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Making your CNC machine work for you
When you decide to take the plunge and buy a CNC machine, it’s important to look at what is tried, true and proven. Unless the capabilities of a new type of machine or software are the reason you are considering a CNC, stick with a machine and system that has proven itself. Here are five things to consider:

1. Decide how a CNC machine can pay for you. The only good reasons for buying equipment are to improve the bottom line or to replace aging machines and processes.

2. Consider workflow. Put together a set of drawings or specifications of the items you want to run on the CNC. How will the work flow in your facility change with the addition of the CNC?

3. Put together a wish list of what you would like and ask yourself, “How much can I afford to pay and have the investment still make sense?”

4. Attend the machine shows. Even the larger regional shows give you a good chance to examine several different manufacturers.

5. Once you have narrowed down the list of choices to three to five machines, it’s time to get serious with their vendors. Ask for trips to existing installations, ask for a tour where the machines are made and have the companies run sample parts for you — numerous parts if possible.

So what are some of the major things that you need to think about?

The hold down system. You have the option of a universal plenum hold-down system where a vacuum is generated under a porous hold-down board and the parts to be machined are held in place by air pressure pressing down on them.

A conventional vacuum system is another choice. Here, rubber, cork or a similar material creates a sealed off “zone.” A hole bored through the spoil board in this zone creates an area of vacuum.

The seal can be attached with adhesive backing or inserted into a groove that you cut into the spoil board with the router.

For small or unusually shaped parts, there are other methods of hold down. Work with your machine vendor on any special parts to make sure you know how you will hold them down before you settle on a machine, and test run the parts if possible.

Also, think about tooling. Most CNC routers use an ISO tool holding system, where conical tool holder coupled with a collet holds the tool shank. There are some other tooling systems (such as HSK), and some of the lower priced routers use a standard, off-the-shelf hand router and tool holder.

There are many decisions to make concerning tooling: Do I need a multiple tool system, such as a tool changer? Should I consider a turret head machine? How large a tool will I need to run? And should I consider solid tools, insert or diamond tooling?

Many people choose a machine and then choose a tooling vendor, but it’s best to choose both early in the process and get them together to work with you as a team.

Most CNC installations don’t fail because of the machine. It’s the peripheral issues of tooling, layout, fixturing and other components that will make or break your purchase.
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