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Small Shop Winner
Mold Craft, Inc.: Innovation with Automation

By Sherry L. Baranek 
With an average leadtime of eight weeks, Mold 
Craft, Inc. (Willernie, MN)—this year’s Small Shop 
Leadtime Leader Award Winner—builds tight- 
tolerance, high-volume, multi-cavity and multi-mold 
projects that produce small, intricate, precision 
plastic parts. The company’s strength is in designing 
and building molds that require extensive engineer-
ing using tightly toleranced CNC machining, CNC 
sinker and wire EDM work, grinding and polishing. 
Polishing is done in-house to maintain the best con-
trol over quality. The company also builds molds for 
metal injection molding, LSR and LIM molds.

Mold Craft’s 40 employees manufacture these 
molds for the medical device, product and packaging 
markets; IV technology; pharmaceutical; consumer 
products; telecommunications and microelectronics 
industries. “While most of our current customers 
produce plastic and silicone parts for medical device 
and implant applications, we also provide molds for 
intricate microelectronic and telecommunication 
devices,” according to Jim Liddell, Mold Craft Sales. “Our inge-
nuity to design inserts for molds that can be interlocked and 
interchanged to provide numerous size and detail characteris-
tics provide a less costly project expense for our customers.”

Business Strategies
According to Mold Craft VP of Engineering Justin McPhee, “Our 
business strategy centers on a total commitment to customer 
satisfaction. We make this commitment to all of our stakehold-
ers because of our two key guiding principles of integrity and 

partnership. Mold Craft looks 
for projects where our engi-
neering expertise allows our 
customers to achieve molding 
efficiencies that provide for 
successful projects. Our designs 
facilitate statistical process 
optimization through scien-
tific molding design principles. 
We will maintain our industry 

leading prominence through nonstop innovation to be the best 
that we can be and commit to never stop improving our pro-
cesses, employees, equipment, inspection and quality.” 

Tim Bartz, Mold Craft’s VP Operations, notes that since 
its inception in 1964, Mold Craft has specialized in small, 
intricate, tight-toleranced parts—and that his employees are 

experts at meeting tight deadlines; even in an unsteady econo-
my. “As with everybody in the industry, we have been fighting 
the tough economic recession, rising cost of healthcare and 
uneven trade with China,” he says. “We have used the slower 
times over the last year to invest in training and introduce 
more automation and new, more accurate equipment. Not only 
does this reduce or at least hold steady the cost of molds and 
reduce leadtimes for our customers, it also strategically posi-
tions us for increased capacity as the economy rebuilds in the 
prosperous years to come. In the past two and a half years, our 
leadtimes have decreased by as much as half for certain molds.”

Automation Success
Mold Craft has enjoyed a great deal of success with automa-
tion. “We found that adding tooling storage with a robotic inter-
face produced higher production rates, increased productivity 
and resulted in better quality,” Bartz explains. “Our five-year 
plan was to bring in more advanced automation in early 2009. 
Although counterintuitive, the timing couldn’t have been bet-
ter when these purchases were placed on the production floor 
in early 2009. In the heart of the recession, we were able to 
implement the new equipment and get our training behind us, 
which has allowed us to accelerate out of the tough times and 
be ready for the opportunities that 2010 has to offer.”

“Automation is a culture 
developed from the top 
and embraced by the 
tooling craftsmen at 
Mold Craft.”
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      Robotic interface to simultaneous four-axis CNC.
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Mold Craft’s automation now includes tool-to-tool robot-
ics and storage facilitation capabilities. The latest installation 
is the newly arrived Mikron HSM500 with simultaneous 
four-axis capability integrated with an existing Erowa Multi-
Twin Robot that was already mated to an Agie Hyperspark 2 
Sinker EDM. “Robotic interface from the mill to the sinker is 
enhanced with additional pallet and electrode storage using 
the Erowa system capable of storing an additional 45 pallets 
and 210 electrodes,” Bartz says. “The second piece of automa-
tion purchased this year was an Erowa ERC Robot that is able 
to feed 10 workpieces and 142 electrodes into a Mikron HSM 
300 Graphite Master high-speed milling machine.

“Automation is a culture developed from the top and 
embraced by the tooling craftsmen at Mold Craft,” Bartz con-
tinues. “Highly-skilled CNC specialists strive to fully utilize 
the capacity of the robots and the machines each day and 
night, as they recognize that it ensures their future, the com-
pany’s future and the future of moldmaking in the U.S. Our 
plan is to introduce more automation—with results being 
manufacturing improvement, cost reductions for our custom-
ers and improved leadtimes.”

A Driven Workforce
Bartz declares that employees are the keys to the company’s 
success. “We need to ensure that they have the tools they need 
to do the best job they can,” he says. “We have implemented 
many ideas around the shop for setting up certain areas effi-
ciently and are always looking for more. We often work as a 
team to schedule pieces through the shop even if it means 
somebody needs to come in late in the evening or on the 
weekend to ensure their step is complete when it is supposed 
to be.” 

Both seasoned veterans and a newer generation of employ-
ees work together to ensure the molds get delivered on time. 

“The younger generation has a definite affinity to computers 
and technology,” Bartz notes. “With the addition of robots and 

the eagerness to work and do whatever it takes to get the job 
done, the younger generation has stepped up nicely. 

“The senior employees play a vital role in mold building 
at Mold Craft,” Bartz continues. “With the leadtimes being 
compressed by as much as 30 percent from years gone by, our 
top toolmakers understand that they can’t take a project from 
start to finish and have their hands in every aspect of the build. 
There is a certain amount of trust and responsibility placed on 
all the different departments that handle and build the com-
ponents for a mold.”

Controlled Growth
Liddell is working to expand Mold Craft’s visibility within its 
existing customer base, and expects to add one or two new 
customers per year. His main goal is to increase revenue with 
customers that are looking for multi-cavity molds for small, 
intricate parts. “We are specifically looking for those clients 
where our attention to detail on the front end of the project 
providing unique design concepts to save time and money will 
benefit the program,” he comments. “The company is also 
looking toward complex projects using multi-shot, overmold 
and stack mold technology.”

Additionally, Mold Craft plans on keeping the company lean 
throughout 2010 while continuing to plan for the future. “We 
will get rid of the equipment that is not making money but 
taking up valuable floor space, and replace it with profitable, 
state-of-the-art machines and robots that will enhance our 
customer offerings and solidify promise dates,” Bartz notes. 

“Our philosophy on machines is that you cannot fall in love 
with the equipment. After it has served its purpose and is not 
quite as efficient or accurate as it used to be, it needs to be 
replaced. Our very skilled toolmakers and machine special-
ists embrace the technology as it not only challenges them to 
think differently, it gives them a great sense of accomplish-
ment to see how much work they can complete in a 24-hour 
day—not simply an eight-hour day.” 

For more information: 
Mold Craft, Inc. / (651) 426-3216
jaliddell@mold-craft.com / mold-craft.com

Design Equipment
SolidWorks
Solidworks.com

CNC Equipment
Mikron
Mikron.com

Equipment List
The following is just some of the equipment Leadtime Leader Mold Craft uses 
on its shop floor to get the job done quickly and efficiently.

EDM Equipment
Agie Charmilles
Us.gfac.com

Inspection Equipment 
Nikon
Nikoninstruments.com

Zeiss IMT Corp.
Zeiss.com/imt

Shop Equipment
Erowa Technology
Erowatech.com

Mitsui High tec (USA), Inc.
Mitsuhightec.com

Automation  
enhanced workflow.
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