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If you have been in the die cast-
ing business more than a month, 
you have heard something like the 
following comment: “How is it that 
you have sent us thousands of good 
castings and then sent 3 of the 
following *%#@&^ junk pieces?” 
The complaint probably also arrived 
with a demand for a “Corrective 
Action Report” that asks, “What is 
the ‘assignable cause’ and the ‘Irre-
versible Corrective Action’?” Since 
making a bad casting is not a capi-
tal offense punishable by hanging, 
we are stuck with the alternative. 
Identify which of our processes and 
procedures allowed parameters to 
drift out of tolerance.

Dr. W. Edwards Deming said 
“If you can’t describe what you are 
doing as a process, you don’t know 
what you are doing.” Throughout 
my career I have often been ap-
proached with the lamentation “My 
machine was making good parts 
yesterday and I’m doing everything 
exactly the same and I can’t get a 
good part.” Something changed, you 
just did not look broad enough. It 
usually boils down to overlooking 
a basic machine parameter setting 
or one of the outside inputs such 
as molten metal delivery, cooling 
water, compressed air, or central die 
lube or tip lubricant. If you can-
not measure an input, you cannot 
control it. Or as Dr. Deming said: 
“Without data you’re just another 
person with an opinion.”

I have experienced at least one 
event when every machine in the 
plant started making bad cast-
ings! After checking several of the 
machine processes in a row, we 
finally looked at the “heat number” 
tags on the new ingots. The alloy 
certification told us everything we 
needed to know. The alloy was off 
spec and they shipped it anyway. 
And we assumed the supplier would 
never ship off-spec material. We 
had procedures in place to verify 
the alloy before using it. It was 
skipped. Your system and processes 
must be reliable no matter who is 
present or absent.

Solving problems takes work. 
Sometimes, problem-solving is 
made more difficult by the lack 
of reliable measurements, such as 
defective wiring, gages, transduc-
ers, or no gages at all. SMED is 
of little benefit when the process 
can not be properly documented 
and controlled from day one. Some 
problems can only be identified at 
the source of the problem, not at a 
desk or in a conference room full 
of opinions. While there is value 
in problem solving teams the most 
important member is often absent 
and that is the person or persons 
who operate the machines every 
day. They have a wealth of inside 
information that is overlooked 
and underappreciated. One simple 
observation from an operator stat-
ing “every day between 6 and 7 PM 

#2 drill spindle faults out.” It was 
summer and the machine only ran 
on first and second shift. It took at 
least 11 to 12 hours of continuous 
operation in the summer heat to 
develop enough heat in the control 
cabinet to trip the breaker. Only 
one person witnessed the problem 
occur. He would reset the breaker 
and resume running, but missed 
the fact that the interruption had 
just produced a defective part. In 
addition to solving the overheating 
problem, electrical interlocks were 
added to the machine program to 
make it essential to complete the 
operation before proceeding.

So, roll up your sleeves and be 
prepared to go deep. There is great 
satisfaction in solving problems. 
And greater satisfaction in having 
happy customers.
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