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EFFICIENCY AND OPTIMISATION 

KNOCK-KNOCK ON CONVEYOR IDLERS 
A MISTRACKING BELT CAN CREATE A RAFT OF MECHANICAL AND SAFETY ISSUES. MARTIN ENGINEERING HAS DEVELOPED 
A SOLUTION THAT HARNESSES TECHNOLOGY TO ALIGN BELTS EVEN IN THE MOST RESTRICTIVE OF SPACES. BY TODD 
SWINDERMAN, CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER EMERITUS AT MARTIN ENGINEERING. 

0 
n any be lt conveyor 
system th at moves 
bu lk materials, the 
be lt must run straight 
and true to maxim ise 
its life , minimi se 

fugitive material and safe ty hazards, 
and achieve high ys te m effi ciency. 

There ca n be many consequences 
of a mistracking be lt, and all result 
in higher cos ts and increased 
mainte nance. Even a slight belt 
misa lignment ca n lead to a va riety of 
issues, from small annoyances to full ­
blown catas trophes. 

The most obvious e ffec ts includ e 
spillage and dust that require personne l 
to clea n up, which is unproductive 
work that introduces risks from 
activities adj acent to the moving 
conveyo r. 

Spill age from non-centred cargo 
ofte n gets into idle rs and pulleys, 
reducing bea ring life and causing them 
to seize, leading to fri ction damage 
on the be lt and pote nti ally starting a 
fire. A misa ligned be lt can also come 
in contac t with the stringer, causing 
fray ing, shredding or splice damage. 

Great lengths of va luable be lting can 
be des troyed at su rpr ising speed , and 
eve n the support structure itse lf ca n 
be damaged. 

"I've been working around conveyors 
for 20 yea rs and I've seen thousands 
of belts," Martin Engineering process 
eng ineer Dan Ma rshall sa id. 

"I've seen just about every proble m 
th at can be caused by a mistracking 
be lt , but one th ing I've never seen is 
a bel t that runs true right out of the 
box. All conveyors, no matte r how 
well designed and built, have some 
belt wande r." 

A wide va riety of circumstances 
can lead to mi stracking, and operators 
have tried many things to correct the 
alignment. 

Some have e lec ted to place an 
obstac le such as a block of wood in 
the be lt path , so it won't trave l too fa r 
out of line. T his occasionally improves 
the situation, but more often it 's just 
temporary and th e be lt will eventu ally 
slice through the obstacle. 

Many operators have rea lised that 
pivoting an id ler is a quicke r and more 
effecti ve way to steer a belt. This 
approach is ca lled "knocking an idle r", 
whereby it is struck with a hammer and 
moved slightly to rea lign the be lt. 

Eq uipment manufac ture rs have 
also des igned components to he lp 
align a belt, and these solutions ca n 
be successful in specific applica tions. 
T hey include specially-shaped rolle rs, 
angled idle rs and devices that apply 
press ure to the be lt edge to pu sh it 
back in line. 

"While these mechani sms ca n 
improve a be lt th at 's consiste ntly 
off-centre in one direction, they do 
not reac t to dynamic bel t movement, 
meaning that they don't correc t 
intermittent be lt wa nder," Marshall 
sa id. 

"T o combat such changing 
conditions, engineers des igned 
the tracking idle r. nlike the edge 
correction approach, the device senses 
be lt movement in e ithe r direction and 
pivots the idle r slightly to stee r the be lt 
back into pos ition. 

"It doesn't apply a great dea l of fo rce 
to the edges, which ca n damage a be lt 
and splices . When the belt is running 
true, it remains centred , and when 
it senses a misa lignment, it gently 
correc ts the be lt." 

To accommodate limited space 
ava ilab ility, track ing id le rs typica lly 
have short sensing arms. This req uires 

a large be lt displ aceme nt to create a 
small moveme nt of th e id le r. 

While these des igns do te nd to 
improve track ing, th e re are limits to 
how much correc tion they ca n de live r, 
and short sensing arms ca n ac tually 
pinch a be lt if the idler pi vo ts too far. 

To combat this si tuation, some 
ope rato rs choose to " tie off" a tracking 
idle r to limit its movement. While 
the prac tice can he lp p reserve th e 
be lt, it doesn't add ress significa nt 
mistracking. 

To overcome the limitations of 
ex isting belt alignment dev ices, 

lartin E ngineering has invented and 
pate nted a multi-pivo t be lt tracke r 
which employs sensors, pivo ting id le rs 
and geome try to align a wa ndering 
be lt. 

The sensors avo id p inching the 
be lt and the eng ineered geometry 
amplifi es any de tected mi sa lignme nt 
to crea te a g rea te r pi vo t. 

Mu lti -pivo t be lt traine rs use longer 
arm s than othe r des igns, pos itioning 
the guide roll s furth e r from th e pivo t 
roll e r and c loser to th e belt edge. T hi s 
allows guide rolls to sense ve ry slight 
mi sa lignm ents and make immed iate 
correct ions. 
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Rather th an wa iting for a powe rful 
mistracking force, t he longer arms 
require conside rably less p ress ure to 
move the pivo t rolle r. T hi s res ults 
in be tte r correc tion with no pinch 
points and less wear on conveyor and 
tracking eq uipment, for a longer and 
more effi cient service life . 

Specific des igns are ava il able for 
both the load-ca rry ing be lt path and 
the re turn run. 

"Installing tracke rs is the 
eco nomical solution, bu t ope rato rs 
should do a full ana lys is and conside r 
address ing othe r causa l issues," 
Marshall sa id. "By focusing sole ly on 
be lt a lignme nt, plant pe rsonne l may 
miss othe r opportunities to inc rease 
production and re lieve some of the 
burde n on the ir sys te m." 

Keeping the belt centred and 
mov ing quickly is the key to high 
production, cont ro ll ed ope rating cos t 
and a sa fe r workplace. 

" t-,;Jisalignment causes downtime 
and costs money," Marshall 
sa id . " But nothing causes more 
downtim e and expense th an 
a des tructive be lt f ire or othe r 
catas trophe as a result of inatte ntion 
to mis tracking pro ble ms." Cl 




