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(?) MFN: Scott, can you expand on 

Empire’s mission of "Engineering your 

competitive edge"?

(!) S. N.: Empire’s business has tradi-

tionally been in four sectors – (1) Por-

tables including blast tanks, (2) Airblast 

Rooms, (3) Cabinets – standard and 

modified, and (4) Automation. Empire 

has eagerly serviced all these sectors 

with not only the standard, off-the-cat-

alog fare but also customized solutions 

based on customer needs and require-

ments. In such cases, the customer and 

our technical team work towards the vi-

sion of increased productivity through 

a customized solution. Our goal is to 

"engineer" this vision into reality by 

blending proven designs from the past 

with newly engineered sub-systems. 

This results in a product that provides 

Engineering Your Competitive Edge

Characterising a company that’s been serving the surface preparation 

industry for over 70 years isn’t an easy task. The MFN team recently met 

with Scott Nangle, VP, Marketing and Sales of Langhorne, PA (USA) based 

Empire Abrasive Equipment Co. to learn about their mission, "Engineering 

your competitive edge". Scott explained that though "everything airblast" is 

probably the most popular characterization Empire has earned over the years, 

this was set to change with their purchase of Gibson, a company specializing 

in wheelblast equipment, in 2012. Empire has seen significant growth in all 

their product lines over the past 5 years, prompting an expansion of their 

manufacturing facilities to accommodate larger and more sophisticated 

cleaning and peening equipment.

the customer the much-needed "com-

petitive edge" in their business.

Empire was quick to recognize that 

customization wasn’t restricted to 

automated equipment alone. Even 

low-cost equipment could benefit from 

customization; let me explain. About 5 

years ago, our distributors identified a 

market need for low-cost manual air-

blast rooms. At that time, Empire was 

already a prominent player in Airblast 

Rooms. However, this newly identified 

need required a fresh approach to mak-

ing it more cost-effective and present-

able to a new market segment. This led 

to the inception of our PEB line. The 

Pre Engineered Booths (PEB) provided 

a low-cost alternative to our customers 

who didn’t necessarily want all the frills 

of a conventional airblast room. These 

were customers who would otherwise 

have carried out manual blasting in 

their existing makeshift rooms, contain-

ers etc. The PEB design gives them the 

option of purchasing a professionally 

engineered, balanced system, or parts 

of a room such as just the reclaim sys-

tem, a set of swing doors with air inlets, 

wall and roof panels etc., all unpainted 

to save on costs. This is a classic ex-

ample of us "engineering to enhance 

our customer’s competitive edge" in 

their operations.

(?) MFN: What has been your approach 

to automation, particularly given your 

growth in peening equipment and 

robotics?

(!) S. N.: I'll be happy to elaborate, this 

is a favorite topic for discussion! As 

mentioned earlier, our approach to 

sales has always been highly consulta-

tive. In order to facilitate this process, 

we invested a significant amount into 

modernizing our Demo Lab. We now 

have a demo facility that customers 

and distributors have endorsed as being 

second-to-none in the industry. The en-

tire Empire product line is available for 

testing parts at this lab, including auto-

mation and robotics. Our approach to 

automation has always been to reduce 

ambiguity and get as close as possible to 

actual production process parameters. 

Whenever feasible, our prospects for 

automated equipment visit the demo 

facility with their parts and expected 

results for finish and productivity. In 

some cases, they also have a concept 

of the type of equipment. Empire 

engineers and technicians work with Scott Nangle, VP, Marketing and Sales of Empire Abrasive Equipment Co.

Empire PEB airblast rooms - modular 

and cost effective solution
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them closely to design their process, 

whether it be cleaning, grit blasting or 

shot peening with automated equip-

ment. We are proud of the fact that 

this lab has been home to developing 

process specifications for numerous 

applications for both new and existing 

customers. During the course of selling 

automated equipment, most times the 

customer is buying into a concept. Our 

first approach is to eliminate as many 

unknowns as possible for both of us at 

this stage.

Secondly, there could be several solu-

tions to an engineering problem. At Em-

pire, we have the luxury with our demo 

facility to test as many such solutions as 

possible. For instance, Robotics may not 

be the answer to all automation projects. 

A cell machine with a nozzle carriage 

might be all that a particular applica-

tion requires. Our next approach is to 

provide as many options as practical for 

an application. If a particular applica-

tion does require a robotic solution, our 

investment in Robotmaster (software) 

allows us to simulate robot path with 

your actual part. This powerful tool 

helps us size up the blast cabinet, check 

for interferences, and carry out a large 

part of the path program long before 

designing the machine.

Lastly, at Empire we strongly believe 

in education and training. This goes 

well beyond employing educated and 

well-trained personnel, to spreading it 

out to our distribution channels as well. 

The Empire Distributor’s School is con-

ducted every spring and continues to at-

tract over 25 students every year. Over 

three days, the students learn every 

aspect of our business and technology, 

with theoretical and practical sessions. 

Armed with expertise, we can then ex-

pect precise collection of data when our 

distributor channel members go out to 

meet with customers and report back on 

an application, once again eliminating 

ambiguity and reducing risk. 

(?) MFN: Where do you see the industry 

going and particularly for Empire?

(!) S. N.: At Empire, we see growth in 

almost all sectors of our business. The 

trend in our industry is stratified by 

product line. In Portables and Airblast 

Rooms, there is a certain amount of 

saturation in technology with manual 

blasting. Therefore, our initiatives into 

low-cost PEBs are a perfect solution 

for this marketplace. Manual blast 

rooms are commodity type products, 

and we expect this to remain so for the 

foreseeable future. However, we are 

increasingly being asked by our clients 

to engineer fully automated and robotic 

air-blast room systems to process large 

families of parts formerly manually 

blasted in a room. As for Cabinets, we 

expect the growth in what we label 

"Modified". This is Empire’s term for 

customizing our incredibly durable and 

productive Pro-Finish® cabinets to meet 

a customer’s individual work piece or 

process requirements by blasting either 

manually or with a certain degree of au-

tomation. Modified Pro-Finish cabinets 

offer a solution that’s affordable and 

ideally suited for lower production vol-

ume environments requiring a robust 

product. The growth and sophistica-

tion that we have seen in this segment 

have blurred the lines between manual 

cabinets and automation!

Growth in automation has meant a lot 

for Empire, to the extent that we are in 

the process of expanding our manufac-

turing facility to support this demand. 

Our automation is split into standard 

and custom/advanced automation. The 

standard line has seen continuous and 

healthy growth. This includes prod-

ucts such as our flexible Cell Machines 

(CM), Indexing Turntables (TT), and 

the ever-popular Rotary Head style 

machines. These machines continue to 

lead us into projects that one wouldn’t 

readily anticipate the application of 

such equipment. That’s the trend we are 

noticing – new applications for existing 

standard automated equipment. To us, 

this indicates an increase in awareness 

of the process of cleaning and peening 

in particular, use of new types of blast 

media, and general acknowledgement 

of the benefits of the process.

As the level of education in shot peening 
increases, we anticipate a greater 
degree of sophistication and internet 
connectivity in equipment to hit the 
market.

Scott Nangle, VP, Marketing and Sales of 
Empire Abrasive Equipment Co.

Empire’s demo facility in Langhorne, PA showcasing the entire product range for testing
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Custom automation is the reason our engineers stay chal-

lenged. Custom automation is not just restricted to aerospace 

and automotive shot peening applications. Empire has seen 

remarkable growth in automated grit blasting projects in the 

Power Generation, Medical, Oil & Gas and such advanced 

manufacturing sectors. The reasons, as we see them, are 

several – repeatability, productivity, accuracy and speed to 

highlight the most critical on the list. Aerospace customers 

demanding all the above features in their equipment is quite 

common. This has now spread to other sectors too. As a re-

sult, it is not unusual for us to build grit blasting equipment 

with closed loop process control for air pressure, media flow, 

monitoring the condition of blast media, and reporting all 

these variables real-time, just as it were a peening application. 

We see growth in shot peening applications. This will lead to 

greater thrust towards specification conformance, equipment 

design and its readiness for audit requirements, sophistica-

tion in controls and the need for traceability. As the level of 

education in shot peening increases, we anticipate a greater 

degree of sophistication and internet connectivity in equip-

ment to hit the market. Empire is prepared for this growth 

by strengthening its in-house team of electrical engineers, 

programmers and design engineers.

(?) MFN: How is Empire prepared for competition from 

low-cost producers?

(!) S. N.: Empire equipment is built to last. We have been 

around for the last 70+ years and will continue to be a domi-

nant player to supply and service our equipment for years to 

come. You will agree that longevity is important in this type of 

equipment. This is one of the differentiators when compared 

with low-cost producers. Empire has made a major thrust in 

export markets with a relatively recent addition to our team. 

As we increase our focus in export markets, particularly in 

Asia, our customers are able to clearly differentiate our equip-

ment in terms of sturdiness, innovation, return on investment, 

pre- and post-sale support.

No manufacturer can afford to ignore the threat from low-cost 

manufacturers. We have an effective plan in place that starts 

right from the initial response time to application validation, 

proposal generation leading to an order. In the post-order 

stage, we have dedicated project managers and a profes-

sional team that continuously streamlines our manufacturing 

process with an effort to reduce costs. 

Innovation is key in maintaining our competitive advantage 

and passing on that edge to our customers. Empire engineers, 

fuelled by customer requests, are constantly researching and 

experimenting better ways to solve traditional problems. Our 

goal continues to be to develop at least two new and innova-

tive products to add to our portfolio every year. We believe 

that our legacy helps us to achieve this goal, something that 

is inimitable, and found throughout the Empire organization.

(?) MFN: About Gibson…

(!) S. N.: Gibson has been a great compliment to our existing 

product line. They’re a small wheelblast manufacturer sup-

ported by Empire management and their unique product 

line continues to enjoy niche market support. We regularly 

share ideas between the two engineering teams, learn from 

each other on lean manufacturing techniques and, take ad-

vantage of design commonalities that can be applied to both 

equipment types.

We invite the MFN readership to experience Empire by visit-

ing us either in person or online at empire-airblast.com and 

see how we can engineer your competitive edge.

MFN would like to thank Scott Nangle for this interview!

Empire compact and cost-effective standard robot cell

Empire rotary head – a popular addition to standard 

automation solutions

For Information: Empire Abrasive Equipment

2101 W. Cabot Blvd., Langhorne, PA 19047-1893, USA

Tel. +1.215.752 8800, Fax +1.215.752 9373

E-mail: airblast@empire-airblast.com, www.empire-airblast.com 


