Toolmakers race for new targets for medical supplies
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The expanding response to the
coronavirus outbreak Is moving
from rapid prototyping to high-
ervolume Injection molding, which
1s leading to an Increased role for
maold makers.

Toolmakers in North America
have responded with manufactur-
Ing turnarounds that have led them
fo making complete tools In a mat-
ter of days, rather than months.

“We were four weeks from the
first phone call to tooling to mak-
Ing handles,” sald Michael Mualem,
president of Proper Group Interma-
tional, a Warren, Mich.-based mold
maker and molder.

The company typlcally focuses
on mold m and molding for
the auto Industry, but when cus-
tomer General Motors Co. called
on the company for a quick pivot
to supply its project to make ven-
tilators at its Kokomo, Ind., plant, 1t
was quick to sign on.

The three tools for the project
were complex, requiring overmold-
Ing and texturized surfaces to en-
sure the ventilators can be handled
by medical personnel with gloved
hands, Mualem said. GM stll re-

quired Proper to meet strict perfor-
mance goals. That meant a big shift
In the typical production flow from
an Industry where tools typically
take months to produce.

“There were no comers cut from
GM on the deltverables, but no one
1s walting for signoff from some-
where else [In a remote office],” he
sald. “Everything is streamlined; ev-
eryone Is on board.”

Proper supplied tooling for out-
slde covers and handles for the GM
project. It is also making and supply-
Ing face shields to fill local needs.

Mualem’s daughter, Sara Gifford,
1s an Intensive care nurse in the
Henry Ford hospltal system and
sald some of the homemade shields
couldn't stand up to the medical
staff’s needs or were uncomfortable
to wear for extended periods.

“Bhe sald, ‘Dad, you make
things. Can't you make something
for me?™ Mualem sald.

The company has been using
Gifford to provide feedback for
1ts shields.

With the GM work, shields and
other essential tooling projects,
Proper has been able to keep Its
plant In Warren open along with a
lighting plant In Pulaskl, Tenn. A
site In South Carolina supplying

Windsor, Ontarlo-based Cavaller Tool & Manufacturing Ltd. bullt an
Injection molding tool within two weeks for a hand sanitizer pump.
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BMW AG has been shut down due
to BMWs work stoppage.

To keep operatlons safe, all
manufacturing sites were f
with a disinfectant. Office employ-
ees are working at home. Super-
visors and engineers have been
spread throughout Proper’s bulld-
Ings to keep them separate.

“We're consl cleaning,”
Mualem sald. “We've eliminated
standard break tme. People go
In Individually to get their food.
There’s hand sanitizer everywhere,
wipes when we can find them.”

Masks and gloves are not manda-

tory but available for employees.

Mualem credits Proper's vertl-
cal business strategy for allowing
It to both pivot quickly to new
production and make tooling for
the ventllator project on a timely
basls. The company has every-
thing from deslign to final produc-
tlon capabilities on one site.

The company also has launched
Proper Group Medical and 1s look-
Ing at long-term business opportu-
nitles. The Tennessee lighting plant
I3 responsible for complex molding
projects, which make It ideal for
technical projects on the medical

side, Vice President Joe Grippe sald.

Other automotive toolmakers are
doing stmilar rapid shifts to supply
needed parts. Mold base supplier
Supertor Die Set of Oak Creek, Wis,,
sald It delivered a base for ventilator
tooling production within two days,
rather than the typlcal seven days.

Windsor, Ontario-based Cavalier
Tool & Manufacturing Ltd. complet-
ed tooling for a hand sanitizer dis-
penser within two weeks.

A Canadian Assoclation of Mold
Makers survey of tooling and au-
tomation companies showed one-
third of those responding sald
they had Increased products and
services specifically for medical
needs, supplying production tool-
ing. Those companies still open
were operating at more than 90
percent of capaclity. Ten percent
of companies were hiring.

But on the fiip side, the vast ma-
Jjority of companies were struggling,
CAMM sald In a news release, with
2,700 people lald off In one week.

“Res; ts are worrled about
how to deal with employee morale,
demand reducing further (and proj-
ect cancellations more
commoin) and the long-term impact
on the health and safety of thelr
workiorces,” CAMM said.



