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n this challenging sector, companies are taking different paths to carve out successful niches in the global marketplace.
| Product differentiation, acquisitions, -systems integration, and technical leadership are just some of the ways blow
molders are meeting the needs of a new breed of end-user. o ‘
Such formulas for competitive success are illustrated among the leading blow molders featured in this section. These
stories show how innovative thinking, coupled with vision and discipline, can take a business to new heights. )
Take for example, Inergy Automotive Systems, a newly formed joint venture which has emerged as a global force in
automotive fuel tanks. And Japan’s Excell, which has set itself apart by capitalizing on its technical know-how in S—P
processing. Our list is hardly comprehensive but it's a representative sample of what processors should consider in today’s
supercompetitive environment. —Joseph A. Grande
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pioneer in 3-D industrial blow

molding, it is Japan's Excell Corp.,
in Tokyo. The firm started business as
a trader in resins and auto parts in
1970, and soon, company president
Tatsuya Nakagawa saw plastics could
play a greater role in autos through
part consolidation and lightweighting.
He set up a processing operation the
following year, purchased a standard
extrusion blow molding machine, and
started molding air conditioning duct-
ing from polyethylene. Since then, the
company has grown, generating blow
molding sales of ¥5.5 billion ($52 mil-
lion) in the fiscal year ending October
1999.

Early in his development work,
Nakagawa saw how much resin was
wasted as flash, and developed the
idea of contouring the parison to the
shape of the mold. Several years of
R&D led to completion of the first Ex-
cell 3-D blow machine in 1977. Then
there was several more years of test-
ing, and construction of a second ma-
chine in 1981. It wasn’t until 1982
that conservative Japanese auto mak-
ers decided to adopt the technology.
The first commercial application was
an engine duct in a Honda auto.

Since its first successes, Excell has
developed and patented a number of
variations of the core 3-D process, in-
cluding MES-Exchange sequential
blow molding technology in 1986.
This process incorporates hard and
soft segments into a single part. It
was first used commercially by Fuji
Heavy Industries, the maker of Sub-
aru, in a turbo duct in 1987, reducing
part count from seven to three and
slashing cost by two-thirds. The part
won a prize in the SPE Auto Interna-
tional category in 1994.

Excell’s stable of technologies can
now make flanges from the parison it-
self (the R-MES process); integrate
dual-chamber resonators into ducting
by extrusion of a variable-thickness
parison and pre-blowing coupled with
insert molding; blow mold with soft
and hard injection molded inserts;
and use compression molding to form
flanges. A more recent variant process
involves simultaneous blowing of the
parison and injection of flanges, first

I f one processor can claim to be a
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Excell maintains leadership
status in 3-D processing
-

on innovative ideas to spur growth in blow

used in September for the turbo duct
of the new Daihatsu YRV. Another Ex-
cell technology, Remain-Core, com-
bines two-layer blow molding with
low-pressure overmolding.

The best fit. Excell also employs a
wide variety of materials in its
processes. Besides the recent applica-
tion of pps in air conditioning piping,
DuPont's Hytrel copolyester elastomer
is used in combination with a glass-
filled peT hard segment in a truck res-
onator, which required higher temper-
ature resistance than achievable with
nylon 11 for a turbo diesel engine. Ex-
cell has also prototyped ducting mold-
ed from pp and pulp, the latter in a
loading of over 50%. The combination
is said to provide heat insulation and
noise dampening.

Despite its extensive patent protec-
tion, including 15 U.S., 26 EU, and 74
Japanese filings, Nakagawa claims a
number of processors are taking a free
ride through infringement. “We believe
at least five Japanese companies and
one major 3-D blow molder in the U.S.
are guilty of infringing, and with a re-
cent change in Japanese patent law,
our patents will be more easily en-
forceable, at least at home,” he says. In
the past, processors in Japan could re-
portedly work their way around exist-
ing process and product patents by
making only minor modifications.

Excell has three overseas licensees
for its 3-D blow molding technology:
Lear Corp. in Sweden; LG in Seoul,

Korea; and Solvay Automotive GmbH,
based in Bad Harzburg, Germany.
Solvay molds a particularly complex
part in Germany for Isuzu Polska in
Poland. The component has 14 injec-
tion molded inserts, some of them
soft, and used in an engine supplied
to Opel. A total of 300,000 are molded
annually.

The machine design division of Ex-
cell was spun off in 1991 as Excell En-
gineering. “We wanted the depart-
ment to take responsibility for their
operations on a profit and loss basis,”
says Nakagawa. Even machine deliv-
ery is handled by a separate entity
now, Excell Logistics, set up in 1999.
Excell machines are built by Taka-
hashi Seiki Co. of Aichi, Japan.

Despite numerous successes in the
auto sector, Nakagawa says market
conditions and conservative attitudes
are hampering further adoption.
“Japanese auto makers don’t want to
invest in R&D and switch to new tech-
nologies right now due to low prof-
itability,” he says.

Nakagawa adds that often it takes
finding the right engineer at an auto
maker to champion 3-D blow technolo-
gy. “If we can find an engineer keen
enough to take the plunge and try out
3-D blow, we can gain a toehold in
that company, and things will develop
from there.” That's what happened at
Subaru, according to Nakagawa. “They
had this engineer who was dead
against rubber as its exact composition
is unknown.” Nakagawa is hoping the
same trend will occur at Daihatsu.
—Stephen Moore

VITAL SIGNS

2000 sales: ca. $52 million

1999 sales: $52 million

1999 profits: Disclosure

Plants: 1

Capacity: In excess of 730,000
parts/month (75% utilization)
Materials used: pp (45%), TPO
(38%), Pa (15%), other (2%)
Employees: 127

Equipment: 58 blow molders
including 4 3-D, 13 sequential blow,
3 remain core, and 38 conventional
blow. Conventional injection, low-
pressure injection, and compression
molding machines

Products: automotive components
Management: Tatsuya Nakagawa,
president; Yasuo Ezaki, managing
director; Toyoaki Obara, director

www.modplas.com



