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Kanban 4.0 – remote control 
Wireless networks in production and intralogistics 
 

"Pull not push" is the principle according to which Kanban systems manage replenishment, 

e.g. at assembly workstations. The Kanban card system became established decades ago and 

has recently been "electronified". Sensors register when containers and racks need 

replenishing. This is particularly easy if special sensors are used which can communicate via 

a wireless network. 

 

 
The wireless sensor was developed especially for use in intralogistics applications, such as E-Kanban systems. It 

can be easily mounted on different rack systems using a tension clip. 
 

 

anban is a decentralised material flow 

control system which, in contrast to the 

classic push principle (where materials are 

"pushed" into the factory from behind), is 

based on the consumption-oriented pull 

principle (material is requested as soon as 

it is "pulled" out of the front of the factory). 

This avoids the planning and controlling 

errors often associated with the conven-

tional push principle, and also guarantees 
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that neither too many nor too few materials 

are at the production site at any one time. 

The original Kanban system used simple 

paper cards ("Kanban" is Japanese for 

"card"). Nowadays the same principle can 

be implemented electronically and across 

company borders, whereby it is still the 

removal of a container from a Kanban rank 

which triggers the request. A sensor regis-

ters the removal and sends a message to 

the central control system. 

 

The mobile Kanban rack 

These sensors are now also well estab-

lished in the marketplace. However, new 

demands have arisen with the increasing 

popularity of mobile E-Kanban racks. The 

latter have the huge benefit of being freely 

positionable to suit their surroundings. 

Here wireless switching devices are well 

suited, detecting mechanically or with sen-

sors (e.g. a light sensor) whether a con-

tainer is occupying a rack or has been 

removed. 

In the first projects realised by steute for 

E-Kanban systems, standard wireless 

switches were used and an individual solu-

tion was found for the (remote control) con-

nection between switching device and 

receiver unit. 

 

Wireless network as a standard solution 

Since then, sWave.NET has facilitated an 

"out-of-the-box" solution for such applica-

tions. Its access points enable several hun-

dred wireless switching devices to com-

municate via a network which has been 

especially adapted to meet the demands of 

industrial production, such as immunity to 

interference and transmission reliability. 

For example, if a signal to the nearest ac-

cess point should fail, an alternative data 

 
Application example: mobile E-Kanban system using 

wireless switchgear at ski manufacturer Atomic 

 

transmission route is immediately selec-

ted. This wireless technology has also been 

optimised to achieve the lowest possible 

power consumption for the wireless 

switchgear. 

 

Simple connection to superordinate IT 

infrastructure 

The interface between the customer-

specific application and the sWave.NET 

hardware is a driver software which 

manages the entire wireless system. Users 

can easily configure the access points via 

their user interface (Web-UI) and are thus 

flexible regarding any adapations or chan-

ges in the production or warehouse envi-

ronment. 

The switching devices in the wireless 

network are connected via access points to 

the customer IT infrastructure (WMS, PPC, 

PDA, ERP….). Here either an application 

server is used, or the network is integrated 

via a web portal. 

 

New in the network: wireless sensor for E-

Kanban 

An increasing demand for E-Kanban 

solutions, as well as the cost pressure in 

this market, motivated steute to develop a 
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special wireless switching device 

specifically for this application. It was 

presented for the first time ever at the 

LogiMAT 2018 fair. 

This new device is a wireless tilting 

sensor with an oversized rocker as its 

actuating element. Its tilted position is 

detected by an integrated non-contact 

sensor. The angle of inclination and the 

switching hysteresis required to trigger the 

signal can be adjusted using the 

sWave.NET software. 

 

Mountable on many different rack systems 

Thanks to a well designed latching ele-

ment, the tilting sensor can be mounted on 

and fixed to roller conveyors or racks of 

leading manufacturers (Bito, item, SSI 

Schäfer, Trilogiq…) without any need for 

tools and in just a few simple steps. A 

tension clip especially developed for just 

this purpose is universally usable, true to 

the motto "one type fits all". 

In practice, the (mechanical or optical) 

sensors monitor individual positions within 

a Eurocontainer rack for their current 

status at any one time: "occupied with a 

Eurocontainer" or "unoccupied". Any chan-

ges are immediately transmitted by 

wireless signal. The relevant sensor ID 

number is communicated to the super-

ordinate IT system, where this ID number is 

linked to the coordinates of the container in 

the Eurocontainer rack. The link between 

the sensor or radio ID number and the 

corresponding material number can be 

created in the E-Kanban software or in the 

ERP system. In all cases, the request 

Infrastructure of wireless networks (r.) and 
the latest generation of access points (l.) 
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triggered by the sensor reaches the IT 

system of the corresponding warehouse 

more or less in real time, where the 

material replenishment matching this 

request is immediately executed. 

Alternatively, several sensors can be 

mounted one behind the other on a single 

rack shelf, enabling the occupancy of this 

shelf to be measured. This is a feature 

which is popular for "high-speed" articles. 

Wireless sensors can also be used in other 

intralogistics applications, e.g. to detect the 

occupancy of transport belts in automated 

container conveyor systems. 

Another benefit of these new wireless 

switching devices is production cost opti-

misation. Sensors are usually used in high 

quantities, which is why cost plays a role for 

the manufacturers of E-Kanban racks and 

for system integrators. Alternatively, non-

contact wireless light sensors, likewise 

available in a network-compatible version, 

can be used. 
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