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Tips for cutting
per-piece prices for
automotive customers

By Brad Vigar

Today’s automotive industry is
more competitive than ever. To com-
pete with the European, Mexican,
and Asian markets, the U.S. market
must become more aggressive in
finding ways to cut costs.

To do this, automakers are looking
to their vendors for help, and vendors
are left questioning not whether they
can produce the part, but how they
can lower the per-piece price.

Automating Material Handling

Automating the material handling
around existing equipment is just one
way to lower per-piece costs for auto-
motive customers.

‘For instance, an autoloader can be
used to load stock automatically into
tube fabricating machinery (see Fig-
ure 1). Autoloaders can be equipped
with hoppers to hold more stock and
separating systems to separate the
stock (see Figure 2).

With autoloading, an operator can
run more than one piece of equip-
ment, and average cycle times de-
crease. Additionally, parts are pre-
sented to the machinery in the same
manner every time, which helps to in-
crease the repeatability of the product
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and decrease quality problems and
scrap caused by misloading.

Other options are pick-and-place
units and conveyors for transferring
tubular stock from one piece of equip-
ment to another (see Figure 3).

Automated material handling can
help reduce labor cost and decrease
the overall cycle time of each part. It
also eliminates the need for a worker
to transfer the material physically and
helps reduce the floor space required
for production, allowing for higher
part production per hour.

Labor costs in the U.S. are rela-
tively high compared with the rates
in many foreign countries, so mate-
rial handling automation is an area
of potential savings for many U.S.
fabricators. While material handling
automation can be helpful in many
situations, other times it may not be
cost-effective. Payback on this type
of equipment should be between 1
and 1% years to justify the invest-
ment. Machinery used for large vol-
umes of parts are more suitable for
automation because of the setup time
involved in changeover.

Combining Operations

One common way to reduce cycle
time, labor, and the cost of capital
equipment is by combining operations.

Figure 4 shows an example of



Figure 1

Automating material handling around existing equipment
could be one way to lower per-piece costs for some automo-
tive customers. For instance, an autoloader can be used fo
load stock automatically info tube fabricating machinery.

equipment for making an automotive
air-conditioning part that typically
involves three operations and three
pieces of equipment. With this ma-
chine, the steps are combined into a
single operation. Before these opera-
tions were combined, the part
required two separate end forming
processes, and then the block was

Figure 3

Pick-and-place units and conveyors are two options for
transferring tubular stock from one piece of equipment

to another.

locked on it. With a customized head
turret, all three processes are com-
bined into a single piece of equip-
ment. Tooling also is combined wher-
ever possible.

In this case, because three pieces of
equipment and three sets of tools are
joined into one operation, the vendor
is able to cut cycle times, labor, work-

Autaloaders can be equipped with hoppers to hold more
stock and separating systems to separate the stock.

in-process inventory, setup time, setup
scrap, floor space, and equipment cost.

Custom Machinery

Machinery tailored to a specific part
is a costly capital equipment purchase,
but when chosen for an appropriate
application, it can lower the overall
cost of each part produced.

Figure 4

One common way to reduce cycle time, labor, and the
cost of capital equipment is to combine several processes
in a single operation, as was done with this equipment
that to produces automotive air-conditioning parts.



Figure 5
Custom machinery can be designed
to provide the best possible se-
quence for the part being produced
with added operations or connec-
tions to produce the part.

Figure 5 shows a custom-built
machine that puts an end form con-
nection on the end of an aluminum
automotive heater tube near a bend.
This reduces the amount of raw
material the vendor needs.

Custom machinery can be de-
signed to provide the best possible
sequence for the part being pro-
duced with added operations or
connections to produce the part.
Any aspect of that part’s manufac-
turing operation could become part
of the machine, including 100 per-
cent inspection of the part, parts
cleaning, and packaging.

The more the machine does, the
more the machine is going to cost,
and payback on the investment
always should be kept in mind. When
calculating payback, vendors should
consider quantities of parts produced
per year, how long the parts will be
produced, labor load, and floor space
for potential growth.

As with automated material han-
dling, there are times when custom-
ized equipment is not justifiable.
Because custom machinery is dedi-
cated, it is not a good option for
very low part volumes or for small-
batch runs. However, should a part
configuration change, modifica-
tions to custom machines are possi-
ble, although they are not cost-

effective if they occur frequently.

Brad Vigar is engineering manager of
Manchester Tool and Die Inc., 601
S. Wabash Road, North Manchester,
IN 46962, 260-982-8524, fax 260-982-
4575, brvigar@manchestertooland
die.com, www.manchestertooland
die.com. Manchester Tool and Die
produces machinery and tooling for
the tube end forming industry.

MTD's systems can expand, reduce,
impact, lockbead, roll, cut and crimp
up to 3" 0.D. capacity.

High-volume production? No problem!
MTD can design and build multiple
operation automatic transfer machines.
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Learn why MTD is the leader in tube end
forming systems and technology!
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