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Hadi Akeel pauses with the electric painter, a highly sophisticated automat-
cd system Instrumental in the success of GMFanuc Robotics Corp.
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Robotics engineer paints
a pretty picture for GMF

By Pat Murphy
stalf wrltor

As a youngster, Hadi Akeel was a “tinker-
er,” fasclnated by machines and always
“looking for a better mouse trap” to invent.

Today Akeel is still tinkering — hut the
stakes are much higher,

Instcad of tlnkering with scooters and bi-
cycles, as he did growing up in Egypt, Akeel
tinkers with multl-mllllon dollar robotic
systems.

Akeel, a Rochester Hills resldent, Is viee
president and chlef engincer of GMFanuc
Roboties Corp., the company that builds ro-
bots {or automated industrial systems.

“I don't tinker with them as much as I
used lo,” he sald, “I'm more Into the design.
But I tinkered a lot wilh the carly models,
and Istill love it."

That tinkering has pald big dividends. In
1988, Akeel was presented the Joseph F.
Engelberger Award, the industry's highest
honor named after the person consldered to
be the father of Industrial robots, In Octo-
ber he was honared with the Trailhlazer
Award from the Detroit Science Center.

Akeel studied mechanical engincering at
Calro Unlversity and as a teaching assistant
won hls cholce of scholarshlps, Including
one In the Soviet Union. He took a scholar-
shlp at the Unlverslty of Californiz, Los An-
geles, partly because of the personal free-
doms avallable In the United States and
partly because of the lure of Callfornla and
Tinseltawn,

“The thought of living near Hollywood
was very exciting,” he sald, “It was a whole
new world.”

From UCLA Akeel went to the Unlversity
of California at Berkeley where he obtained
a doctorate in mechanlcal deslgn.

HIS FIRST job out of college was with
the acrospace division of the Bendlx Corp.
in South Bend, Ind., where e was part of a
team that worked on landing systems for
alreraft like the 747 and Voyager space-
crafts.

It was there that Akeel registered two of
the 21 patents he holds. One pertained to
alrcraft brakes and the other to a landing
gear assembly.

time were very primitlve,” he said.

In 1969 Akeel returnced to Egypt and
taught engineering at Ain Shams Universi-
ty, where he inltlated a graduate study pro-
gram. He returned to the United States in
1973 to work on an engineering cducation
project sponsered by Ain Shams and the
Unlversity of Michigan,

“It was there that I staried to realize the
opportunity with General Motors,” he said.
“And 1 decided to stay (in the United
States)."

Akeel went to work at the GM Tech Cen-
ter tn Warren where he was assigned to
flexible automation systems. “Robats and
automation were starting to catch on,” be
said. “I was asked to take a look at auto-
mating the paint shop.” It was a project
that would shape his life,

Palnting Is cruclal to any automotive pro-
cess, Akecl sald. But the work is dirty,
nolsy, repetitlous and petentizlly hazardous
to human health, It's also a job that de-
mands quality and rellability.

‘The projcet gave blrth to the NC (numeri-
cally controlled) palnter that revolutionized
the painting of automoblles. Company offl-
clals preferred the term “numerically con-
tralled,” Akecl said, becanse at that time
anything “robotlcally controlled” was con-
sidered a threat to Jobs,

Besldes being capable of opening doors to
get at Inside nooks and crannles, the NC
painter Included a vision system that en-
ahled robots to recognize diffcrent car mod-
els and communicated with central comput.
ers to match paint eolors and coordinal
productlon schedules,

"It took three years to develop a proto-
type,” Akeel sald. “But it was a real break-
through because different parts worked to-
gether as a fully integrated robotles sys-
tem.”

As revolutionary as the NC palnter was,
Akeel and athers quickly Improved on it
They replaced the hydraulic system and de-
veloped the flrst clectric painter, a move
that not only simplified auto painting but
made the process safer and more relinble.

Wblle developing the system, Akeel regls-

three more patents and came to be
km)Wn as the “father of the NC painter.” Iu
electric I3 standard

Akeel was not into robots or
systems at that time, “The technology was
not available. Even the computers at that

alt GM's high-tech facilitles the

THE NC PAINTER triggered another de-
velopment, Akeel sald. It convinced GM
that avtomated systems were feasible and
prompted the giant automaker to look for a
way to tap Into the potentlally lucrative
field of robotles.

The importance of the NC painter can not
be underestimated, according to Jack Saun-
ders, public relations for GMF. “Without
the success of the NC painter, GM might
never have contlhued In robotics,” he gaid,
"unq there probably wouldn't be a GMF to-
day.”

“GM had a lot of expertise, especially in
the mechanical and marketing areas,” Ak-
ccl said. “'But we wanted a partner with cx-
pertlse in control systems and capabliity in
clectronlcs. We looked at 20 dlfferent com-
panles and conducted on-site visitations at
six.”"

The result was a jolnt venture with
FANUC Ltd. of Japan, a company Akeel de-
seribes as a “world leader in electronics.”

In 1932 the two companles formed
GMFanuc Robotics Corp., a separate entlty
housed In the GM Tech Ccnlcr and employ-
Ing about 60 people.

The company’s [lrst five years had its
peaks and valleys, including a difficult 1988
when more than $90 million in automotive
orders were cancelled as GM went through
a streamlining and GMF Robotics went
through a painfol reduction in ts work-
force.

But the next year, as GM rebounded and
automotive orders Increased, GMF
prospered. In 1087 sales surpassed $102
million. By the end of that year, GMF
boasted of a better than 2-1 sales lead over
Its closest North American competitor and
a 26 percent share of the robotlcs market.
By the close of that year, GMF bad installed
more than 6,000 robots for more than 1,000
cusiomers.

Besldes GM, Ford, Chrysler, BMW, Saab
and other automakers, GMF's customers lo-
clude Caterpillar, Digital Fqulpment, Pep~
sico, IBM, Honeywell, Bendix, P
year and General Dynamics.

Also-In 1987, GMF Robotics opened Its
$22.5 million world headgquarters in Roches-
ter Hills where {t has nearly 500 employees.
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lowering of gas bills

The Master of Sc1ence -Ain: Management
Newv al Walsh College in Trov

By Tim Richard
stelf wrller

Natural gas customers will see a
stabilizing of Consumers Power Co.'s
supply and a decline in their bills, a
top offlelal says.

Twlin reasons, sald Michael G.
Morris, are the new Free Trade
Agreement with Canada and new
rules for interstate gas sales.

“We experienced back in 1978, a
phenomenon where the Canadlan
government stepped In and changed
the price of export gas at the border,
notwithstanding the terms of con-
tracts that had been in place for
years and had been negotiated by
two private enterprises,” said Mor-
ris, 41, of Northville.

“Qur people — partlcularly Bill
McCormick, chairman of the compa-
ny ~ worked in a jolnt committee
with the American Gas Assoclatlon
and were instrumental In putting
into the agreement some language
protecting arm's-length negotiated
contracts from (Canadlan) govern-

“THERE ARE TWO princlpal
reasons,” Morris sald.

*“One, we have continued to work
with our Interstate plpellne suppllers
and in our overall strategles to lower
the cost of gas.

“Secondly, we were able, in the
last quarter of 1988, to make a sig-
nificant collection of our alternative

Morris, “so we're a bit ahead of the
game. The other gas distribution
utllities in this state have not done so
and whl collect (tnlm or pay buynnt)
costs in 1985 and '90, I assumed.”

ON OTHER ISUES, Morris sald:

® Compostlng of yard wastes, un-
der Oakland County's new solld
waste plan, wlll yield some methane
gas, but it's premature to say how
much, Currently CP plpes some gas

Gas [rom trash “wlll not be a princi-
pal suppller, but it won't be an unim-
portant supplier.”

@ The company stands to gain
some gas sales as southern Oakland
redevelops along the corridor of the
1-696 freeway, whose '
to open late this year in the Royal
Qak-Southfield arca. Company offl-
clals serve on communlty growth al-
liances and local economlc develop-
ment committees.

& Although the Michigan Publle
Service Commission used to be the
bane of utilities, Morris now rates it

mglnlallnu‘riemnm- . “surely In the upper echelon, and I
Tt was critlcal for us in the gas  Michael G, Morris * do have familiarity with most cen-
Industry because we dobringinalot  oyacutive VP for gas tral midwestern states, Michigan re-

of Canadlan gas, particularly in
Michigan.”

SINCE AUGUST, Morris has had
the newly created post of executlve
vice president of natural gas for the
Jackson-based utility.

Although CP has been known pri-
marily as an electric utllity since it
was founded 103 years ago, it also
delivers gas to three lfon lower
penlnsula residents, about one-third
of the state's population. Half of
those are in the southeastern Michi-
gan metro reglon.

Morris’ i slgnals the

‘take-or-pay* costs that we will owe
our Interstate pipelines.”

Stripped of the lawyer's language,
it worked ke this: In recent years,
gas supplies mounted. “We distribu-
tion companles had a ‘minlmum bill
contract’ with interstate suppllers —
we would take a certaln volume of
gas or pay for It if wo didn't take it.
We never could live with the latter
sltuation,” Morris said.

“At the wellhead in the early *80s,
you began to see an excess of supply.
ll put a lot of pressure on federal

Tirm wil put new cemphasis on belng
more competitive In natural gas,

“We are the Jowest cost, major gas
uulllly in tho state, and we Intend to
mal

to change the business so
lhal we and other (distributors}
would be free to contract with any
source of supply. We've scen partial
freedom yu‘?tnd us by.the f{ederal

position In
19!9 ! Murri: sald of ule new rate

In January, a homeowner burning
a typlcal 25,000 cuble feet will pay
$120 comparcd to $138 for the same
consumption in December, he sald.

A typical industrial gas customer
wjll save about $615 a month. How'd
they do It7

& ®

" CP's suppliers ~ Panhandle East-
its

gulators do a pretty good job of un-
derstanding the kinds of things we
need to have.”

® A thorny technlcal problem
witl be what it can charge for
“transportation” gas — supplies
bought by big Industrial firms that
CP docsn't own but merely carries
for them. “This buslness has grown
substantially, The regulator is trying
now to figure out how to handle the
tariffs and what you do with Lhe rev-
enue streams.”

AN OHIO native, Morris carned
two degrees In biology from Eastern
Michigan University and in 1978
went to work for Commonwealth As-
soclates in Jackson where he helped
plhn routes for electric transmission
lines.

Later he jolned ANR Pipeline Co.
and worked his way up to uec!:uve

of

ern Pipe Line and
Trunkline Gas — had to nczuunu
l.helr ways out of these contracts,
Until December, those costs were
passed on to distributors and cus-
tomers.
“We made provision to colleet
those dollars in our 1986 costs,” sald

ot

vice pi
portation and gas supply.
Galng to Detrolt College of Law at
night, he camed & law degree. He
also has been president of Colorado
Interstate Gas Co. and ANR Gather-
ing Co. All are subsidlaries of The
Coastal Corp.
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