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W hile the 2015 International CES 
and its exhibitors may think they 
own the Internet of Things (IoT) 
based on the recent fanfare, factory 

automation is among the many areas besides con-
sumer electronics that is poised to benefit from the 
connectivity provided by the IoT (CES coverage 
on pages 4, 12 and 13). In fact, for factories other 
commonly used terms include smart factories, smart 
production, Industry 4.0, cyber physical systems 
(CPS) and more. 

Smarter factories mean increased automation 
with highly-connected intelligent production sys-
tems and processes. In the factory environment, the 
connectivity to the Cloud (the cyber system) from 
the physical system in the factory can be wireless 
or wired. 

Many industrial IoT applications start with 
wireless sensing monitoring and controlling pro-
duction processes and providing that data to other 
locations within the company or by obtaining input 
from internal or external sources to improve the au-
tomation process. 

For example, POSITAL FRABA (www.posital.
com) already uses IoT access to the Cloud to im-
prove its production system for the magnetic en-

coders it produces for rotary motion con-
trol as well as its inclinometers and linear 
position sensors. 

“A decade ago, much of our production 
was based on a traditional craft-based model,” 
said Christian Leeser, president of FRABA B.V., 
the Netherlands-based owner of POSITAL and its 
sister companies. “We have made a very deliberate 
change towards a data-centered industrial model 
that we call mass customization.” 

The Cloud-based data system gives POSITAL 
the ability to build exactly what the customer needs, 
quickly and efficiently, while keeping costs at a mass 
production level.

“The motivation behind that is you get a more 
consistent product made by different people in 
multiple locations,” said Leeser. “Our manufactur-
ing instructions do not exist on paper at an indi-
vidual location – instead they exist in the Cloud.”

In production, the worker scans the barcode 
on the work order to download the manufacturing 
instructions to their pc in real time. “So we never 
have to take the chance that someone picks up old 
manufacturing instructions and does something the 
way it used to be done or one that had an error in 
it,” asserted Leeser. 

With greater consistency, improved quality 
comes hand in hand and the manufacturing location 
can be easily changed to obtain the same consis-
tency in all the company’s manufacturing sites. The 
Cloud-based instructions are not text based but are 
language neutral for machine use by Polish, English 

and Chinese speaking employees.
“For any given product, there can be hundreds if 

not thousands of variations,” Leeser explained. 
But in many cases only a small number were 

commonly used. Those were the ones that were 
commonly stocked. So even though the manufac-
turing could accommodate a wide variety of op-
tions, distributor’s stock was limited and the lead 
time could be high to get a specific option.

“By optimizing our production facilities, not 
only are the instructions in the Cloud, so is all of 
our inventory,” said Leeser. 

Anyone in customer support at a distributor for 
POSITAL FRABA sensors, such as Woodbridge, 
ON-based Electromate Industrial Sales Ltd. (www.
electromate.com), can log into their individual login 
and find not only the product, but also the expected 
lead time and the distributor’s prices. The lead time 
is specific to the product being ordered rather than 
typical lead time. 

With its modular and Cloud-based assembly 
system, distributors can significantly reduce inven-
tory while accessing more end products.

“Because of all the different line counts we 
can program, the different software, we can actu-
ally make over 1 million unique article numbers,” 
explained Leeser. “We want to give our customers 
access to those 1 million products.” 

POSITAL’s UBIFAST system allows a distribu-
tor or a large customer to perform the final pro-
gramming of the encoder itself. The configuration 
tool provides a WLAN to create a hot spot and 
connect smart phone, tablets and or notebooks to 
the web browser.

This process allows a distributor to stock a 
handful of mechanical options for customers and 
quickly program a specific request from a cus-
tomer.

“Where the Internet of Things comes into it, 
all those parameters that are programmed are saved 
in our database,” said Leeser. “Even after several 
years, all a customer has to do is provide that se-
rial number and POSITAL can provide the pro-
grammed information.” 

The intelligent use of Cloud-based processes 
provides both short and long-term advantages.

Phoenix, AZ-based Randy Frank is an IEEE and SAE 
Fellow (r.frank@ieee.org).
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the zigbee communications standard featured prominently at the 2015 international ces last month in las Vegas, 
offering both industrial and consumer applications. photo: zac bolan.

MAnuFACTuring inSTruCTionS 
ExiST in THE ClouD, NOT ExIST 

ON PAPEr AT AN INDIVIDUAL 
LOCATION

the ubiFast configuration 
tool is used to set the 

various parameters 
available in posital’s 
iXarc programmable 

encoders.
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