Bystronic’s automated
laser system speeds

C.G.I's part turnaround!

By Kate Bachman,
Associate Editor

Contract manufacturer CGI Automated
Manufacturing Inc., Cicero, Ill., fabricates
parts as an outsource resource for vertical
manufacturers. The company started out as a
stamping operation, then added other fabrica-
tion technologies, including welding, press
brake forming, drilling, punching, rolling,
shearing, and cutting.

No stranger to the economic fluctuations in
the industry, the 50-employee company has
weathered the heavy volume demands in the
economic boom of the late '90s as well as the
current intense global tournament that has
forced U.S. metal fabricators to explore every
opportunity for a home field advantage.

“We've been trying to focus on where we
think we can be competitive on the shorter
lead-times for companies not wanting to wait for
a part to be shipped from China,” said Gary
Gurzynski, who manages the company with his
sister, Janice Nieman.

Lead-times vary from two weeks to just a
few hours. Being able to hit those kinds of fast
balls requires professional-like reflexes and
speedy metal forming equipment. For CGl, it
meant acquiring a laser system with automat-
ed inline material handling capabilities.

Additionally, the company wanted to
expand its capabilities to include light
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plate fabrication so it could
expand into new markets,
such as automotive (weld-
ments) and retail (lighting
components, fixtures, and

displays).

“In deciding to get into these differ-
ent arenas, we found that we weren’t
competitive,” Gurzynski said. “We also want-
ed to fabricate heavier metals up to % inch,
the type of work that we weren’t able to pur-
sue before.”

Last, the company needed the flexibility
to handle part runs as diverse as 25 or 1,000
and occasionally as many as 10,000.

“On the average, lot size has shrunk consid-
erably,” Nieman said. “A customer may want
the 1,000-piece price, but will order only 100
and want them shipped 25 at a time.”

The Clincher: Automation

Gurzynski said that when evaluating laser
equipment, his primary focus was on the com-
pany’s material handling needs. “We looked
at the time studies from a laser cutting per-
spective; cutting times for all the 4,000-watt
machines were pretty close and they all could
cut our parts at about the same rate. But a lot
of labor- hours are spent on material handling
every day,” he said.

“For the short runs, you have to be quick,
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The company produces parts from DXF files that cus-
tomers e-mail.

and you need to have a place to store the
material and have it available, because storage
space is at a premium,” he continued. “With
38,000 square feet, we don’t have a lot of
space to store customer parts. The material
handling and material storage were the biggest
determining factors in selecting a system.

“For reasons of safety as well as speed, the
system had to handle heavy-gauge material on
both ends—getting it into the system and get-
ting it out of the system,” Gurzynski said.

“The system we were using had a load and
unload capability, but it really wasn’t func-
tional on the heavier gauges,” Nieman said.
“You had to tab all the parts and drag them
out of the machine. For the business we want-
ed to attract, it wasn’t the right system.”

During the high-volume period of the late
1990s, the company couldn’t keep up with the
demand. “We would get an inquiry for heav-
ier-gauge material and we had to take a pass,
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and we had to take a pass again. After a while
it became clear that we just couldn’t keep
passing up these opportunities. It would be
certain disaster if we took on these jobs know-
ing our existing equipment couldn’t handle
it,” Nieman said.

“I don’t know if the decision to buy was
such an analytical decision,” Gurzynski said.
“We knew that to stay in the game in the metal
fabrication business, we needed to purchase the
right equipment to be competitive.”

Getting a Hit at Plate

CGI purchased a Bystronic Bystar® 3015-
2 laser cell with the Bycell®* automated mate-
rial handling system. Bysoft® controls and
software are used to direct laser cutting and
material movement.

The system loads and unloads plate as well
as sheet, has a 4,000-W resonator capable of
cutting the plate thicknesses the company
needed, and has a 14-skid material storage

The company focused on the material handling capabili-
ties of the laser cutting equipment it evaluated to be able
to reduce lead-times and cut plate materials.

tower. Ten shelves store raw material, and four
shelves store finished goods.

With the new system, the company has
reduced production cycle time and now cuts
plate materials on the laser. CGI has the flexi-
bility to hit base hits as well as home runs.

“With this level of automation, our order-
to-shop time has been reduced greatly,”
Gurzynski said. “Orders are entered the day
they are received. Usually there is a contract
review the next day, and they’re out in the
shop that same day.”

“Customers might say, ‘I know I'm just
now faxing you the order, but can I pick it up
after lunch? It happens. And we do what we
can to meet or exceed our customers’ expecta-
tions,” Nieman said.

The company dedicates only two operators
to setting up the laser system and two turret
punch press systems on each of its two shifts.
Material handlers separate the parts from the
skeletons, and any required finishing is done
right there. Then the blanks move on to the
other fabrication lines, undergo inspection, and
are shipped out the door to the customer.

Installation Required a New Lineup

Installing this large unit required layout
changes to the CGI facility and placement
planning for all of its other fabricating equip-
ment. “We had to have the foundation pre-
pared. We had to install a whole new electrical
service. We moved every piece of equipment
in the shop and rearranged the entire pro-
duction layout of the factory. Our layout
plans went through many revisions before
being finalized,” Gurzynski said.

“We did have restrictions. Ceiling
height was a big issue,” Nieman said. “We
have 12-ft. joists, and there were only a few
places that we could place the tower and
make the new system work. Then we just
staged it in. We took the old laser system
out and started installing the new one the
next day. We actually had the new laser
running within a week.”

Software Hardball

The programming software allows the fab-
ricator to accept DXF files, and CAD/CAM
nesting software optimizes material usage.

“Being able to import DXF files saves a lot of
time on the front end,” Nieman said. “If we have
to engineer those parts, it could take several
hours. Importing customer DXF drawings assists
us in turning our orders as quickly as we do.”

Initially the operators received laser cutter
operation training, then the engineers

received software training.
The company contracted
for six training sessions to

learn the application
guides and how to use the

system for different mate-

rial types and gauges.

Gurzynski said the software offers addi-
tional benefits. “Some of our customers have
100 to 150 different parts needing to be cut.
Each part may have requirements for one or
several hundred pieces. As a result of being
able to import the DXF programming files,
we can separate the parts by gauge, pull in
the appropriate CAD drawing and nest it,
optimizing material and cutting time.
Machine time is scheduled for several days.
Then the order becomes one of material
handling, separating, sorting, and inspect-
ing. We never would have anticipated
doing that before we got the Bycell.”

Associate Editor Kate Bachman can be

reached at kateb@thefabricator.com.

CGI Automated Manufacturing Inc., 1819 S.
54th Ave., Cicero, IL 60804, 708-652-7727,
fax 708-780-6028, www.cgimfg.com.
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