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The agency tracks the trays as they go out on fishing boats and are returned loaded with fish, ensuring none
are lost and that those responsible for them are held accountable.
TAGS
Supply Chain
Jan 09, 2022As fish are caught off the coast of Brittany, they are brought to local-area harbors, sold to the
highest bidder and transported to stores in western France, with reusable trays making the entire supply chain
possible. The trays in which the fish are sorted and shipped to customers help to keep the product moving, but
traditionally a portion goes missing. The annual cost of such losses can be significant for the operators who
own them. Six harbors in Brittany have thus adopted an automated, returnable transport item-tracking solution
to manage the movements of the trays used to move fresh fish from fishing boats to stores.
The cloud-based solution, provided by Paragon ID and known as RFID Discovery, is being adopted by the
Metropolitan Brittany Chamber of Commerce and Industry (CCIMBO). With two passive UHF RFID tags
attached to every tray and RFID readers capturing tag ID numbers at key points throughout the fish supply
chain, the organization had aimed to reduce the loss of its returnable trays, and to ensure an ample supply of
these containers at all times, both for fishermen on their way out to sea and for buyers who transport the fish to
their own customers.

The RFID Discovery software manages information related to each item's status, then integrates that data with
the chamber's sales software. Launched in late 2020, the system was rolled out to all six harbors between
January and October of this year. The technology consists of mobile readers used at the harbors and fixed
readers at the weight scale and cleaning areas, says Bertrand Brault, Paragon ID's sales and marketing
director.
The six auction sites corresponding with the harbors, all located in Cornouaille (the west-coast region of
Brittany), comprise French communes and fishing ports Audierne, Concarneau, Loctudy, Douarnenez, Le
Guilvinec and St Guénolé. Fishermen and fish companies sell a variety of seafood at these sites, including white
tuna, halibut, sea bass, prawns, shrimp, lobsters and sardines. Most of the purchased seafood, as well as the
corresponding trays, remain in west Brittany. The product is sold at local stores and the empty trays are then
trucked back to the auction sites within days or weeks.
CCIMBO faces both economic and environmental challenges related to tray management, which it wanted to
address with this solution, says Christophe Hamel, the organization's managing director of Cornouaille fish
auctions. On the economic side, lost containers have cost CCIMBO between €90,000 and €120,000 ($106,000
and $136,000) per year. In fact, approximately one third were lost each year. Therefore, the agency sought an
automated way to identify when and where containers were last seen, and in whose custody, so it could more
easily locate or bill for missing containers.

There is also an environmental impact related to having containers lost or discarded, CCIMBO reports, since it
means more plastic material entering the waste stream, while new products would need to be repurchased.
CCIMBO thus hoped to better ensure the reuse of its containers, Hamel says, through the "optimization of its
logistics and distribution of trays with real-time knowledge of stocks by site."
Traditionally, containers were not being closely managed when that would have required manual intervention.
"It was impossible for us to position the number of operators necessary for counting the entries and exits of
trays," Hamel explains, "given the complexity of the flows and the multi-site management of returns." The
automation of allocation and consignment to buyers and fishermen offered by Paragon ID's solution solved the
problem, he reports, while providing "an open showcase on the modernization of the sector and the desire to
improve its competitiveness through the digitization of processes."
The three key players in the market are the fishermen, auction houses and buyers. Fishermen take trays out in
their boats and load the fish into trays according to type—sea bass, for instance. After they return from a
fishing trip and unload the trays, each is weighed and assigned a batch number by the auction house. The trays
of fish are then auctioned off by the fish buyers. With the technology-based solution, the chamber used off-theshelf passive UHF RFID tags, which were applied to a total of 50,000 RFID trays—two tags on each tray,
attached on opposite sides.

Clean trays are first assigned to fishermen. An operator for the auction house at the harbor then uses a
handheld Nordic ID RFID reader to capture each tray's unique ID number and link that data with the specific
fishing boat that has taken custody of it. Once the boat returns with its catch, the trays are received and
forwarded to the weigh station near the six harbors, which is the point at which the RFID tag is again read. A
fixed SICK RFID reader is connected to the weigh scale at this site. As the tray is placed on the scale, the
reader captures the unique IDs of the tray tags and links each one to the weight and other details about the
catch, such as the type of fish.
The software then deallocates those trays from the boats and links the weight and batch details with each tray.
Data is stored in the RFID Discovery software, which shares that information with CCIMBO's sales software. As
the batch of fish is purchased at an auction site, the sales software is updated and RFID Discovery
automatically changes each tray's status, based on that sale, to associate it with the particular buyer. In that
way, the tray does not need to be scanned again as the buyer takes ownership and transports it, along with the
fish it contains, to stores or other customers.
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Once the fish is sold to consumers, the auction buyer returns the dirty trays to the harbor, where they are then
taken to cleaning machines that have fixed RFID readers installed. Each tray tag is read one more time to
update the status of the returnable asset as being received and ready for washing. After cleaning, the trays are
returned to a secured storage room in one of the washing centers, and the RFID Discovery software updates
those trays as being available for use. They can then be redistributed by the port, as well as stored in locked

rooms at the harbor front.
If any trays are allocated to a fisherman or a buyer and have not been returned after 10 days, the auction house
can begin charging a fee—typically, €1 ($1.13) per tray for each day that they are not returned. With the RFID
solution managing the trays' status, Hamel says, CCIMBO can ensure that there are always enough trays
cleaned and ready for reuse by fishermen. The software can provide alerts and notifications if there is a delay
in the tray supply chain, he adds.
The software has indicated that approximately 33,000 trays are in use at any given time, while an additional
15,000 or so are on standby and ready for when fishermen need them. That means the fishermen no longer
experience delays due to trays not being available. In the long term, Brault says, the system can track the
contents of each tray and thus improve fish tracking. Since every batch of fish is associated with a given tray,
the capturing of tray tag reads could be linked to the movement of fresh fish from boat to customer. However,
the first objectives are solely to make the trays available and to reduce losses.
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CCIMBO is employing 20 handheld readers and a single fixed reader at each weigh scale, as well as one fixed
reader at each of two sites for cleaning machines. By reading tags at the cleaning site after they are returned
from a customer, the system not only identifies each tray's return but also confirms that its RFID tag is
operating effectively. "If you want to maintain confidence in the technology," Brault states, "you have to be able
to eliminate any tags that may have been damaged or [are] not working properly."
The technology's use in the outdoor and often wet environment of the fishing industry posed a singular
challenge, Hamel says. Tags needed to be read at a distance, in some cases under conditions that were wet or
icy, and the fish could disrupt transmission. Solving these challenges required some system customization, he
explains, adding that since the solution was taken live, it has worked well and met expectations. So far, nearly
all trays have been coming back from the fishermen and buyers, 95 percent within the period of 10 days or less
that the auction requires.
For those who fail to meet that minimum, Hamel says, the financial penalty of €1 per day per tray encourages
them to find ways to bring the containers back as quickly as possible. The main advantages offered, he reports,
include accountability of stakeholders and the full reuse of trays throughout their lifetime According to Hamel,
there are sufficient tray stocks "to absorb peaks and make clean trays available to all at all times." He calls the
system "a technological breakthrough."

