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Masters of
Maintenance

BY ROBERT LOWES
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Treating the equipment right will keep you ready, aiming, and firing.
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A sharp ax outchops a dull ax.

The same principle applies to abra-
sive blasting equipment. Take care
of it properly, and it will remove
old paint more efficiently than the
same equipment that’s been abused
and neglected.

Simple enough. But more’s at
stake than production. Sloppy con-
tractors can set up premature coat-
ing failure by blasting structural
steel with abrasives tainted by water
and oil. Poor equipment upkeep
also puts your employees at risk
—abrasive blasting is not child’s
play. Ask anyone who's taken his
flesh off the bone with steel grit
travelling hundreds of miles an
hour.

PWC interviewed contractors,
manufacturers, and abrasive blast-
ing consultant A. B. “Willy” Wil-
liams to come up with two dozen
tips on how to treat your equip-
ment right. Your equipment will
return the favor by earning more
money for you.

B COMPRESSORS

1. Fuel your compressors with

diesel, not abrasives and water.



Sharp tips for everlasting blasting equipment from

Those Who Know

Many contractors have a fuel com-
pany supply them with 55-gallon
drums of diesel fuel for their com-
pressors. Then an employee fills
up the compressors from the drums,
All too often, he doesn’t put the
drum lids on tight, allowing the
fuel to become contaminated with
water and abrasive, said Johnny
Johnson, vice president of produc-
tion forIrvin H, Whitehouse & Sons
in Louisville, KY. fohnson said his
company dispenses with the drums
and simply has the fuel company
fill up the compressors directly —
and cleanly.

2. Check your compressor's oil
daily, Sounds simple, but people
have to be reminded to check their
car’'s oil, too. Too little oil can de-
stroy a compressor — and instead
of renting the machine, you could
be paying for it.

3. Inspect your filters at least
weekly. A dirty filter, said Willy
Williams, can translate into a pres-
sure drop of 5 psi, which in turn
can lower productivity by 10 to 15
percent. “It could mean thousands
of doilars a week,” he said.
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4. Examine couplings for gasket
leaks. You can use three senses to
make this inspection, said Williams.
One, run your hands around the
coupling to feel for escaping air.
Two, look for water bubbles caused
by condensation in the air line. Also,
look at the ground underneath to
see if it's been blown clean. Three,
listen for a hiss — large leaks are
noisy.

A few grains of sand in this fit-
ting can produce a leak and dissi-
pate your valuable air pressure, Wil-
liams said. “Take a rag and wipe
the coupling seat, or blow it out
with air,”

A new coupling gasket costs less
than a dollar. A quarter-inch air
leak, however, can cost you more
than %30 a day in wasted com-
pressed air.

8 MoisTURE CONTROL

You want dry abrasive in a blast
pot; wet abrasive won't flow easily,
or not at all. But air that comes out
of a compressor is moist. If mois-
ture gets into the blast pot, the
abrasive becomes cakey and clogs
up the abrasive metering valve. The
operator has to “choke” the sys-
tem with a surge of air and blow
out the clog. “There’s more time
lost in that than anything else,”
lamented Don Robertson, vice presi-
dent of Courtney & Co. in Texas
City, TX.

5. Blow out the moisture. Willy
Willilams, author of The Abrasive Blast
Cleaning Handbook, prescribes this
ritual. After you've got your com-
pressor up and running at the start
of the day, close the compressor
outlet valve and disconnect the air
line from the moisture separator
mounted on the inlet pipe of the
blast pot. Then, open the compres-
sor’s outlet valve slightly and blow
out any water, oils, or vapors in the
air line before reattaching it to the
moisture separator,

6. Tend your after-coolers, These
devices between the compressor
and the blast pot cool down com-
pressed air to remove water. They

must be drained regularly, and their
filters need frequent inspection, too.

7. Clean the air-line moisture sepa-
rator filter daily. The moisture sepa-
rator is the last line of defense
against water and oil from the air
compressor that threaten to enter
the pot. Willy Williams said one
way to monitor this filter is to in-
stall inlet and outlet pressure gauges

on the separator. If the outlet pres-
sure gauge registers a drop of 5 psi
or higher, the separator filter is dirty
and needs to be cleaned or replaced.

8. If the moisture separator has
a manual drain, empty it at least
daily. Willy Williams recommends
draining a manual moisture trap
every time it's shut down on a job
— for instance, while the tender is
reloading. He said you might as
well leave it permanently cracked
open.

BB ast Pors

9. Twice a day, clean the abra-
sive trap screen and emipty the abra-
sive trap in front of the bleed-off
valve, The bleed-off valve, hooked
up to the deadman control on the
blast nozzle, exhausts air from the
blast pot to depressurize it. The
screen and abrasive trap are de-
signed to keep abrasive from exit-
ing the machine along with the air.
A dirty screen or a full abrasive trap
will lengthen the time it takes the
blast pot to depressurize, said Tom
Geer, technical service manager for
Clemco Industries. Geer advises that
you clean the screen at least twice
aday. The same goes for emptying
the abrasive trap.

Consider the consequences if your
pot doesn’t depressurize immedi-
ately. Anoperator releases the lever
on his deadman control and starts
to lay down his blast hose, expect-
ing the abrasive to stop shooting
out. But the abrasive still keeps
coming — and the operator blasts
his leg.

10, Eliminate valve leaks imme-
diately. A small leak doesn’t stay
small in a blast pot. That's because
the pressurized abrasive inside will
blast it into a bigger leak, destroy-
ing componentslike O-rings, wash-
ers, and castings. In a worst-case
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