Large-size ceramic panels and slabs:

the evolution continues
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The production of large porcelain panels and slabs is now re-
ality, testifying to the power of Italian innovation and the enor-
mous development potential of traditional ceramic tiles.

The growing success of this new product type in its various
versions owes much to recent advances in plant engineering
and the development of innovative, high-performance solu-
tions. The Continua+ line from Sacmi aims to offer manufac-
turers a hi-tech, full digital technology that is at the same time
versatile and simple to use, capable of producing glazed and
full-bodied porcelain in all sizes and thicknesses required by
the market.

The system has the flexibility needed to easily vary the powder
loading width up to a final fired and rectified size of 1600 mm
and thicknesses from 3 mm to 20 mm, allowing for the pro-
duction of panels and slabs in all commercial sizes (1600x3200
mm, 1500x3000 mm, 1200x2400 mm, etc.) and the correspond-
ing modular submultiples (80 cm, 75 cm, 60 cm, 50 cm, etc.)
while avoiding the production of waste and maximising pro-
ductivity. The availability of various devices for loading the
powders on the steel conveyor belt makes it possible to ap-
ply any type of semi-finished products (spray-dried, dry colour-
ed or micronized powders, granules, flakes, dry glazes, etc.) by
means of automated digital dosing systems.

The upper continuous forming belt can be chosen in a smooth
steel version, producing a ceramic surface that is ideal for sub-
sequent digital decorations, or it can be clad with a regenera-
ble structure with a graphic design extending over a length of
7.5 metres. Continua+ is effectively a Full Digital line: it com-
bines dry digital decorations, a digital graphic texture, inkjet
glazing and decoration and digital decoration with granules,
providing manufacturers with cutting-edge tools for the pro-
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duction of ceramic materials with extremely high technical and
aesthetic added value. However, to produce large panels and
slabs the entire plant must be specially designed, sized and
implemented in all stages of the process, from the transport
and handling systems to the thermal machines (dryer and kiln)
and the auxiliary end-of-line operations.
The ideal solution for drying is without question the multi-tier
horizontal dryer, typically with 5 or 7 tiers, which is able to re-
duce space while maintaining perfect control over the ther-
mal cycle, including temperature uniformity across the entire
width of the dryer, final stabilisation and rapid extraction of the
panels to be sent on to glazing/decoration. The kiln for pan-
els and slabs must be designed in such a way as to avoid the
stresses that typically arise in large-size tiles, especially in the
cooling phase, which means it must have a suitable length. It is
also necessary to minimise potential deformation of the pan-
els or slabs in the firing zone caused either by incorrect roller
pitch or by bending of the rollers under high loads, especial-
ly in the event of medium or large thicknesses, in which case
kilns with a narrow entrance width (2170 mm) are preferable.
A complete plant for large-size panels and slabs must also in-
clude finishing lines that are suitably redesigned to cope
with the large dimensions. These include:
e squaring and rectification lines
® honing/polishing lines
e fibreglass backing application lines for low-thickness pan-
els
e submultiple cutting lines
e sorting and palletisation lines
e picking and packaging lines.
These finishing operations must be combined in order to han-
dle the many semi-finished products that need to undergo
further processing to create the packaged finished product.
This, together with the ever smaller batch sizes and the great-
er product diversity resulting from the ease of varying the siz-
es and decorations of the panels, makes it necessary to adopt
new production models designed for more efficient ware-
house management of both semi-finished and finished prod-
ucts. The reorganisation of production and scheduling of op-
erations in the various production islands requires the adop-
tion of new control and logistics functions integrated with the
company ERF, as in the case of the HERE supervision system
proposed by Sacmi. Thanks to Continua+ technology, which
already boasts more than 40 installations in the factories of
top industrial groups, mainly in Italy, the production of por-
celain panels and slabs can now be considered an outstanding
example of the application of Industry 4.0 criteria. X
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