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DIY spirit alive and well at

TOOLING

DEVELOPMENT INC.

PM# 40065710

n an era in which it seems every-
thing is for sale, and we make so
little, it’s refreshing to meet men like
Tooling Development owner Peter
Plank, who has turned his do-it-yourself
spirit into a busy business, as well as
an innovative engine for further growth
(www.tooldev.com).

When Plank first launched his com-
pany, it was with a focus on the design
and manufacture of special-purpose
machines and fixtures.

“For example, a manufacturer would
approach us with a new product, give us
a drawing, and then we would design the
process for them, perhaps recommend a
machine and then build the fixtures that
go onto the machine to manufacture the
product more efficiently,” Plank explains.

However, there is less security in that
work than in actually making the prod-
ucts, so Plank has taken his machining

knowledge and fixturing expertise and
is now designing and making parts for a
variety of industries and markets.

“Our niche has really become help-
ing customers develop their products,
with the long term goal to partner in
the manufacture of those products,” says
Plank. “We have a Dimension 3D pro-
totype printer, so we can design in 3D
space using MasterCam and solid model-
ing. Then we can produce prototypes in
plastic with the 3D printer. Invariably, if
you are part of the design process, you
can then tailor a part to some degree
around an efficient process. Traditdonally
a customer doesn’t know all that much
about machining, and they may ask for
something that is not that easy to do — if
you don’t say anything, that complexity
just drives up the price.”

This interactive, open-minded process
usually yields positive results.

Continued on page 10

FOBAs M-Series advanced laser mark-
ing workstations for process reliability
and economic parts marking are avail-
able in two sizes and three models
each: with work table, rotary table and
expandable to five axes. The worksta-
tions are also height-adjustable.
www.fobalaser.com

CNC vision measurement systems
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Mitutoyo Canada Inc.s QS-LZB Series
CNC Vision Measurement Systems
have a rich line of stage sizes and use
a USB 3-mp colour camera. The com-
pact system includes icon and macro-
based programming, automatic light
control via a dual area contrast tool,
and smart tools with automatic edge
detection.
Www.mitutoyo.ca

Precision finish boring

BIG Kaiser’s EWN 04-7 Series is the
smallest precision finish boring head on
the market — for use on micro-milling
machines with high-speed spindles such
as HSK-E25, E32 or E40. The head
features a high precision adjustment
accuracy of .00057/€ and .0001”/@
through the use of a Vernier scale, and
a diameter range of @.0167-.276.
www.bigkaiser.com
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ON THE COVER: Tooling Development owner Peter Plank
in front of his newest CNC machine, the Haas VF-4. Inset:
Examples of parts produced by Tooling Development.
RIGHT: On the shop floor of Tooling Development’s new
Uxbridge facility. BELOW and FAR RIGHT: Examples of
Tooling Development’s fixturing, and another example of a

part produced by the company.

3D printing technology
The 3D printer was purchased, toa
certain extent, at the behest of one
of Plank’s customers. “A drawing
doesn’t mean that much to people,”
he notes. However, he admits that,
with his love of innovative tools, it
didn’t take much to convince him
it was a good idea. Interestingly, it
has become a more valuable tool for
his internal use than for producing
parts for customers.

“To give you an idea, we use the
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printer for components used in some
special-purpose machines we build,”
says Plank. “We found it would be
easier to build it in the 3D printer
than to send it out to have a single
piece made. The average part can be
built in a 3D printer in about 2-3
hours. You don’t make any money on
the process, but for our own needs
it has been a help. Furthermore,
there are very few restrictions to the
shape; once the part is designed, the
real thing is just a mouse click away.”
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In one instance, Plank has used

. the printer to create a novel adjust-

ment on a bar feeder so that it can
run lights-out in a way the manu-
facturer was convinced wasn’t pos-

3 = sible. In the right hands, any tool

can be a boon to business.

A consistent

machining platform

While the 3D printer is a useful
tool, the bulk of Plank’s produc-
tion comes from the nine Haas
machines he has on the floor - two
lathes and seven vertical machining
centers. The most recent addition
was a VF-4, which he took delivery
of earlier this year.

“We were very short on capacity,”
says Plank. “Though that fluctuates,
I never want to get caught with my
pants down, unable to finish a job.”
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Tooling Development works pri-
marily in aluminum (80 percent of
production) and stainless steel (about
10 percent). The rest may be mild
and tool steels. Plank’s customers are
evenly divided between the U.S. and
Europe. Only about 25 percent of pro-
duction is for the Canadian market.

“We buy custom extrusions in a very
narrow range of recipe because almost
all of our products are anodized and
have to have a very good surface fin-
ish,” Plank explains. “So when Alcan
delivers the aluminum to the extruder,
they test all the bars and focus on a
very small tolerance range and only
extrude those bars which meet their
narrow criteria for anodizing ability.”

The Haas products have been
excellent for Plank’s purposes. He'd
done a great deal of research before
purchasing his first machine and felt
it had the best user interface and
flexibility necessary, and thought he
could grow with the company.

“What I didn’t want, and don’t
want, is a mix of machines and con-
trols,” says Plank. “I want it so that
guys can go from machine to machine,
as simply as possible. And if I need to
move some tooling from one machine
to another, I can do that as well. The
machines are very modular.

“Another thing is that Haas is well
represented at the trade schools - as
is MasterCam - so future machinists
know how to use them. That can be
a big help in training. And T've found
that the service is very good. If some-
thing goes wrong, the Haas team gets
me going again quickly.”

Fixturing know-how
Of course, Plank and his team add
further ingenuity to these machines
to create a competitive advantage.
“We pride ourselves on coming
up with innovative ways of doing
things,” says Plank.
“Staying flexible and applying
innovative ideas is a key ingredient
in staying efficient.”



“If we make little pieces, we don’t
just make one at a time, we do 70 at
a time. We create fixtures that allow
us to clamp 70 or 80 parts with one
lever. Doing things like this allows us
to cut down on loading and unload-
ing times. We just think as much as
possible about how we can change
the way we machine products - for
instance, using a fourth axis in the
process may allow us to do more
operations at once — to produce
them better and more efficiently.

“For instance, some products that
we have been making for 15 years
now cost less than they did 15 years
ago,” Plank continues. “You are often
forced to reduce your prices, but if
we hope to compete with China, we
have to do things smarter and cap-
ture niche markets. Extremely high
volume items are probably better
suited to China, so we concentrate
on very specialized and medium
quantity production work.”

As Plank puts it, he is constantly
trying to refine his processes. “You
develop a process based on a certain
quantity and that changes as the size
of the order changes,” he notes. Plank
is also documenting how all of his
products are processed so that new
employees can be brought up to speed
with regular production items quickly.

This attention to detail and inno-
vation has allowed Plank to grow the
company such that, when I visited
him, he was in the midst of shifting
production to a new, wholly owned
building in Uxbridge, Ont. He had
been operating one 6,000 square foot
facility in Newmarket, Ont., plus a
second unit that was 1,500 square
feet just up the road from that. He
had all his Haas machines on-site
in Uxbridge when I was there, and
three of his five staff members there
operating the machines. The move
has been in the works for about three
years, so Plank will be happy when
it is completed. As of the printing of
this magazine, it should be done.

Constant innovation
Plank never stops creating new ways to help himself and
his company. For instance, he and his team have built
their own coolant recycling system in the new building.
“We built it because if you go and buy a standard unit,
they are built for a broad range of industry, whereas our
work is very specific. This allowed us to tailor the cool-
ant recycler to our specific needs,” he explains.

He has also built his own stamping machine, to pro-
duce small metal-stamped parts. And he is able to create
some molded plastic components on this same machine.

Currently, he is working on developing a robot that
will be able to take over some surface finishing opera-
tions. The more he can automate the better.

“Our economic climate dictates you need to invest
ina good process rather than manpower,” Plank notes.

What’s next for this busy company? Well, Plank
hints that he is interested in products aimed at having
a positive impact on the planet, and the creation of his
own products in this sector. With the design tools, and
space to grow, expect to see Plank and his company on
the pages of MP&P again soon. [
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