FACTSHEET ROBOTICS
Applications in Retail & Logistics
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Developing cutting-edge sensor technologies and automation solutions, being a tier 1 producer of industry robots, and deep-rooted in-house manufacturing competencies, all form the platform of Panasonic’ robotics expertise. The global no. 8 in A.I. patents is transferring decades’ of know-how and technologies in industrial manufacturing, to develop robots for households, hospitals, warehouses, retail stores and agriculture. Panasonic’s robotics technologies follow a pragmatic approach where the robots are intended to create reliable partners in new areas of usage.

The digital evolution in the retail & logistics industry is a blueprint for the disruptive power of new robotic technologies – even though they have a very opposite result for both segments. Whereas retail companies need to create a completely new customer experience, the logistics industry suffers from an increasing workload. Both have in common that the tolerance for inefficiency, e.g. missed parcels or pricing errors, tends towards zero and that as a side-effect of an aging society, trained staff members are more difficult to get. 
Panasonic offers single products or complete solutions that support here. The solutions are a part of Panasonic’s Gemba Process innovation approach, fueled by its own experience as a manufacturer, its sensor know-how, and strategic partnerships. Partnerships which include, for example, IBM in Japan and Blueyonder on a global level - Panasonic is now a 20% shareholder in the latter.
This factsheet explains three robotics applications supporting Panasonic’s customers. 
Visual Sort Assist (VSA)
The increase in parcel numbers is in turn increasing the time to complete manual sorting processes… and a potential mis-sorting of parcels by operators risks delays to van departures or blocks production where incoming materials are already waiting. 

Panasonic’s Visual Sort Assist combines detection technology and projection to speed up the process of sorting items. Through the semi-automation of item checking and routing, users can improve sorting operations dramatically. The system optimises the process from goods receipt to booking:

Quick visual verifications of parcels with a barcode scanner reduces sorting operation time and increases the production capacity of a facility. A color code or number (obviously easily customizable according to the specific requests of the customer) is then projected onto the parcel. A camera with object recognition -  developed for the GH series of Panasonic Lumix cameras - detects the parcels and controls the projector, or series of projectors. 

Operators can immediately see the information projected on parcels and sort accordingly. The complete Visual Sort Assist system includes conveyor technology, a scan tunnel, an ERP connection, and dashboard software.
The system is installed on a frame structure above the conveyor system – up to 6m above and it consists of 3D sensors, RGB cameras and projectors. The system includes a server PC as well as a barcode and volumetric scanner. 

Virtual Sort Assist is designed to be used in sites where the workers pick, relocate, or remove items such as in production & retail warehouses, and sorting & distribution centres. It is a solution for businesses which are trying to increase capacity or speed up their operations, aim to improve delivery times for their customers or would like to reduce workers’ fatigue and stress. Its usages leads to an increase in sorting capacity and efficiency, an increase in staff productivity and it reduces the need of staff training.  

Panasonic’s Virtual Sort Assist is used in Europe by five globally active customers and has been successfully tested at a global automotive supplier (TIER 1) with up 2,500 parcels per day.


Powered Wear Suit
Developed by ATOUN Inc. (an intrapreneurship Panasonic spin-off - Panasonic is currently a 69.9% shareholder), Powered Wear ATOUN MODEL Y is a next-generation robot launched in 2018, Its predecessor, ‘MODEL A’ was first introduced to the market in 2015 and has successfully been used in construction sites, logistic centres, factories and farms to alleviate the burden on the hips and back of workers when bending to lift heavy weights.Specifications of the Current
Powered Wear Suit:
Product name
ATOUN MODEL Y
Weight
(incl. batteries)
4.5kg
Assist force
10kg
Continuous
operation time
4hrs
User height
150-190cm


Powered Wear equipment will be of use to all people regardless of impairments, and to society in general, becoming a legacy for future generations.

The model Y is intended to reduce the burden of operation staff during the Tokyo Olympic Games; helping them to carry heavy drinks and waste or load players’ goods on buses, etc.
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Angle sensors detect the movement of the lower back when the user is lifting heavy goods and powerful motors reduce the burden on the lower back. Test results confirmed the effect: 40% reduction of stress at the Lumbar square muscle and 10% reduction at the chest longest rib.

It will be introduced in Europe soon – with customers already waiting for testing in their warehouses. The estimated price will be 7,000 EUR per suite. 

As the first Paralympic Worldwide Partner in Japan, Panasonic aims to contribute to the success of the future Olympic Games in Tokyo through its solutions. Approximately 20 units will be used at the competition venues and other related facilities of the Olympic Games in Tokyo (plan February 2020).


RETAIL

Electric Shelf Labels
At the start of 2020, Panasonic Business partnered with WBR Insights on its ‘Future Stores 2020’ research into the challenges faced by retailers (bricks and mortar) now and in the future.  Whilst this was done prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, there were five key areas identified that remain true but perhaps even more than before.
1. Customer Experience – there is a shift in focus from ‘adding value’ to ‘reassuring’ customers
2. For Safety and Security  - The definition of ‘a safer worker environment’ has changed to encompass all the new demands of a post pandemic situation
3. Personalisation – Personalised digital campaigns remain key to driving footfall but the messages focus on reassurance and the customer’s safety
4. Agility - To create or maintain their status as a must-visit destination, stores must adapt quickly to meet customer requirements (and now those of a Pandemic)
5. And finally, regarding technology - Automating manual processes and shopper engagement remains an investment priority for 2020 and beyond
Electronic shelf labels fit into 4 out of 5 of these key areas.  
For a while now , the new generation of ESLs has offered full integration into retailer warehouse systems. In addition, and in combination with a camera system, retailers can also implement a central out-of-stock system combining several stores into one system. 
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Panasonic distributes ESLs, 4,74mm thick, in 14 different sizes, from 1.6” to 12.2” with up to 4  different display colors. These displays can endure up to -20° C and are dustproof. All are connected via 2.4 GHz & SubONE. Depending on the customer’s requirements they can come with Active NFC to be used for Flash capability or easylock protection against theft of the ESLs itself.
Another key feature is that it is possible to supervise multiple stores from a  single interface. Some customers use a function called Optipick, which reduces the time taken for Click & Collect orders. The LED lights on the labels show the next item to be picked. With flashing LEDs on electronic shelf labels, all products in a single order can flash with an  individual colour assigned to the employee, create store maps to improve guided picking and provide interfaces with ERP, POS and e-commerce platforms. 
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