness software and Judy Johnson, senior vice president of: < ' . ' marketing at Fieldcentrix, in Irvine,

other factors all playa part In your purchase choIce. Calif. "You car1't solv~'ilie problem

BY CARl J. LEvFsQUE because the problem is that wireless

coverage is not perfect."
:len a utility considers equip- the devices, there are questions of how How do Fieldcentrix and other soft-

ping its field service work force rugged the devices need to be, what ware providers "acknowledge" the

with computers, the decision- communications platforms will best problem? By enabling the computer to

making process often starts with soft- suit its needs, and, of course, the continue operating, and storing infor-
ware--not with questions about the omnipresent technology-purchasing mation, while out of coverage. Johnson

ruggedness of the utility's field device, considerations of obsolescence. says about half the vendors working in

or whether the company should go

with ~]?anasonic or an Itronix laptop.

"[The softWare thai-drives the-aecl-
sion commonly is] a dispatch-oriented

that has been custom
built by someone in the utility or

they purchased," says Jeff Thomas,
marketing communications

in Spokane,

software, either

manager
at Itronix, Wash. "Then

they say, 'Jeez, I want to take this

application and use it in a mobile work

force environment so that what I see is

the same thing that my mobile worker

sees when out doing his service calls."

From there the ball starts rolling.

The utility might contact a software

supplier to explain what it wants to

accomplish out in the field; the suppli-

er then could either send the utility

something out of the box or a custom-
written program.

Only at that point are considera-

tions raised about the actual device

that will be placed in the hands of the

technicians: What platform should it

notebook? A handheld?

utility starts considering

run on-a
Finally, once a

that
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the field service space are able to offer

that capability. "It's harder to do, but

everybody's getting there,» she says.

"Because otherwise, whenever you're

out of coverage, it's out of coverage,

out of luck."

One company that emphasizes the

imponance of being able to synchro-

nize with the home office after going

out of coverage for periods of time is

iAnywhere Solutions, in Dublin, Calif.

Clearly, the company views this ability

as one of its selling points. "When you're

in a field service environment, you're

going to be in sitUations where you

don't necessarily have access to your

corporate office,» notes iAnywhere

Group ProduCts Manager Mike Paola.

"You might be in remote areas where

you don't have that connection. So it's

really important for us to be able to

provide them with a local data store,

and then again once they are in cover-

age, to be able to synchronize that-
infonnation back. »

The ability to store data and sync

once coverage is available is imponant

for other reasons as well, Paola points

out. Connecting through wireless costs

money, so the ability to sync on a peri-

odic basis as opposed to being con-

stantly connected saves dollars. Further,

having to stay connected constantly

would suck up the battery-another

reason why data storage and synchro-

nization ability is important.

Northeast Utilities, in Berlin, Conn.,

a customer of iAnywhere, corroborates

the importance of being able to store

data now and sync later. "It's critical for

us to maintain the minimum amount

of data over the wireless system, just

for effectiveness and price and every-

thing," says Andy Kasznay, software

engineer at Northeast Utilities. Partially

because of this synchronization and

storage ability, Kasznay says his compa-

ny pays roughly $30 a month per user

to transmit data.

simply looking at one customer's data.

Northeast Utilities uses laptops-

primarily CF-27s and CF-28s from

\ Pan~l!i~ Computer Solutions,

Secaucus, N.J. {around $5,000 per
computer)-for such applications as

environmental tracking, in which it

tracks hazardous material spills, and

"call before you dig" situations. With

the heavy use of maps for such applica-

tions, the need for laptops as opposed

to smaller devices is obvious. It also

uses handhelds for such applications as

substation inspections, although the

handhelds are not wireless-synchro-

nizing is done at the end of the day

when workers retumto-the-Shop.

Does Kasznay think handhelds will

take over some of the applications that

laptops currendy dominate?

"It's an interesting question," he says.

"Right now, we've gone pretty much

with full Windows-type devices, and

that increases our flexibility to give

[new] applications to our users. And

our developers are more familiar with

that paradigm than the tablet-based

paradigm. It's something we're keeping

a very close eye on, but we haven't

really deployed anything within

our organization."

What about devices that can be worn?

Mobile computing giant Itronix, which

doesn't currendy offer a wearable, is

playing that issue conservatively. Are

wearables the wave of the future? "They

may be, but we're going to go into it

one step at a time," says Thomas,

adding that he has no comment on the

if and when of an Itronix wearable.

As for concerns over obsolescence,

Kasznay says his utility plans for its

Laptop or Handheld

With computers getting smaller and

more powerful in all arenas, the options

in the field service space continue to

grow. Itronix, one of the largest players

in field serVice computers for utilities,

offers an array of devices, &om the ultra-

rugged laptop to the semi-rugged

handheld. A utility considering a pur-

chase of these devices must make the

decision of whether to go compact and

convenient, or large with more screen

space. Some might assume that hand-

helds are the wave of the near future,

but although they are constandy

improving in performance and flexibil-
ity, what the device will be used fOf -

drives the decision of whether to go

with a laptop or handheld.

"It depends on the application,"

says Matt Gerber, vice president of

marketing at Itronix. "We have utility

customers that use the full spectrum of

our products. On one extreme, you've

got, let's say, a trouble call operation

where we typically see laptops. And

what's driving that is, when you have

someone in real time, you want to give

them street maps, 'you want to give

them graphics of, if it's an electric utili-

ty, what the line configs are like, so the

trouble man knows where the switches

are. So that's typically [a situation for]

big displays, a lot of information."

But that same utility, says Gerber,

might buy an Itronix Windows CE

device for people who are doing credit

and collections-an application where

handhelds are prevalent. Another

application for handhelds is meter

reading, because a larger screen is not

needed and it's generally a matter of




