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Giant vacuum lifting devices have 
allowed Stent to reduce drastically 
the amount of werking at height 
necessary to load its precast concrete 
piles onto lorries for delivery. 

Paul Howard looks at the kit 

l•UUNDATIONS are 11ut cxactly the most glnmorous a,pect of 
construct ion. Their only claim to notoriety is the opportunity 
thcy provide in dubious movies for gangsters to dispose of 
thcir vicLims. 

But the real foundat1u11 111Justry is antent on making 
sccidents' a thing of the past. 

,\ case in point is the new prccast concrete pile manufacturing 
facility run by Stent at its Normonton airfield site near Long 
Rennington in Nottinghamshire. 

Firstly, il is a site that is both be11diting from and fuelling the 
g, owth in the off-site foundation mnrket 

Factory manager Chris Wilson says production lta, 111ure than 
doubled in the thrcc ycars since S1en1 moved to Long 
llennington from its Summercoms plant in Derbyshirc. 

'That could produce up to 350,000 m a  year," he says. 
At Long Bennington wc can producc 750,000 m a  year and wç 

have an extra plant in Scotland Lhnt can producc 150,000 m." 
All that adds up to a turnover of 1:25 mill,on from prccast 

p,ling (which accounts for around 40 per cent of Stent's total 
Lurnover) and supplics whm the compnny clnims is a 30 per cent 
market share. Mr Wibon continues: "The precast market is 
definicely on the risc. In fact we'vc now asked for funding for 
expansion to allow production to risc to I million ma year." 

This growth brings with il all the associated bcnefits of 
producing piles in a controlled environment rather than on a '"' 
conscruclion site. llut even in the relatively safe confines of a 
factory, thcre is scill a lot of work requircd 10 cnsure thuc rhc 
wnrking environment is as safe as possiblt 

fhe answcr to at least some of the proble111> pres.:, 11cJ by the 
ta,k of stacking hcfty lumps of conrrt'le and londin11 thcm 0111< 
lorries is u giant kerb-lifling devict 

More prcciscly, the answer is cwo vacuu,11 htung dcv1ccs 
mnnufacturcd in l lollund b) Acrolifc anJ supplied by UK 
distribulor Cl-tl. Each machine one dcsigned to lift pile 
lengths from 8 m 10 14 m and a ,maller one used for piles fron, 
i m to 7 m has four banks of vncuum pnds, with four pnds i, 
cach bank. 1 he lnrger model has a lifting capacity of over 
10 tonncs. ulthough Il will never used lo full c,,pubility as thts 
would exccc'<l chc limit, of the Goliath g,1111ry-cranc from which 
it is suspended. In praclice tlus mcans the machines c,m lift up 
10 four 235 sq mm or 275 sq mm profile pilcs in one g" 

'Wc are the nnly UK piling manufacturcr to usc one ol thc>< 
"')• Mr Wilson Wc hcard of vacuum lifts bcmg uscd 111 othe, 
coumrics. nnd oth�r industric!lo l'\O wl! clccidcrt to do u bit of 
research 10 sec ifchey coul<l work for us. 

'"Wc wcnl to sec H cornpany in I lufüind thal U:'\C� thl!!-iC 
machines lor lifting pib Thcy werc usinir 1hcm 10 lift s111gle­
scction. prC·!loln .... ��'<.I 33 m by 3)0 \ll mm pilè� and \VC 1hn11gh1 
this cuul<l wurk fm '" Mrultfl 1hcn c.lcsignc'<l a mach me 
,pcdfiu,lly to Jllow u, to lift nol just one bcmn lml 11111h1pb 

Hul th� real prohl�m lor Stent ht)· nrn ,11nply 111 lhc 1ask u1 
l1l1inµ thi: bc..·;1ms Sp1L'mkr h,c;111h .inti t:hi1in, suspcmlctl lh11• 
the "mm.� �;.11111 y Cl'<IIW h,,d lwl'n s11ci.:c"slull� l!mpl,wcd in thi 
pr,�r,, hn \'1.:,11, 

il \1;·a, rathc1 tlll' risk hl lih: ;.111J limh 111vol\oL'Û in workiny :i1 
hèighl to 'l1.'tu11.: lhc d1ain,. and 11 was a 11,� that hmJ hc1.:n 
µn,,\.·mg dm• 10 the iml11"1ry's lllLI c., .. in!{ cnlhu�ia,n, li" 1\l1 • .,1k 
l\lu1tda1iom, 
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Chris Wllson 
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Eddie Keenan 

"The stockyard is where most work at height b <lone.' says 
Eddie Kccnan, Stent's hcalth, safety and environment manager. 
"We hold aroun<l 50.000 m of piles on sicc, which is around two 
wccks' supply. We need this much lo be ablc to supply the 13 
Stcnt piling rigs in the field lhnt can probnbly install on nveragc 
1. 800 m a week each." 

The rcsuli of Stent finding itself with u busier stock yard wub 
larger stacks of piles was more work at hcight - a situation the 
company fch compelled to addrcss. 

Mr Keenan says: "The process of investigating the use or 
vncuum beams bcgan whcn we moved 10 this site in 2004. Wc 
wcrc aware thnl the Work at l leight regulalions would be 
coming in che next year, but this wasn'c the main reason for che 
research -we jusl wantec.1 a sliekcr and safer systcm of work 
with the uim of reducing ur. if possiblc, climinating rhe nced lor 
working at hclght ·· 

To a large degree these goal\ have been achieved, al1hough not 
evcrything hns changed in the pile-rnoving process. 

Mr Wilson says: "They are still lifled out of the moulds usmg 
a guntry cranc and spreadcr bcams, but this doesn't involvc 
werking at hcight, since the pik'S are fnbricatcd ut noor level. 
Then they'rc loadcd onco transfer car-like a small natbed 
railway lruck and now fillcd wi1h edgc prou:ccion -to 1m1ve 
r rom foctory to yard for •torage." 

lluc nuw the same mcthod is not repeatcd for luadmg the pib 
onto the trucks that come 10 collect them. 

"This did involve II lot of work ut heighc as the slingc1> had to 
climb a ladder onto 1he top of the slacks of piles 10 attach the 
slings required in order to use !he sprca<ler bars. !hese stacks 
could be 10 to 12 pilcs high." says Mr Wilson. 

The new system has provcd a major boon to chose working on 
the shopnoor. 

"Physically ic's a lol casier and n lot safer." says Mr Wilson 
·we lost count of the numbcr or limes people usc-d to have to go 
up and down ladders unc.1 work on mp of I he slacks. We'd huve 
24 lorries a day, with six lifts for cach Jorry and 1w0 sec., of 
·hains and hooks lo put on for each lift. 

"Now it's only very occasionally that wc 1,.,,e to i;u up on the 
slacks - if chc machinc·s not working and we have to usc the 
back-up spreader beams, for instance, or if we have to clean the 
piles when some rubbish has been blown onto chcm." 

Then chcrc is the ac.ldcd bonus of a more efficicnt proce.,,. 
"Now chat we'rc uscc.1 ICI it, 1 would say it's twice as quick 10 
ornoad the cransfcr car and to lond the lorries.' he adds. 

Bui how safe really is a lihing syslem thut c.loesn't have the 
comfor1ing visual rcassurancc or the fnmiliur chains and hooks? 

Mr Kccnun says: "We have no concerns. Thcre are audiblc 
and visual warning deviccs on cach bank of four pads and 
unlcss all banks are working properly the mll<'hinc won't allow 
you to lift any wcigh1. 

"Then, if the vacuum pressure drops whlle lifling, a warrnn� 
s1gnnl comes on ond an overridc pump creates sufficicnt extra 
vncuum to give you 20 minuccs I<) lower the load s�fcly. 

'"We've cried 10 make it foil by ,licking rcbar over 1he pilc and 
underncath the pndded foot of tlw ,uccion pmls hul it just 
wouldn't Ict go. Plu,. you have 10 prcss 1wo buttons at lhe sumc 
time to rclca!'.C the hcams.-

lf only Vinnie loncs could find a way 10 incorporale thcm into 
his nc.�t film .. 
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