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Motor Sport
Whitely Brooks Engineering Leads the Race with its EdgeCAM Intelligent CAM Solution
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Whiteley Brooks Engineering leads the race with its EdgeCAM intelligent CAM solution.  Motor racing at the highest level is one of the most demanding of sports. There is no hiding place for poor performance of either driver or vehicle. For component manufacturers, accuracy of fit is vital, reliability is mandatory, and the ability to deliver in very short timescales is paramount. This is a tough environment, and only the best companies will succeed. Established by Ken Whiteley and Stan Brooks in 1965, Coventry-based Whiteley Brooks Engineering Limited has an unparalleled record of accomplishment in high value-added, high precision (<50 micron) manufacturing. The company machines complex transmission components for World Rally Championship, British Touring Car Championship and Formula 1 Grand Prix teams.
 For Joe Reynolds, the Director responsible for IT, Production Engineering and Quality, the challenge is, “. . . to deliver high quality in very short timescales.  Our customers place manufacturing orders for delivery within hours.  In the run-up to the motor racing season, the pressure is intense. If we have to work 24 hours a day to fulfil an order, we will. If we let our clients down, there’s a chance we may lose them. We have a long record of timely delivery and we intend to keep it.”  To meet this challenge, the 30-strong company has recently invested in EdgeCAM Solid Machinist, the intelligent CAM system from Pathtrace Engineering Systems.
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Did not keep pace

Joe Reynolds joined Whiteley Brooks as a CNC programmer over 19 years ago.  Initially, clients provided him with their designs in 2D on paper and later, in the electronic equivalent. Geometry would be extracted and manually entered into the CNC controllers.  The whole process was very time consuming; a lot of checking and proving was required before manufacture could start.  With the availability of affordable PC-based 3D solid modelling software, the company’s clients started to design in 3D. Transmission design advanced, too.  It was becoming increasingly difficult to create efficient and effective CNC programmes in this traditional way. The company had to act. Joe recalls, “I was unhappy with our first CAM system within a few weeks of buying it.  However, its replacement, AlphaCAM, was fine. It met our needs at the time, saved us money, and we’ve had our value out of it.  But it did not keep pace with our needs.” 


Good reputation

Joe continues, “Our customers started to send us 3D CAD models, expecting us to produce the finished product directly from them.”  Consequently, the company installed a seat of SolidWorks. However, Whiteley Brooks' existing CAM software could not support the level of integration necessary. A new solution had to be found. Potential solutions were identified and demonstrations were arranged. Joe continues, “Because of our extensive experience in manufacturing, we knew exactly what we wanted. I had already heard about EdgeCAM, so we knew we were getting a product with a good reputation.  And because both SolidWorks and EdgeCAM use the Parasolid 3D modelling kernel, we knew we would get the level of integration we needed.”  

Made the right decision

Two seats of EdgeCAM Solid Machinist were installed together with new hardware. According to Joe, “Our experience so far has shown that we made the right decision.  There was a steep learning curve, the training has been excellent and Pathtrace have been very supportive.”  He adds, “We had to get over the seasonal rush before we could start using the system in earnest. We ran our first programmes in April 2003.”  Joe says, “We now take in customers’ models and produce programmes directly. Previously, we would transfer the geometry manually into our old CAM system. We’d test the path out graphically, and then on the machine. This could take up to a day.  At present, it takes the same, but, as we build our database of proven toolpaths, we know that will reduce.”  

Associativity that really works

Joe sees the biggest benefit coming from the improved handling of clients’ design changes. Joe explains, “In our business, there are no such things as standard components.  Transmission designs vary from sport to sport and from team to team. They can even vary from race to race!  It is important that we can cope with all the changes our customers throw at us.” He continues, “EdgeCAM is associative. That is why we bought it. Before we had EdgeCAM, we would have to stop the job, make the required changes and start again.  Now, when this happens, EdgeCAM recognises the changes in the 3D model, goes through an on-screen dialogue and generates the new programme. We have used this capability several times already and it really works.”

[image: image2.jpg]



Programmes sure to work

There are other benefits for Whiteley Brooks. Joe says, “We have better toolpath simulation than we had before. The graphics are better, it is faster, and the raw material sizes can be better defined. All this helps us get things right. . . first time.”  He comments, “Most of the components we make for particular customers are very similar but not actually identical. We can create a machining strategy for a type of component, and then apply it each time you have to create a programme for that type of component. This cuts much of the donkey work out of the initial planning.”  Joe comments, “With EdgeCAM, we have been able to change the structure of the programmes with the result that they are far faster than before. The operators don’t read the programmes any more. They take it as read that the programmes are sure to work.” He continues, “The post processors are easy to develop using the wizard and I’m really happy with the tool management system.”


Handle changes at short notice

Eirinn Turner is Production Manager at Whiteley Brooks. He says, “I have used AlphaCAM for many years, so I am very used to its ins and outs. However, EdgeCAM is much more functional and it is much easier to edit programmes if you have to.” He continues, “Our main client e-mails his SolidWorks model, we load it into SolidWorks, and with EdgeCAM we can start machining more or less straight away – it is that quick.  EdgeCAM’s associativity means we can easily handle the changes that our clients throw at us at short notice.”

Put the lessons into practice

Joe Reynolds has this advice for others thinking of following the Whiteley Brooks example. He says, “Get the potential suppliers to do an existing component so you can compare the way you currently do it, and the way their system would do it.” He adds, “The graphics may look great, but look at the code to make sure it works the way you want.”  He also advises the development of a proper implementation plan. He says, “Plan it so that it fits within your workload, then choose and plan the training accordingly. Take as much training as you can and take it at the right time, so you can put the lessons into practice straight away.”

EdgeCAM vital for the business

Joe confirms, “EdgeCAM is vital for the business. It does what it says on the box.  Any teething problems we had were all solved. I’m still learning, and every time I try to do something new, I can do it.” Joe adds, “We are producing 20 to 30 new programmes a week and we  know we are saving time and money already.” He concludes, “We have just won a new client who would not have placed the business if we had not had this technology. We are confident that EdgeCAM is going to carry us forward for at least the next five years. Yes, I’d recommend it.”
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