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n-site gas generation is
nothing new to glass
manufacturers as they seek
to ensure economy of

supply and ultra-high purity (UHP) in
order to produce the clearest, most
sought after flat glass product. 

However, increasingly competition
is forcing some manufacturers to find
a way to benefit from quality on-site
UHP gas supplies without the
responsibility for management and
upkeep, so they can focus on core
manufacturing activities. 

Pilkington’s plans to increase
production at its flat glass production
plant in Gladbeck, Germany, provided
the ideal opportunity to review its
approach to on-site gas generation.

Gas for glass
Float glass processing typically takes
place in a controlled atmosphere,
which requires large quantities of very
pure nitrogen. Flat sheets are cut
from a continuous ribbon of glass,
which is formed by pouring molten
glass onto the surface of a bath of
molten tin. Oxidation of the tin would
spoil the process and contaminate the
glass product, so nitrogen is used to
displace the oxygen in the air,
ensuring a reduced oxygen
environment around the bath. This
specialist glassmaking process is so
sensitive to oxidisation that the
oxygen content of the process gas
stream must be less than 5 parts per
million (ppm). 

The Gladbeck site produces two
brands of specialist flat glass for
applications in the building and
automotive industries: Pilkington
Optifloat and Pilkington Optiwhite.
The Optiwhite brand is a very clear
glass which has been used in
prominent construction projects all
over Germany such as the Reichstag
dome in Berlin.

Oxygen concentration is critical to
the production process and this
imposes stringent technical demands
on the whole gas supply system: gas
production, purification and mixing.

management system was inefficient,
expensive to run and was becoming
increasingly less reliable because of
its age .

The technical services manager at
Pilkington Deutschland, Reiner
Regulski,  explains: “These findings
combined with our constant drive to
improve efficiency and reduce costs,
led us to look for a new solution and
we invested in a new, state-of-the-art
nitrogen production plant.”

Finding a solution
When looking for a new gas
generation solution, Pilkington
focused on efficiency and
environmental benefits. The
company was also keen to outsource
the management and maintenance of
the system.

The solution for Pilkington was Air
Products’ 1200 Nm3/h PRISM HPN
generator. This system uses the latest
cryogenic distillation technology to
supply high purity nitrogen, with a
linked oxygen monitoring and control
system. The generator was installed; it
is compact and operates to high

Gas for glass – 
a new approach
When Pilkington’s German plant needed to increase flat
glass production, the company undertook a review of its
on-site gas generation system. Gavin Whitlock* explains
how an outsourced management and maintenance
system was found.

standards of energy-efficiency,
bringing environmental benefits. 

Air Products is also responsible for
the maintenance of the generator and
its performance is remotely
monitored to ensure reliability.
Regular usage reports are provided for
managers so they can see how the
plant is operating and how much
nitrogen is being used.

The PRISM HPN generator uses
modular technology, so it can be
tailored to meet specific process
requirements. The oxygen content of
the gas supply can be controlled to 2
ppm if required, satisfying
Pilkington’s requirement for less than
5 ppm oxygen.

This high capacity generator has a
linked oxygen-monitoring system
which alerts the plant to any
increase in oxygen levels, using
modular technology. This has
reduced the cost of nitrogen used on
site by 40%, and Pilkington now
outsources its maintenance, capital
and operational management of the
on-site generator.

Partners in glass
For some manufacturers, the
perceived difficulties of maintenance
and management have been a barrier.
Now new, high performance solutions
are available which are capable of
meeting bespoke requirements, can
be installed on-site and managed on
an outsourced basis.

Processing industries are focused
on driving performance in order to
gain a competitive edge. In order to
achieve this, they increasingly need to
work alongside technological partners,
capable of designing complete
solutions to meet their needs.
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* Gavin Whitlock, European marketing manager, 
Generated Gases Group, Air Products, UK. 
Website www.airproducts.com

� A continuous ribbon of float glass needs prior gradual cooling before
it is ready for cutting.

� Molten glass ‘floats’ on a bath of molten tin in a controlled
atmosphere, with less than 5ppm oxygen.

Benefits of on-site 
gas generation
For applications where nitrogen is so
critical to production, on-site
generators can halve the cost of
process gas supplies and continuity
of supply is assured. In addition,
there are some environmental
benefits for the plant, due to reduced
tanker deliveries and reduced plant
energy consumption.

Pilkington’s glass processing plant
in Gladbeck had previously been using
an on-site air separation system which
the company owned and managed.
This system was fed by nitrogen
supplies and was able to supply up to
around 90 tonnes of oxygen-reduced
process gas a day for its two float glass
lines. However, plans to significantly
increase production at Gladbeck
meant that up to 105 tonnes a day
would be needed.

It was decided to review the plant’s
existing gas generation system. An
independent assessment was carried
out and Air Products was invited to
recommend a solution. Air Products’
gas management experts revealed
that, in order to meet the gap in
supply, the plant would require up to
five tanker deliveries of nitrogen a day. 

The independent plant assessment
also concluded that the existing gas
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