Client:  Clark-Reliance Corporation

ENVIRONMENTAL CULTURE PERMEATES CLEVELAND-BASED CLARK-RELIANCE WITH NEW PRODUCT AND RECYCLING INITIATIVES.

Since its founding 125 years ago, Clark-Reliance Corporation has introduced an array of instrumentation and filtration products into industries ranging from petrochemicals, refining, power generation to even the U.S. military.  

But in the past two years, the Cleveland-based industrial manufacturer has taken a giant step in the new ‘”green” world by practicing environmental stewardship that starts with a product innovation program and includes a unique grassroots company-wide recycling initiative. 

The result? On the business front, an upswing in global orders for eco-friendly products like mercury-free level switches and longer-lasting filtration elements as well as more inquiries about Clark-Reliance’s expertise on making alternative fuel processing more efficient. On the home front, employees from office clerks to shop workers have diligently recycled everything from cardboard to electronics, keeping more than 300 tons of solid waste out of local landfills and earning meaningful rewards for all employees.  

“This is a core philosophy of our company and employees, to constantly look for better ways to save our natural resources through recycling and new ideas,” says Rick Solon, president at Clark-Reliance. “On the product side, if we can design a better product and make it more accurate and reliable while making it more environmentally friendly, then everyone wins.”

New switches without mercury

Many industrial companies today are creating safer working conditions by removing hazardous materials from their plants before they create a health or landfill issue.  One such material is mercury, which is used in switches, thermometers, pressure gauges, flow meters, medical devices, electrodes and electrical control equipment. 

 When spilled, mercury breaks up into tiny beads, which can lodge in cracks, sink traps and porous materials and can mix with dust.  Workers can be exposed to mercury by inhaling the vapor, by absorption through the skin, hair follicles and sweat glands. 

Clark-Reliance has taken the lead in developing and marketing a mercury-free level switch, which measures and monitors the level of water used to produce steam energy for industries like power generation, refining, chemical, paper and pulp. 

“Worldwide, there are more than a million mercury level switches and most workers don’t even know mercury switches are being used because they were installed 20-30 years ago,” says Chris Fadden, marketing manager at Clark-Reliance.  “Many of these older switches are rusted and you run the risk of capsules cracking and breaking when you try to replace them. But, many of these switches must be replaced because they give out faulty reads, which is dangerous when operating a steam plant. Today, a mercury-free replacement is available from Clark-Reliance.”


Europe is ahead of the curve in attempting to rid hazardous materials from electrical and electronic equipment found in the workplace. The European Parliament and Council of the European Union issued a directive in 2003, encouraging industries to seek safer alternative materials, according to Lupe Guzman, sales manager at Clark-Reliance.  That means more international inquiries are being generated for mercury-free switches.  

Although there is no federal mandate in the United States to replace industrial mercury-containing switches, many of Clark’s customers are looking to replace them eventually to protect the environment and provide a safer workplace for employees. 

Clark-Reliance introduced its Jerguson® Tri-Magnet mercury-free level switch in September 2007 and has seen sales rise steadily as more industrial plants replace older, mercury-contaminated switches. For those customers who do not want to risk spilling mercury, Clark-Reliance offers a retrofit kit that replaces the switch and enclosure without removing the mercury-filled chamber.   “We have gone into numerous plants checking out the condition of mercury switches,” says Guzman.  “The customer usually tells us to get the mercury out of the workplace, so we typically do a total replacement.”

Keeping natural gas free of contaminants

Clark-Reliance’s environmental product innovations are also found in natural gas production and transmission.  The company makes a line of filtration elements that effectively capture solid and liquid contaminates as the natural gas travels through pipelines from the Gulf Coast to its final destination.  Minute amounts of dirt, corrosion, water and other particles are collected in the filters, resulting in cleaner and more purified natural gas for end users.

“You’re transporting natural gas in a 24 or 36-inch diameter pipeline with pressure up to 3,000 PSI. The gas is moving pretty quickly through the pipeline, picking up dirt and other particles,” notes Tom Lisy, product manager for Clark-Reliance’s Filtration Elements Group.   “Every 80-100 miles, the gas hits a compressor station that pushes the gas along at 40 miles per hour. And there are filter elements before and after the compressor station to help purify the gas.”

Clark-Reliance now offers the Niagara Coalescer and the Gas Sentinel filters which are improvements over previous filter models.  The new filters use more corrugated, pleated elements that collect 4 to 9 times more contaminates than traditional style filters. “With a higher dirt-holding capacity, you reduce the number of change-outs and prevent fewer filters from going into landfills,” says Lisy.

The company is also working on improving the filtration process in windmills, according to Lisy. The gear boxes in windmills contain circulating oil, which must be kept clean. The new filter elements from Clark-Reliance last longer, creating less downtime for the electricity-generating windmills.  Clark-Reliance has seen an increase in filter sales to service companies that perform maintenance for wind farms, says Lisy. 

Improving the process for alternative fuels

Clark-Reliance supplies a variety of water level indicators and controls to producers of alternative fuels, especially ethanol, biodiesel and a more advance fuel called biobutanol.  This emerging industry has its own production challenges, giving Clark-Reliance an opportunity to help alternative fuels producers lower their processing costs while making the fuels more price competitive.

“There are always problems when you transition from the laboratory testing stage to full-scale production of any alternative fuel, and that’s when the producers need our help beyond selling them products,” says Dave Purcel, marketing manager for the Clark-Reliance  Instrumentation and Controls Group.  “We discuss with them what works well in the production process and help with any problems.”

Clark representatives advise producers on how to improve steam quality, reduce boiler vibrations and separate mineral deposits out of the production cycle, according to Purcel.  “These plants use steam to mix and blend cornmeal that turns into ethanol. We help producers change their process so the steam heats more quickly, doesn’t scorch the product, eliminates vibration and uses less energy,” Purcel says.

Billions of gallons of ethanol production capacity are under construction. The Renewable Fuels Association counts 113 U.S. ethanol distilleries in operation and another 78 under construction. Demand for bio-diesel is also increasing as there are currently 70 bio-diesel production plants in the U.S. with another 50 in construction, according to Emerging Markets Online, an energy intelligence and management consulting firm. 

“There are a lot of opportunities to refine the production process for alternative fuels.  Our goal is to help these producers survive in a non-subsidized world where they can make a profit because eventually government funding will go away,” notes Purcel. 

Reducing landfill waste through recycling

Clark-Reliance launched a company-wide recycling program in August 2007 to reduce solid waste going to local landfills and decrease Clark’s cost for hauling away excess waste from its offices and manufacturing plants. Through diligent education, investment in strategically-located recycling bins and employee incentives, the company has recycled more than 300 tons of solid waste since the program’s inception. 

The recycled materials include carbon chips (234 tons); wood (25 tons); solid carbon steel scrap (24 tons); cardboard (17 tons); paper (3 tons); and aluminum scrap (1 ton). This total does not include about 1,200 pounds of e-scrap—used computer equipment including terminals and keyboards.  

With money earned from the sale of these recyclables (plus the savings on reduced hauling fees), the company bought pre-paid gas cards for all employees as a reward for making the recycling program a success.  “When we started the company-wide recycling program, we were thinking of only the positive impact on the environment. The opportunity it created for us to give employees some much-need relief from costs at the pump is a fantastic bonus,” says Solon.

There were start-up costs, which Clark-Reliance management was willing to invest, notes Tony Kurnick, director of supply chain management. Each office employee received a small, recycling bucket to keep under his or her desk and encouraged to empty the buckets into larger, 30-gallon cans placed throughout the office. Shop floor workers were given special recycling carts to separate out excess aluminum, stainless steel, carbon steel, wood and cardboard. 

The company is making the attempt to go paperless, according to Kurnick.  Much of the company’s product literature distributed in large, industrial binders is now found in CD format or online through its website.  Likewise, the company is reducing the amount of incoming printed material by getting off mailing lists and eliminating the same catalog mailed to different employees. As an added initiative, the company purchased coffee mugs for its 200 employees to reduce the use of Styrofoam cups.

“Everybody from top to bottom is involved in the recycling program,” says Kurnick.  “The first tier objective is about reducing our carbon footprint—reducing the amount of waste that goes into the landfill through recycling. Another tier is seeing the actual savings between decreased hauling fees and sales of recyclables.  The whole concept makes us a greener company, whether it’s in our plant or the products we produce.” 

