
By Dan Davis, Editor-in-Chief

n today’s just-in-time world, orders for metal parts
aren’t the only thing that customers want turned
around as quickly as possible. Those requests for

quotes (RFQs) need to be completed ASAP.
If the order is for a few hundred right-angle metal

components that just need some laser cutting and
press brake time, the estimator isn’t going to struggle
to kick out that RFQ in a day or so. But what happens
if the quote is for a huge weldment that might entail
up to 200 separate blueprints? The quoting job has to
be split up among a team of estimators, who individ-
ually have to calculate—manually, in most instances—
rates for welding and secondary processes. Such a large
task could tie up an estimating team for days. 

That’s where Steel Fabrication Inc. (SFI), a de-
signer and fabricator of medium- to heavy-gauge
metal components, found itself more than two years
ago. The delays in getting quotes to customers in a
timely manner were a concern. Pretty much all esti-
mating was done manually, using home-grown cost
calculators and spreadsheets and off-the-shelf cost
management tools. Because of the time involved
putting together even the simplest job costs, SFI’s es-
timators often felt they were always behind schedule,
leading them to postpone quoting some jobs as they
caught up on other work, or not quoting some jobs
at all simply because they couldn’t get to it by the
requested deadlines.

That presented a real problem for SFI, which
works with key OEMs in the agricultural, automo-
tive, construction, industrial, transportation, and de-
fense industries. The metal fabricator couldn’t

expect to win a job if it couldn’t complete the RFQ
for the OEM.

“You’ve got a guy on the other end who needs a
price and has a budget, and if you can get in that
budget and get it to him … that’s it,” said Hashim Al-
saffar, SFI’s lead estimator. “First in, first to win.”

To win the race to that guy’s desk, SFI first had to
figure out the best way to streamline its own quot-
ing activities.

The Big Deal: 
Job Estimating Huge Weldments
At the very least, SFI knew it had to settle on one way
to bring together all these sources of estimating
knowledge. Of course, the company was hardly
alone in its desire to tap the minds of its most vet-
eran employees.

“I came from another metal fabricator before I
came here and worked closely for a brief time with
the management of the estimating department
there,” said Chris Britt, SFI’s director of engineering. “A
lot of the time, the estimates were done based on
the tribal knowledge. Somebody’s been there for 40
years, and he’s an estimator and knows that they can
run this at a particular rate or this at a certain speed.
And in some cases, that tribal knowledge wasn’t cor-
rect. We would later have issues down the road.”

Such was the case for SFI when huge RFQs for
huge weldments were received. Projects of that size
could include 500 different parts, requiring estima-
tors to analyze a series of 2-D drawings, from which
they would identify different production attributes
and then determine run rates and labor costs.
Sometimes it took weeks for them to turn around
the quote. Add to that the fact that if the customer

provided 3-D models, SFI estimators had to turn
them into 2-D prints before embarking on their own
focused investigations of production details. That
extended the quoting time frame unnecessarily.

SFI sought to improve its quoting methods in
early 2010 with the implementation of aPriori prod-
uct cost management software. aPriori  had spent
the previous seven years building a reputation as a
useful tool for manufacturing OEMs to reduce costs
related to product launches. The procurement pro-
fessionals for these OEMs used the software to re-
ceive real-time production cost information for
outsourced products, ensuring they were always get-
ting an optimal price. Design engineers relied on the
software to provide new cost projections when de-
sign changes occurred, helping to keep projects
under budget.

SFI was aPriori’s first customer that provided metal
fabricating services as a supplier. The software devel-
oper spent about a year working with the fabricator
to fine-tune the software, nailing down the correct
rates for all production activities and adjusting the al-
gorithms to ensure SFI got the results it desired.

Production Quotes in Minutes
Alsaffar started work at SFI in late 2010 and jumped
right into using the estimating software. He admitted
he wasn’t sure what to think at the start, but he was
confident because most of his engineering experi-
ence had been with 3-D CAD models, which made
the whole process work.

58 The FABRICATOR ® | www.thefabricator.com | FEBRUARY 2012

FIGURE 2 With the use of its cost estimating software, SFI es-
timators can determine production costs for complex fab-
rications in hours instead of days. The software also allows
estimators to make changes, such as material substitu-
tions, and get a side-by-side comparison of costs.

FIGURE 1 Steel Fabrication Inc. has made a name for itself
when it comes to manufacturing huge weldments, such as
this oil pan for locomotive engines. It has press brake capa-
bility up to 28 feet, stamping presses up to 2,000 tons, and
a five-axis machining center to handle a 40-ton part. 

Software helps Steel Fabrication 
get accurate quotes to customer
sooner rather than later

“We can respond more 
quickly to customer requests
for quotes, respond to more 
requests overall, and equally
important, see immediately
whether or not a job is really

in our sweet spot.”
— Hashim Alsaffar, Steel Fabrication Inc.
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More than a year into using the
software, he said the tool is a key com-
petitive advantage for SFI.

“We can respond more quickly to
customer requests for quotes, respond
to more requests overall, and equally
important, see immediately whether
or not a job is really in our sweet spot,”
Alsaffar said.

As an example, Alsaffar mentioned
the company’s fabricating specialty—
very large weldments. He and the
company’s other three estimators can
bring up a 3-D model from almost any
major CAD software, click on a joint,
and apply a weld to it. The software
applies an orange line to the joint area
where the weld will be placed. Simul-
taneously it will produce fixture costs
and weld rates.

“It’ll also come up with inches of
welds, which is huge,” Alsaffar said.
Without the help of the software, an
estimator has to keep a running tally of
weld inches, often having to refer back
to prints just to check that the correct
number of inches has been logged.

“With aPriori, you have visual cues,
and you know if you’ve caught all of
the welding. That’s where a lot of time
can be eaten up on a quote,” he said.

The software also gives estimators
an idea whether the part will need to
be reoriented during welding and if
such a job will require additional
hands or even a crane. 

Britt suggested that the cost esti-
mating software be put to the test
with one of SFI’s more labor-intensive
jobs—an oil pan for a locomotive en-
gine (see Figure 1). A veteran welding
expert was given the files, and he de-
constructed the part into prints and
determined the total number of
inches and the subsequent weld rate.
After about the equivalent of two
days, he calculated 36 hours of weld-
ing to fabricate the entire part. The
software took the design files and cal-
culated a total fabrication time of 38
hours in just two hours’ time. Alsaffar
called the difference “pretty negligible
for something that massive.”

Additional Uses 
for the Software
Alsaffar added that SFI is also using the
software to derive “best costs” (see Fig-
ure 2) for its fabricating activities.
When a part has been fully estimated,
the estimator then can compare fabri-
cation costs for the company’s three
plants in Conway, Ark.; Memphis; and
New Boston, Ohio. Some manufactur-
ing costs may be totally out of line be-
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cause the facility doesn’t have specific fabrication capabilities,
or one manufacturing plant may stand out because it has
excess capacity on its machines. 

“With the programs and the tools we’ve got, it’s made
things a lot simpler,” Britt said of the software. “We can get
a lot of quotes and products through the system. And our
accuracy has improved tremendously too.”

SFI  just completed an update of the aPriori software. Al-
saffar said estimators now can customize the software
much more easily. They can access a toolbox to add a new
machine, if a new press brake is installed at one of the com-

pany’s locations, for instance. The update also allows the
material library to be expanded with additional informa-
tion such as material densities and tensile strengths.

All are helpful advantages in the race to get quotes in
the inbox as fast as possible. 

Editor-in-Chief Dan Davis can be reached at dand@
thefabricator.com. 

Steel Fabrication Inc., 4768 Hungerford Road, 
Memphis, TN 38118, 901-363-1571, www.sfifab.com

aPriori Inc., 200 Baker Ave., Concord, MA 01742, 
978-0371-2006, www.apriori.com
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