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Rugged laptops improve efficiency on depot project
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CHIEFTAIN PHOTO/JOHN JAQUES Carpenter foreman George Casias (left) holds a Panasonic Toughbook as he points out work to Michael Self, civil field engineer, standing on the site of the agent-processing building. Crafts workers working for Bechtel on the chemical demilitarization project are using a wireless computer system to record work, check drawings and communicate, saving time in trips back to the headquarters building. 

Workers building weapons destruction plant can reference drawings and other data, via a wireless network.
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Bechtel is doing a study now to see just how much time - and money - it will save by putting rugged laptop computers in the field on a local project, but the manager of the job knows intuitively that it’s going to make work a lot more efficient.

The international construction firm building the plant where Pueblo’s stockpile of 780,000 mustard agent weapons will be destroyed has provided its foremen and others with a half-dozen Panasonic Toughbook computers, linked by a heavily encrypted wireless network that covers just the job site.

Using the devices, workers no longer have to trod back to the temporary building that houses the project headquarters to go over drawings or make sure things are being done correctly.

“We wanted to bring this project into the 21st century,” said Ed Snatchko. “We’re having to do things with fewer people, fewer crafts, fewer engineers. We have to find ways to be more efficient.”

George Casias, carpenter foreman on the job, had never had this kind of technology at his fingertips. With the laptop, he can access drawings, communicate with engineers, double-check measurements and even pull up a three-dimensional model of the entire project. Before, he’d have to go back to the office every time he had a question or needed to pull out a specific drawing he didn’t have in his hands at the moment. Now, he only has to call up an image on the screen, standing anywhere on the job site.

Ben Souther, information technology manager for the project, said that workers even use a simple paint program to draw sketches when needed or mark up copies of diagrams. The computers work on a wireless network but are connected to Bechtel’s international network and can pull up drawings from a database stored in Oak Ridge, Tenn. The drawings are updated regularly as changes are made and sections are even tagged to show the workers that changes are pending.

The computers are not the average laptop, though. Built for outdoor work, they can handle temperatures ranging from 20 below zero to 140 degrees Fahrenheit. And unlike office laptops with their delicate LCD displays, these have touch screens so workers can scroll images, move around to different windows and even use a stylus to make their own drawings when necessary.

Snatchko said that 10 years ago it might have been harder to do this but since most people have computers, the learning curve was a short one. Souther said that the touch screen had a lot to do with that. Training took 30 minutes in a classroom and 30 minutes more in the field before the workers were comfortable with the computers and able to use all their functions. The speed of that acceptance will lead to an order for six more, Snatchko said, to be used in other parts of the project.

