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Since technology stepped in, people have 
made even bigger steps in finding ways 
to improve efficiency. More important, 
technology changed the way we are 
behaving and the way that we are living 
our lives. People use technology, not only 
to do simple tasks, mainly in a factory-
environment, but technology has even 
integrated into people’s houses and lives.

100 years ago, a simple car was at the 
point of slowly moving horses back from 
the streets to the prairies. Not even one 
generation ago, we started to discover the 
Internet as a window on the world as we 
know it today. 

Today we have machines scanning 
the surface of Mars, driving around and 
operating autonomously in the most 
extreme circumstances. Our cars are so 
smart that they not only show us the way, 
but they can even drive us with minimum 

or no intervention from the driver. People 
don’t write letters anymore but they send 
pictures and video-chat instantly by using 
WhatsApp, Instagram or similar apps on 
their smartphones.

These simple examples are just one way 
to understand how we evolved at high 
speed as species. 

Yes - we changed. 
We have become demanding in terms 

of patience, comfort and developing 
ourselves. 

People don’t want to work in unsafe 
environments any longer, they want to 
develop their creativity. They don’t want 
to work in a dusty factory, they want 
to spend more time with their beloved 
ones. They look for quality, reflecting in 
an increasing environmental awareness 
(green and clean environment, healthy 
activities, biological food etc) like it was 

never seen before.
Along with the technological evolution 

came the opportunity to improve safety 
– all kinds of systems are watching over 
us to make sure that we travel safely and 
that accidents in factories are reduced to 
an absolute minimum. Wherever possible, 
unsafe jobs are being done by robots since 
a few decades.

Knowing this, and facing this new 
reality, it is not surprising that industries 
are looking for new technologies that 
apply to these needs. 

Everyone running a company knows 
it: Finding technical people becomes a 
challenge. 

Finding people who want to do simple 
repetitive labour is getting impossible. 

Besides this, safety is still a point of 
concern: accidents due to operators 
cannot be avoided for the full 100%. 

AGV’s will do the job
Since the technical revolution, producing in a highly demanding and sometimes even dangerous 
environment, mankind has been developing all kind of strategies and ways for improving labour into 
more efficient processes. Peter Vanvuchelen* explains

*Director Business Development, Hencon BV
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Continuity, perfect traceability and 
performing tasks in a perfectly consequent 
way will never be possible as long as 
people are doing the job. 

People need distraction, holidays and 
coffee-brakes. People get ill. People get 
bored. People make mistakes.

The harsh reality is that people prefer 
doing other things than monotonous 
work.

This is where smart machines come into 
the picture. 

Machines that can take over the job and 
can do it even faster, safer and far more 
efficient, with less use of fossil energy 
then people can ever do.

Machines that don’t need to be 
controlled or where interaction with 
operators is no longer needed.

Machines that improve every step 
in the production process and detect 
and communicate every deviation in 
the production process (temperature, 
anomalies in anode-blocks, etc).

The first AGV’s for pot rooms already 
exist, and they work.

  
Hencon AGV’s in the aluminium 
industry
When Hencon started as a company, 
its main focus was on building quality 
machines for the aluminium industry. 

Together with increasing experience 
and know-how, and along with the trends 
as described above, Hencon also felt that 
industries were more and more looking 
for suppliers who are able to think with 
them about strategic choices, about how 
to facilitate in their production processes 
and about how to improve safety and 
climate in their plants. 

Low emission of the machines and 
a zero-tolerance on accidents were 
parameters that became a fact of life. 

In the meantime, higher productivity 
and increasing competition were factors 
that could not be denied.

Just overtaking labour was not enough 
any longer.

Several high-profile trendsetting 

customers of Hencon are looking for 
possibilities to set up a ‘smart factory’, as 
soon as possible. 

Cyber-physical production systems are 
not just a far dream any longer, with 
Industry 4.0. a new way of thinking 
is born. Hencon wants to be the first 
company within its field, who offers the 
right products, services and solutions, to 
get ready for those new needs.

Hencon started to develop its own 
Automatic Guided Vehicles.

The first challenge that needed to be 
tackled was the specific environment in 
Aluminium Plants. 

Dust, electromagnetic fields and 
extreme temperatures are the conditions 
under which AGV’s – highly precise 
technological machines – need to operate 
(in potrooms). No need to explain that 
the Hencon-engineers lost their sleep 
in finding ways to overcome these 
circumstances before producing the first 
prototype of this high tech equipment. 

Another remarkable change that grew 
into the organization was the way in how 
to interacts with its customer. ‘In the old 
days’, customers ordered machines for a 
well-specified purpose. Nowadays there is 
a continuous dialogue between Hencon 
and its customers, during which solutions 
for a smart industry are born progressively, 
after a mutual exchange of ideas, and 
the will to achieve goals that have never 
been set before. The relationship resulting 
from this kind of collaboration is based on 
mutual trust and the ambition to set new 
standards and can rather be described as 
a solid and durable partnership than as a 
customer-supplier relationship.

Now, several years later, Hencon can 

proudly state that its first AGV’s are 
working in the field at full satisfaction. 

Hencon is at this moment the only 
manufacturer who has achieved to deliver 
AGV’s in the (electromagnetic) field 
successfully.

Within the evolution towards 
automatisation, there were several steps 
to be taken. 

The first step towards the completely 
autonomous AGV was making machines 
who served as an accessible, intuitive 
interface between man and production 
environment, made for doing simple 
tasks. The layout of all the instruments, 
the handles and the screens should 
become as easy to understand and to 
work with as a smartphone.

Now Hencon is able to build very 
complex machines that not only take over 
the job but combine several complex jobs 
at the same time (transportation, picking 
up, unloading, measuring temperature, 
scanning the quality of anodes, etc)

Safety is always priority number one 
because, although AGV’s are conceived 
to operate totally autonomously, the 
reality is that in most of the factories it 
is impossible to avoid situations in which 
machines and human being cross their 
paths.

It must be emphasized that realization 
of such AGV’s, but even more the 
implementation of the final product 
in a real-life environment can only be 
successful under the condition of a strong 
relationship between both parties: The 
customer and Hencon. It takes a lot of 
time and mutual efforts. 

STEP 1: DEFINING
Starting from a general idea and 
direction, towards a full implementation 
of the AGV, the first step to be taken 
is a precise definition of the objective 
and the way that the production takes 
place at that moment. Hencon needs to 
understand the process of manufacturing 
and the projected results in terms of 
efficiency which are the object of the 
automatisation.
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STEP 2: FEASIBILITY STUDY 
From there a feasibility study should result 
in a first draft of the new (automated) 
situation. During the feasibility study, 
engineers from both customer and 
Hencon stay in close contact. 

STEP 3: SIMULATION
If there is mutual agreement on the 
outcome of the feasibility study, some 
case-studies will be executed, with 
equipment that is in operation already, 
who will then be behaving as AGV’s in 
order to understand what the impact of 
automatisation will be. This is an important 
step, because routes, interaction with the 
existing factory-environment, potential 
unforeseen bottle-necks and the reactions 
of personnel should be analysed before 
it can be sure that an AGV will be a 
successful solution with that particular 
customer. The main purpose is that within 
this period of continuous reporting & 
analysing, improvements on the first draft 
towards a detailed plan will be made.

STEP 4: CONCEPT 
This will result in a crystal clear and 
extremely detailed planning (the full 
operational process of the AGV, the 
routes, the charging points, the safety 
protocols etc.), as well as a complete 
drawing and concept of the AGV’s that 
will be built. All the objections and wishes 
of managers and operators will be taken 
into account for optimising the final tailor-
made product.

STEP 5: INTRODUCING THE AGV 
Finally, the AGV will arrive at the plant. 
Training of personnel and fine-tuning of 
the AGV will be the first thing to do. After 
that, the AGV will do its first steps in the 
production process and further fine-tuning 

will be necessary. Intermediate evaluation 
sessions will be planned and will result in 
further fine-tuning of the AGV. 

STEP 6: FOLLOW-UP
Follow-up on a regular basis, after 
implementation, with the possibility of a 
full service of the AGV’s 

This way of intense working together 
with the customer is a totally different 
approach than the traditional straight-
forward sales process. The main difference 
is that the customer does not order a 
number of machines (considered as 
commodities) but that by introducing new 
technologies, the customer is boosting its 
own business into a new era (Industry 4.0), 
turning its factory into a smart factory. 

Hencon doesn’t just sell AGVs, the role 
of the supplier can be rather described as 
the facilitator in a new way of thinking 
and as the partner enabling to materialize 
the ideas that were latent already.

Hencon has new similar projects in 
the pipeline and is looking forward to 
sharing its growing experience with every 
potential innovative customer, looking for 
the same profits and improvements and 
willing to discover new paths together.

Maybe it is useful to conclude with 
paying attention to a wide scale of 
additional benefits, that is coming along 
with the use of AGV’s.

Benefits of AGV’s
AGVs will contribute to the efficiency of all 
kinds production processes and all kinds 
of logistical processes while increasing 
safety and reducing costs. The following 
benefits and properties can be identified:

� Suitable for picking up, 
transporting and unloading any load 
(fluid aluminium, anodes,… )

� Electrifying the powerpack leads to 
zero emission and less noise

� Low costs (maintenance costs 
are extremely low, personnel costs are 
reduced tremendously)  ( in combination 
with a much higher output)

� 100% Safety (no personnel involved)
� Constant communication between 

machine and supervisors 
- System helps to track & trace 

quantities and locations of the transported 
materials)

- Remote and even off-site monitoring 
of operation

- Remote OEM support
� The AGV will be directed via a 

Supervision system to the specific locations 
that are indicated by the Manufacturing 
Execution System (MES). This guarantees 
that the AGV is always at the right time 
at the right place and ensures the best 
production efficiency

� Machine works 24/7 with an 
unprecedented reliability

� More compact machines (no cabin 
required, no combustion engine)

� Complying with specific needs of 
Industry 4.0

AGVs are already successfully used in 
mines, ports, rolling mills, cast houses, 
potrooms etc.

There are no technical limitations to 
launch AGV technology in any production 
environment.

Hencon is at all time available for more 
detailed information and appointments 
can be made at the customer’s offices or 
at Hencon’s.  �

Contact:
www.hencon.com


