
Most manufacturing facilities have 
a list of control system issues that need 
to be addressed. These control issues 
can range from troublesome shutdowns 
to changes or upgrades that improve 
efficiencies. The change could be a 
known modification requirement or an 
unknown “gremlin” that needs to be 
tracked down. In either case, it is often 
some sort of an issue that just keeps 
getting put off. 

Part of the problem is often the lack 
of resources in your organization. This 
could be due to unfamiliarity with the 
equipment in question or to just being 
too busy with all of the other day-to-day 
responsibilities.

The following is a short guideline for 
using an automation contractor to help 
get these projects off the back burner, 
and move forward with the improve-
ments you need.

Define the Scope of Work
This can be a big variable. In some 

cases, you may know that you just need 
a timer changed in a PLC program, or a 
sensor added to fix a material handling 
issue. But other times, you may be ex-
periencing a random shutdown that is 
difficult to pinpoint.

But troubleshooting and problem 
identification can easily be stage-1 of 
the scope of work. Once the issue is 
defined, then stage-2 could be providing 
the solution.

Find Qualified Contractors
There are a number of resources on 

the Internet that will provide a list of sys-
tem integrators and automation contrac-
tors. These can be large sophisticated 
consulting firms, down to small one-man 
operations. A small HMI change does 
not require a big system integrator to 
make, yet upgrading a conveyor system 
to variable speed drives might be too 
much for a small operation.  

If you don’t have a feel for what type 
of contractor is required, use budget 
quotes to get quick feedback from 
several.
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Get Budget Quotes
This is where you weed out the so-

lution providers that don’t meet your 
budget, or don’t provide the confidence 
that they can solve your issues. Multiple 
quotes are almost a “must”, only to be 
limited by the time you have to solicit 
and review each one. This is a good way 
to get a mix of various sized contractors.

This is also a good chance to gauge 
the contractor’s timeliness. If the quote 
is promised for Wednesday, but you 
don’t see it until Friday, that should tell 
you something.

Check References
A good automation contractor should 

provide several references. Of course, 
they will only be providing you refer-
ences that they expect to be good. So 
try to feel out some of the places they 
have serviced, above and beyond the 
list they provide. Who are they working 
with right now? Very often, you may 
have a contact, maybe a vendor that is 
familiar with places they have serviced. 
And if the project risk is higher, make 
some calls and get some constructive 
feedback on their performance. Don’t 
forget details like staying on schedule, 
cost adders, communications, documen-
tation and follow-up. Also, make sure 
that they are insured, both for liability 
and workers compensation.

Draw Up a Contract
This is where you need to define 

what you expect to be completed. This is 
where you document all the details, from 
the budget quote and conversations you 
have had. Also, define what materials 
and tools would be required, and who 
is responsible for them. This includes 
utilities, moving resources in and out of 
the facility and waste removal.

Note scheduled events—start date, 
start and stop times, weekend work and 
overtime (if applicable).

There should be a definable comple-
tion to the project. This may include an 
operational run-off or factory accept-
ance test. It should denote scheduled 
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dates of completion.
Hopefully, this outline will help you 

tackle your automation projects and help 
you to be more efficient and productive.

Gary Petre is a Project Engineer at 
Lanly Automation Solutions, Cleve-
land, OH, USA. If you have questions, 
contact him at garypetre@lanly.com.

Lanly Automation Solutions is part 
of the Lanly Company, which has been 
a design and manufacturing leader in 
the heat processing industry for over 
75 years. Lanly Automation Solutions 
provides years of control system experi-
ence to customers requiring automation 
services. Applications include industrial 
machine upgrades, equipment refurbish-
ing, factory automation enhancement, 
material handling and drive system 
improvements, data acquisition and 
reporting, troubleshooting and inspec-
tion, energy usage audits and safety 
system audits.

Lanly Automation Solutions capa-
bilities include CAD drafting and de-
sign, PLC programming, HMI design, 
process control, control panel design and 
fabrication and on-site troubleshooting 
and repair.

www.lanly.com


