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The University of Calgary Applied Snow and Avalanche Research program 
(ASARC) has used Campbell Scientific dataloggers to collect meteorological and 
snowpack data since 1992.  Prior to the winter of 2005, field staff retrieved 
information from these dataloggers using a basic keypad or through a direct 
cable connection to a computer.  The keypad commands for the dataloggers 
were not intuitive, and a computer connection not always practical for field 
applications.  Locating the appropriate cables often proved to be a time 
consuming step in the file transfer process and, on occasion, we would arrive at 
a field site without the correct cable. 
 
PConnect Palm to Datalogger Software (includes PDA to CS I/O Connector, 
RS232 Cable and CD), available from Campbell Scientific, communicates with 
the dataloggers using a Palm personal digital assistant (PDA).  The software, 
which is quite user friendly, allows the user to transfer programs, change 
datalogger settings and monitor/collect data on-site.  Files are transferred 
between a computer and the PDA by hot-syncing with the PDA cradle or cable.  
The PDA then transfers information to and from the datalogger via direct serial or 
infrared communication.  PConnect also supports communication with the 
datalogger using a PDA and two RF400 radios.  As yet, ASARC does not have 
any experience using the radio communication option.  
 
Serial communication using PConnect requires purchase of a PDA to 9-pin serial 
cable specific to the PDA.  ASARC purchased a Palm Tungsten T3 PDA and 
serial cable in the fall of 2005.  After several unsuccessful data transfer attempts, 
we discovered that an additional custom serial cable is required for this particular 
model.  Campbell Scientific maintains a list of PDA model compatibility with 
PConnect, which is worth checking prior to purchase of the software or a new 
PDA.   
 
The Tungsten T3 and PConnect software worked well for our datalogger 
communication needs.  The downside to this system is the number of 
connections between the datalogger and the PDA (more cables to keep track of 
and sometimes forget).  Assembling the cables in the wrong order prevents 
connection of the PDA to the datalogger and, without conscious care, the cables 
have a tendency to disconnect at inopportune moments during file transfer.   
 
Serial compatibility is becoming less common with new PDA models.  Because 
infrared ports are standard fare for PDA's these days, we found that a less 
expensive PDA was required for infrared data transfer than for serial data 
transfer (ASARC is also currently using Palm Zire 31’s).  ASARC purchased 
three SC-IRDA CS I/O Infrared Communication Interfaces from Campbell 
Scientific this winter to test the infrared communication option at our field sites.   
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Figure 1.  Transferring data to the PDA using a SC-IRDA unit.  The 
enclosure is normally closed during data transfer. 

 

One end of the SC-IRDA interface plugs into the datalogger’s serial port.  The 
other end is installed through the wall of the datalogger enclosure with the optical 
sensor mounted in a liquid tight cord grip fitting (Figure 1).  This allows the PDA 
to communicate wirelessly with the datalogger and removes the need to open the 
enclosure and expose the electronics inside to the elements.  The quiescent 
power draw of the SC-IRDA is very low, so it has no significant effect on the 
overall power consumption of the logging system. 
 
The SC-IRDA manual indicates that the PDA must remain aligned with the 
infrared sensor and within a distance of approximately 20 cm.  Indoor testing by 
ASARC staff has resulted in successful data transfer at distances of up to 80 cm.  
At a distance of 20 cm, small variations in alignment (up to approximately 20º) do 
not seem to interrupt communication between the PDA and datalogger.   
 
The infrared units have proven to be easy to install and use.  Data transfer in 
cold, snowy conditions or awkward locations is much simpler because the 
operator does not have to open the datalogger enclosure or fiddle with cable 
connections. So far, ASARC staff has not experienced any difficulty using the 
infrared units in the field.   
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PConnect software and SC-IRDA units are available from Campbell Scientific for 
approximately $400 and $280, respectively.  The fittings required to mount the 
SC-IRDA units in datalogger enclosure can be user supplied and installed, or 
purchased for an additional $35 at Campbell Scientific and installed by their 
repair department. 
 
ASARC would like to thank Karl Birkeland for his data transfer suggestions, Jeff 
Goodrich for sharing his experience with PDA to datalogger serial cable 
communication and Jessica Smith at Campbell Scientific for all her valuable 
assistance. 
 


