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t a supermarket some-
where in Western Can-
ada, the last customer
of the day passes
through the checkout.
In the parking lot, one
final shopping cart is
slammed into the line.
The building’s outside
lights are switched off. Cash registers are
emptied. Sorry, we're closed.

Inside the store, however, the work
day is just getting started for a crew
working for the Venger Group, a 20-
year-old family business based in Leduc,

Alta., just outside of Edmonton. Seven
or eight guys have a job to do —
repainting meat and vegetable display
cases — and they have to be finished
before the store’s morning crew arrives
in six or seven hours.

Venger Group specializes in on-site
electrostatic painting — using an electri-
cal charge to apply fast-drying epoxy
paint to metal (see sidebar for details).
It’s an unusual and challenging niche in
the wide world of coatings, one that’s
occupied by only around a dozen or so
companies in Canada.

Two painters, each supported by two

or three helpers for the prep, move like
clockwork around the cases that are to
be painted tonight. They mask, prep,
paint and de-mask — then repeat the
whole process if the case is to have two
colours.

“We can’t have interruption or
downtime for the customer,” says Brian
Smith, president of Venger Group.
“You’ve got to be very focused and go
pretty hard to do grocery stores.”

It’s work they are well practiced at.
The company serves all the Safeway
stores in Western Canada, a lot of the
Sobey’s and most other brands as well.
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From left to right: Nev Smith, Brian Smith,
' Garvin Weber, Jack Fife, Mark O’Reilly

To paint all the cases in a giant food
store takes up to a week. Smaller mom
and pop stores can be done in two
nights.

But supermarket displays aren’t all
that the Venger Group’s crews do. They
recently repainted all the elevator doors
in a highrise hotel in Edmonton, three
floors per night with the hotel’s man-
agement juggling room bookings to
keep those floors clear of guests.
Working for medical equipment suppli-
ers, they can refurbish the furniture and
equipment in a dentist’s office while the
doc takes a day off to play some golf.
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Electric Night Crawlers

With 25 employees in Leduc and in
Calgary, Venger Group has two to five
jobs going every night.

Crews might be repainting the lock-
ers in a high school, the passenger walk-
ways at the airport, a costly MRI
machine in a hospital, or the washroom
stalls in an office building. They have
travelled the West, restoring A&W
restaurants to their original orange and
brown exteriors while customers never
missed a Teenburger. Their client list
includes most of the big names in
Alberta business and many top archi-

tectural and design firms.

Electrostatic painting has been
around since the 1960s. It is sometimes
confused with powder coating because
both use an electrostatic process. But
instead of powder, Venger Group works
with two-part liquid electrostatic paint.

“What’s different is that powder
coaters take that coating and cure it in
a bake oven,” explains Garvin Weber, a
partner in the Venger Group. “Qurs
cures on site.”

Which process is best? A rule of
thumb, Weber suggests, is that if the
part to be painted is metal and can’t be
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economically removed and taken to a
powder coater, then it’s better to use an
electrostatic painter who can do the job
on site. “Powder coating is much more
a part of assembly line manufacturing,
where electrostatic painting is great for
on-site work,” says Weber.

A growing part of the business is on-
site fabrication and painting. Where in
the past, for example, a staircase might
have been prefabricated, painted, then
brought to a site for installation, con-
tractors are now saving money by build-
ing the staircase on site. Painting after
installation eliminates the risk of
scratches in transit and the need to
cover up weld marks.

Electric Green

A lot of architecture these days aims
for “sustainable design’’ — a theme that
fits well with electrostatic painting. It’s
a very efficient technology, with up to
98 per cent of the spray landing on the
target surface (compared to 50 per
cent for conventional air spray and 70
per cent in an autobody shop). The first
electrostatic coating of paint costs
more, but there are great savings in the
long run: fewer applications than brush
and roller, less need to take apart and
reassemble, less disruption for the end
user.

“Life-cycle costs are dramatically
reduced, making the process very envi-
ronmentally friendly,” says Smith. “We
use a lot less paint. Subsequently, you
have a lot less paint fumes in the air.
That’s one of the reasons you can paint
on site in these areas — because of the
efficiency.”

Weber and Smith spend a lot of time
educating clients about their processes.
They have developed a course on elec-
trostatic painting that’s given for credit
to members of the Alberta Association
of Architects.

A Niche for Painters?

Stewart Inglis, with Edmonton firm
HIP Architects, expects that while
electrostatic painting will remain a
niche business, it’s a niche with growing
possibilities.

“When you’re looking for a higher-
quality finish or a more durable finish,
it’s a good option,” he says. He espe-
cially likes it as an easier alternative to
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baked enamel on building retrofits.

And it’s very clean. Desks and filing
cabinets can be painted right in an
office, with only a little paper required
on the floor to protect the boss’s carpet.
In some instances, groceries can remain
inside a display case while the exterior
is repainted.

“There’s virtually no mess,” says
Smith. “That’s why auto-body guys will
seek us out for employment. Compared

to what they’re doing, we’re super-
clean.”

Working for Venger also gives
painters the chance to see a bit of the
country. Crews based in Leduc and
Calgary are totally mobile, with 95 per
cent of their work off site.

“We try to focus on Alberta. We do all
kinds of construction, from Grande
Prairie to Fort McMurray down to
Lethbridge,” says Smith. But work with
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the food chains can take them anywhere
from Thunder Bay to Vancouver Island.

Hourly rates range from $17 to $22
for a journeyman, while apprentices
start at $14. To sweeten things, there’s
a profit-sharing plan. Proper technique
takes time to learn — years — espe-
cially how to paint corners or recessed
areas. Some of the guys have been on
the gun for 10 or 12 years.

Brian’s dad, Nev Smith, co-founded
the Venger Group in 1985 with a former
business partner. Their first jobs were to
repaint desks and filing cabinets inside
corporate offices. Nev retired seven
years ago, but still helps maintain the
equipment and train recruits in the finer
points of electrostatic painting.

Getting into electric paint

Starting up any kind of business
involves all sorts of problems. One of
the biggest challenges was paint, the
younger Smith says:

“You’d use one manufacturer’s
paint on a job one week and it would
work great. Then you’d use the same
paint the next week and it wouldn’t
work at all, because they’d changed the
tinting. So you’d go and try another
manufacturer’s product the next day,
and if it didn’t work you’d go and try
another one,” he says. Jobs that are
now done in six hours often dragged on
for days.

As a small outfit in Western Canada,
Venger was initially unable to obtain
the electrostatic paint it needed from
suppliers in the United States.
Desperate, they tried to reformulate
other epoxy paints, altering their elec-
trical properties to make them suitable
for electrostatic painting. Previously a
phone company manager, Nev Smith
found himself dabbling in his garage
with voltage meters and chemicals like
methyl ethyl ketone, a nasty solvent to
work with.

“Everything in my garage was paint-
ed,” Nev Smith recalls. I had chairs
hanging from the garage door rail. I had
metal objects all over. I'd mix a batch
and try to spray it, and I'd get spits all
over. Paint went flying all over, so I'd
take it out and reformulate some
more.”

Then he’d take it to a customer’s
office only to discover that the paint
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“Product selection and prep work are key. It is
tough getting long-term adhesion on the alu-
minum that can withstand the UV rays of the
sun and dramatic fluctuations in temperature.”

“The cost of coating these chairs onsite is
about 25 per cent of replacement cost.”

“Working on raw steel staircases is particu-
larly challenging. We have to apply a lot of
bondo work and heavy automotive primers
to give the raw steel a factory quality finish.”

“These canopies were finished in two stages
with the gold and bronze metallic finishes
having to be applied in separate applications.”

“Lots of sanding and lots of masking here.
Depending on the amount of vandalism, the
prep can be onerous. You are looking at 15 per
cent of replacement cost for lockers that look
factory new, not just brush-and-roll new”.

wouldn’t spray. But like all good
painters, he wouldn’t give up. It was
back to the garage for more mixing and
then back to the job again to find a bet-
ter way to prep the cabinets. The jobs
always got done and the customer base
began to grow.

In 1987, Smith was asked by a
refrigeration contractor to drop by a
supermarket. He was shown a display
freezer, known as a coffin case, and
asked how much it would cost to
repaint. Unprepared, Smith took a wild
guess. “Probably about a thousand dol-
lars, give or take a little,” he said. He
brought in his equipment that night and
the job took about half an hour. It was
so easy, he only invoiced for $500, which
startled and impressed the customer.

“We ended up doing tons of work for
him and he never asked us a price,”
Smith says.

A breakthrough job came in the late
1980s when the company refurbished
the aluminum window mullions and
doorframes to match a new colour
scheme in the lobby of an Edmonton
office building. It was something that
had never been tried in Western
Canada. To win the job from a skeptical
architect and building manager, Venger
had to warranty the work for five years
— a guarantee the customer never need-
ed to collect on. In fact, that paint job
still looks good 15 years later.

“We really stuck our neck out on
that one,”” Brian Smith recalls.

Sticking their necks out has paid off,
though. Now about 60 per cent of their
work is in commercial spaces, most of
the rest in industrial. Much of their
work comes from working as subtrades
for regular painting contractors who
can’t handle metals. And the niche
where it all started, painting filing cab-
inets and desks, is now about five per
cent of the business, Smith says.

Much of Venger’s growth can be
attributed to the entrepreneurial spirit
of the Smiths. They solved their supply
chain problem by becoming the
Canadian distributor for Perfection
Paint of Indianapolis.

To learn application techniques, the
elder Smith sometimes just showed up
at an electrostatic painter’s shop in the
U.S. or Ontario and asked if he could go
along on a job. It’s a secretive business,
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but some painters generously shared
their tricks of the trade.

An eye for opportunities led the
Venger Group to find new uses and cus-
tomers for their electrostatic paint. It
also took them into entirely new lines of
business. One is a system for sanitizing
the inside of food display cases. Another
is refurbishing display equipment.

Growth didn’t come by following a

trails. Over the years, the company
moved from Nev’s garage to an
industrial park in Leduc. It expanded
to Calgary, Winnipeg and Vancouver
— but eventually got too big to com-
fortably manage, so they closed the
Winnipeg shop, sold the one on the
Coast, and concentrated on Alberta.

“Qur customer base is extremely
broad and it has taken us 20 years to

diverse clientele.

For anyone new getting into this
painting specialty, having good contacts
in any one industry alone would not be
enough to sustain a viable business,
Weber suggests.

“Our contacts are probably the
most valuable asset we have as a com-
pany, aside from our knowing what we
are doing in the application of electro-

straight line, but via lots of side

grow it,”” says Weber, who values his

static paint,”” he says. [ |
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lectrostatic painting uses the basic principles of elec-

Etricity — things you learned way back in high school

physics — to carry paint from a spray gun to a ground-
ed metal surface.

Liquid paint is given a negative electrical charge, which
makes it want to take the shortest route to complete a cir-
cuit. When the electrons get close to a grounded metal tar-
get, they are conducted toward it to complete their circuit,
carrying micro-droplets of paint with them.

One neat thing about painting elec-
trically: paint that goes past the target
doesn’t just keep going. Because it still
carries a negative charge and is still
attracted to the grounded metal, the
paint will loop around and land on the
back of the object (or on the painter if
he’s not careful). Because of this “wrap-
around effect,” up to 98 per cent of the
spray lands where it’s intended.

Painting tight areas, such as the
inside of a corner, can be tricky. Elec-
trons are attracted to the nearest
grounded surface, so until you learn some technique, you’ll
see no paint landing in the corner while rivers of it run down
the sides.

Two types of coatings are applied electrostatically. Pow-
der coatings are sprayed in a specialized shop because they
need to be cured in an oven. Two-part liquid electrostatic
paints, the kind we’re talking about here, can be applied
indoors or out and will dry and cure on their own.

The two parts of the paint are a base (such as epoxy) and
a catalyst, explains Joseph Todd, sales manager for Paints
and Solvents Inc. of Indianapolis, the North American dis-
tributor of Perfection Paints. A chemical reaction between
the two gives the paint its drying properties; otherwise the
epoxy would dry to a gummy mess and never harden.

Most products are durable, solvent-based epoxy or ure-

Putting a 50,000 volt
buzz back in painting

ectrostatic painting is like nothing you've ever done.

thane acrylic coatings; electrostatic enamel is also avail-
able. The trick in the manufacture is to give the paint con-
sistent electrical polarity for electrostatic application. Pig-
ments have to be chosen with great care so they don’t neu-
tralize the polarity. That would cause the paint to come out
in blobs or not at all.

“Our goal is that every time a painter pops the lid off a
gallon can, it is ready to apply — they don’t have to play
chemist,” Todd says.

Prep work does require some
thought about electricity. The target
must be properly grounded. The opera-
tor must not get too far from the target
— otherwise the spray can wrap back
around and coat him with paint. Too
close and the gun will arc or ground
out. Wearing gloves could result in a
shock.

Sprayers operate at high voltages,
from 50,000 to 120,000 volts, but also
at very low amperage. “It will give you
a good shock, but it won’t harm you,”
says Garvin Weber, a partner with the Venger Group of
Leduc, Alta.

Venger Group uses the Ransburg No. 2 gun. Paint is
pumped at a slow dribble to a four-inch, coated ceramic bell
in the gun; a disc that spins at 640 r.p.m. The rotation
spreads a thin coat of paint over the bell, while an electrode
at the centre showers the bell with electrons, which are
picked up by the paint molecules. Attracted to the nearest
grounded object, the electrons lift the paint off the bell —
it actually speeds up as it flies to its target. The spray is so
fine that you don’t see it, but only realize it’s working when
you notice the target slowly changing colour.

Compared with other types of spray-painting this is a
slow, precise process. “We’re not spraying the side of a car
in three passes,” says Weber. [ |
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