MFinishing Materials & Equipment

Enhancing Powder
Coating Efficiency

TW Gema’s PG-2A automatic guns are used to powder coat Lennox’s
air-conditioners at the Lennox plant in Marshalltown, IA. For Lennox,

using the ITW Gema guns has been a cool deal, indeed.

A conveyor belt at Lennox’s Marshalltown manufacturing facility takes finished, boxed units from the fac-

tory to a nearby storage/distribution facility.

“We were looking to improve our painted parts,”
recalls Scott Stalzer, Lennox’s supervisor of
metal finishing process and assembly at the
company’s Marshalltown, [A manufacturing
facility. The facility manufactures residential
air-conditioners and furnaces and employs
1,075 people. The paint line runs two shifts.

Mr. Stalzer describes the situation before
ITW Gema was contacted. “We felt there was a
problem with the transfer efficiency from the
gun to the part. We began experiencing situa-
tions where paint would not stick to a part, and
we’d have to run the part through again.”

Lennox contacted Charlie Haislip, director of
Service, and Curtis Widerholdt, regional sales
manager, at ITW Gema. Under their direction,
12 PG-2A automatic guns were installed at
Lennox and a 30-day trial period commenced.

Typically, a system audit is done prior to the
start of the 80-day period and then after it is
complete. This audit includes the random
weighing of parts prior to being sprayed and
then a comparison to the part weight after the

part is powder-coated and comes out of the cure
oven. The difference in the two numbers is the
coating weight per part that is being applied to
the product. Coating uniformity and repeatabil-
ity is also an integral part of the audit process,
as the goal is to improve the performance of the
existing system and to set a benchmark for
determining uniformity and reproducing that
from part to part.

“What we normally find is that by utilizing our
PG-2A gun technology, we decrease the overall
powder output of the application by applying
the powder more uniformly,” Mr. Widerholdt
says. “This increase in transfer efficiency not
only means that were depositing more powder
on the product, but we're doing so by reducing
the total powder output of the application.”

Lennox experienced the difference immedi-
ately. “We did the 30-day trial,” Mr. Stalzer
remembers, “but it didn't take us 30 days to
make us believers.”

By any measure, the automatic guns have
made a big difference. Three years later, the

The finished, packaged units await delivery.
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results continue to be startling. Absolute costs
have dropped among all categories, internal
maintenance costs have plunged 73 percent
from 1998 to 2000, and repainting costs have
dropped 74 percent during a similar period.

Costs per unit based on maintenance costs or
powder costs have dropped precipitously, too.
Maintenance costs per unit have fallen 74 per-
cent since 1998. Much of this drop can be attrib-
uted to not having to change cartridge filters in
the reclaim unit. Prior to Lennox’s conversion in
1998, the filters needed to be replaced about
every 8 months. It costs about U.S. $4,000 to
replace the 18 filters in the unit.

While not all of these cost reductions can be
directly attributed to ITW Gema guns due to a
variety of other factors, the guns were certainly
a significant contributing factor.

Even the physical inventory needed to com-
plete the work was reduced. In the former sys-
tem, Lennox was using two booths and 24 guns
to paint the parts, plus manual touch-up. Within
2 days of the guns’ arrival, the work was being
done in one booth.

It was all part of the plan, according to Mr.
Widerholdt. “If you can eliminate one booth
from the operation,” he says, “and do everything
in one booth instead of two booths, your powder
usage, your wear of the parts, the manpower to
run the booth all change. There is nothing but
savings to be realized.”

The transfer efficiency of the guns was
increased substantially when the switch was
made. Lennox noticed an improvement as soon
as the guns were put on the line, including bet-
ter coating of the parts, less use of the materials,
and reduced powder consumption.

Another measure of effectiveness—booth
containment air—also moved in the right direc-
tion. Booth air is measured in (cfm) and the
velocity of the airflow through the openings. On
the majority of the applications, the goal is to
maintain 120 linear ft per min. “If you get too
high of a velocity through your openings,” says
Mr. Widerholdt, “it will pull the powder away
from the parts and go right to the collector. You
don’t want to have the booth air velocity meas-
ure be too high.” ITW Gema installed a different
fan motor to provide Lennox with a greater con-
trol over the booth air flow.

“We had a lot of good technical help, which
included on-site fraining sessions at
Marshalltown,” Mr. Stalzer said. That support
is part of a continual process. Mr. Widerholdt
notes that in an industry that is subject to high
degrees of employee turnover, it is especially
important for Gema to stay close to its cus-
tomer base.



