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Controller processes 
data on the fly for 
greater profitabilityNO WAIT

BY LAUREN DUENSING

T
he team at Plasma Systems Inc. 
has more than 25 years’ expe-
rience in the plasma cutting 
industry. Working with a vari-

ety of customers has given the company a 
broad understanding of how to implement 
the right machine for the work environ-
ment, material specifications, available 
shop space, budget restrictions—and even 
staffing considerations. 

Drawing on that experience, the 
Houston-based company recently de-
veloped and released its new InSight 
controller, which features an open ar-
chitecture that combines tight security 
with the ability to add necessary tools to 
the system. 

“The same old controllers have been 
around for years—but the cutting ma-
chine capabilities have changed,” says 
Richard Keeton, president of Plasma 

Systems. “Machines needed to be more 
precise, easier to use and adapt to a chang-
ing market quicker. Three years ago, we 
partnered with Atek Automation to pro-
duce a state-of-the-art controller,” and 
InSight was released after a year of thor-
ough testing. 

Stress-free operation
InSight works on a Windows 10 IoT-
based open architecture platform and has 

Full interactive nesting includes 
part-in-part capabilities and an 
auto-nesting feature designed to 
maximize plate usage.
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an EtherCAT-based I/O system, which 
increases the speed of communication 
between the machine and the controller. 

“The idea behind the controller was to 
migrate toward a lights-out-type system,” 
Keeton says. The system also operates 
using laser technology to measure both 
distance for plate skewing and torch 
height. “With the laser measuring, we 
can automatically locate the plate while 
the controller can sit off the machine and 
receive large packets of information in 
real time.”

Keeton says that industrial automation 
is more intelligent when paired with pre-
cision plasma. 

“The controller can now monitor 
movements in real time and make cor-
rections. This allows for maintenance 
scheduling of the machine for less down 
time and more throughput, as well as 
remote monitoring of the output of the 
machine without being on the shop 
floor.” As a result, “the operator is freed 

up to perform part programming, nesting 
or more tasks other than just watching the 
machine run.” 

Because of the user-friendliness of the 
controller, operator training typically takes 
a much shorter time—even for operators 
with no previous experience, Keeton 
notes.

Another sticking point with older 
controllers is the ability to replace com-
ponents easily. On previous generations, 
parts were proprietary and more than 
likely unavailable. Because the older gen-
eration controllers embed Windows, the 
customer’s only option would be to buy 
a new controller. A simple replacement, 
such as for a motherboard, required an 
expensive special order. 

For the InSight controller, all replace-
ment parts can be purchased at big-box 
electronics stores, such as Best Buy or Mi-
crocenter, and then swapped out with the 
problematic part for a quick change that 
keeps the machine running. These fea-

tures decrease service cost and down time.
The controller also reduces pierce 

times, can process structural material, 
handle complex beveled parts, keep track 
of remnants for later processing, and 
display the estimated time it will take to 
complete a part or nest. 

Quick diagnostics
Because the graphic interface uses Win-
dows 10, companies are able to add their 
own software to the system. The most pop-
ular add-on is communication systems so 
the operator can easily message questions 
to the sales team and engineers—and 
vice versa. The platform also provides the 
capability for upgrades and remote mon-
itoring. 

“Most of the current controllers on the 
market rarely get software upgrades,” Kee-
ton says. “The software in most of these 
controllers is over 15 years old. We con-
stantly ask our customers what they would 
like to see in a controller, and we take that 

INDUSTRIAL AUTOMATION IS MORE 
INTELLIGENT WHEN PAIRED WITH 
PRECISION PLASMA.

RICHARD KEETON, PLASMA SYSTEMS INC.
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information and generate two or three 
major updates each year. I think it is im-
perative that the controller evolves to stay 
on the edge of new technology.”

The controller also is capable of adjust-
ing an in-progress nest to accommodate 
rush jobs, skipping forward to a part, cut-
ting it out and then going right back to 
where it left off, and the ability to change 

the kerf on the fly.
“We have a customer that makes 

truck accessories and has five of our ma-
chines,” Keeton says. “They operate these 
machines 20 hours a day, seven days a 
week. The average age of these machines 
is about 9 years, but, in reality, they are 
about 25 years old because of the exten-
sive production requirements.”

He says this customer has always relied 
on offline nesting to stage the machines, 
but several years ago the manufacturer ret-
rofitted this equipment with the InSight 
controller and laser system. 

“The company had just instituted a 
new system where the parts cut today 
will be welded the next day. With the 
new controllers, engineering just sends a 
list of parts to each machine, and the op-
erator does the nesting on 50 plates. Five 
minutes later, he is cutting the nests.” 

The client’s cutting tables, he notes, ac-
commodate two plates end-to-end with a 
12-inch gap in between.

“With the laser doing the automatic 
plate alignment, it takes less than three 
minutes to start cutting the next plate. 
Overall, production has increased and 
mistakes have decreased. Increased pro-
ductivity increases the bottom line.”  n

Plasma Systems Inc., Houston, 832/243-
9900, www.plasmasystemsinc.com.

The InSight controller provides an array of 
money saving, time saving and inventory 
control solutions, freeing up operators so 
they can perform other tasks. 
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