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IMIERYS Kiln Furniture -
Firing supports and refractory solutions
in changing times

Introduction

Landscape and perimeters are changing dramatically in
the traditional ceramics industry, predominantly on the
whitewares sector in former areas of important praduc-
tion activities. Climbing energy, raw material and labour
costs, paired with increasing focus on environmental,
hezlth and security issues and expenses, and tremendous
pressure from rising volumes of low cost imports led to
the disappearance of many well known brands and en-
terprises, and, subsequently, request a complete strategi-
cal re-orientation of the suppliers into the concernad mar-
kel segments on shorl and medium term.

Global business ‘Kiln Furniture’
Aiter 15 years of organic and external growth Imerys
Kiln Furniture (IKF) is taday worldwide the N° 1 for
cordierite kiln furniture with a turnover of over 50 Mio
EUR/a generated by approx 650 employees, and has in
particular with its H/U cassettes for roofing tile applica-
tions a dominant market position. With its four decen-
tralized production sites, Lombo and Cedonoso in Spain,
Apta in Hungary and IKF Thailand, under a centralized
management with headquarter in France, [KF possesses
strongholds geographically close to its main markets, Eu-
rope, predominantly France, Germany, UK, Spain, Portu-
gal, Turkey, Eastern Europe, the countries of the former
Russian confederation, the Middle East as well as South
East Asia.
IKF's initial core businesses are kiln furniture and comple-
te refractory solutions for traditional ceramic applicati-
ons, such as roofing tiles, table- ar sanitannware. The dif-
ferent production sites are partly specialized on certain
production technologies and producl families, partly
they do overlap which provides the opportunity to steer
and optimize the free capacities. Additionally, the prod-
uct portfolio has been completed by complementary
products. Therefore, IKF offers today the most extensive
range of products out of white (cordierite) or black (5iC)
materials based on more than 35 years experience in de-
signing and manufacturing kiln furniture for the porce-
lain, bene china, decoration ceramics, sanitary ware,
floor & wall tiles, roofing tiles and brick industry as well
astor technical ceramics such as ferrites, semi conductors
or oxide ceramics.

The product range comprises, for example:

* cast U- and H-type cassettes respectively pressed H-
type cassettes, monolayer supports and variable firing
trays for the roofing tile industry

e complete light-weight kiln car solutions for either
heavy clay or whiteware applications, including an im-
mense choice of construction elements for industrial
kilns or kiln car sub- and super-structures, pressed or
extruded supporis, connection elements, caps and
beams out of cordierite or Silicon Carbide (SiSiC)

* cast and pressed plain or parforated batts in different
cordierite-mullite compositions, optimized for each re-
speclive application, or out of clay- or nitride-bonded
or recrystallized Silicon Carbide (NSIiC, RSIC)

¢ plate saggars, setiers or profile setters as components
of a complete kiln furniture system, either for tradition-
al or fast firing technology, NSIC and RSiC mono or
multiple plate sstters.
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Itis IKF's company policy to regard the firing support not
only as 2 product but as an integrated COMPOnENt of 3
complex process technalogy with many interaces,
among others bebween firing support and product, firing
support and kiln car, firing support andg kiln, firing sup-
part and handling. It is the task of its own experienced
service team to scrutinize and record the interface and
frame parameters in the factory of our customers o al-
low them being considered and integrated during the
calculation and design of the new product. The interplay
of pragmatic and customer-oriented project ela boration,
paired with innovative and creative szarch ior the opti-
mized concept, is today the foundation of IKE's marke:
position, furthermore to be strengthened by the increas-
ing application of the state-of-art FEM and simulation
software, developed and adapted to the particular ce-
ramic requirements concerning thermal, mechanical and
dynamic stress by its own specialists for the design of the
H-cassette, during the design and calculation of firing
supports and systems for requirements in Whiteware or
Technical Ceramics.

With the traditional ceramics markets at lzast slagnating
if not decreasing under the impact of the parameters
mentioned in the introduction, new markets or applica-
tion fields need to be developed in order to adapt ta this
situation.

Emerging new markets with & vast growth potential
which rather had been neglected in the past due to po-
litical, infrastructural or other difficulties provide the op-
portunity to enlarge the available market and compen-
sale decreasing activities in former ceramic strongholds,
In this context, the Russian Confederation, India but also
China need to be considered and scrutinized.

While the Indian traditionai ceramics market is dominai-
ed by vast volumes of captive kiln furniture production a
extremely low costs which slows enormously down the
progress of high end products in to this market, the dif-
ficulties to enter the Russian markets are rather deter-
mined by mentality and language issues and complicai-
ed administrative procedures.

The former ‘black box’ China which proveked lots of
speculations over the last couple of years starts to reveal
its secrets: the tremendous tableware and sanitaryware
exports into Europe, America,Middle East and SE Asia
represent only the ‘tip of the iceberg’ of the local pro-
duction capacitiss which stand for 30 9 of world wide
tile, 25 95 of sanitary and 50 % of tableware productian.
The increasing demand of the local Chinese market is re-
sponded to by @ wide-spread and clustered ceramic in-
frastructure with local concentration of sometimes more
than 1500 small tableware or 500 sanitaryware produc-
ers in one district, using mainly low cost cordierite and
SiC kiln furniture in one or max two small shuttle kilns.
Import duties and lacking distribution channels preveni
fareign kiln furniture manufacturers to penetrate this
large market except for multi-international groups, pre-
dominantly in the sanitaryvare sector which are located
around the main centers Beijing, Shanghai and Foshan
area. It looks as if one had to be in Chinz to develop bisi-
ness in China. But increasing quality demands and diffi-
culties in the energy infrastructure will also in China re-
sult into 2 technical upgrade and modsmisation of
process technologies which might epen the doars to
high-quality and light-weight kiin furniture systems ang
solutians out of cordierite and high-end SiC materials.
The general demand for less energy consuming process-
es might passibly result into completely new production
technologies: The impulse for 2 potential new process
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