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Minit-Charger Elevates the Bar for

Lift-Truck Battery Charging

In the past five years, Edison Minit-Charger has soared from being three guys and a revolutionary idea to being a leader in the field of lift-truck (forklifts and other load-carrying vehicles) battery fast charging. In addition, Minit-Charger, which is part of Edison Source, an Edison International subsidiary, has begun a quiet revolution in lift-truck battery charging operations, according to its Director Peter Michalski.

Under conventional charging systems, battery charging and maintenance is a complex, exacting process, Michalski said. The traditional approach calls for several batteries per lift-truck, a time-consuming charging regimen, a special battery room for charging and cooling, and considerable unscheduled down time for battery changes. Batteries are run to specified levels of depletion then immediately removed for recharging.

With Minit-Charger, Michalski explained, the battery’s charge level is kept high and the same battery is used shift after shift, thus avoiding the costs associated with swapping batteries in the middle of a work shift. Also, the battery room becomes productive space.

When a lift-truck operator plugs the truck into a Minit-Charger, a normal 15-minute coffee break can restore enough energy to keep both operator and lift-truck fully functional until the next scheduled break. Batteries have longer useful lives, and savings to battery charging operations can be 60% over conventional systems.

In 1998, such claims were considered heretical and too good to be true.

“We were nearly thrown out of a few places when making our claims, but a few heard us out and gave us a chance,” Michalski said.

At that time, Minit-Charger employed only Michalski, Darrell Williams and Steve Schey, who are on the Minit-Charger management team. In late 1998, the team persuaded Ford Motor Company to try Minit-Charger on a few trucks. After a trial period, Ford converted fleet operations at a major production facility to Minit-Charger systems and subsequently introduced Minit-Charger at nine additional facilities.

Since then, Nestlé, Toyota, Home Depot, Con Agra, General Mills and other corporate giants with huge, complex production floors and large lift-truck fleets have also discovered that Minit-Charger’s “fast charging” system produces savings and convenience for lift-truck operations.

Toyota, Michalski said, even converted a lift-truck fleet from liquid petroleum gas fuel to clean electric operation after seeing how Minit-Charger made electric lift-trucks operation economical and convenient.

Minit-Charger pours power into a battery up to four times faster than conventional charging. That’s easily imitated, Michalski said. But Minit-Charger’s 50-plus U.S. and international patents made Minit-Charger’s fast-charging systems smart enough to know what the battery wants, avoiding destructive overcharging and undercharging. Minit-Charger’s patented system for multi-station charging also doles out levels of charge to ensure that the most depleted battery gets the most charge first.

Minit-Charger grew out of Edison International’s continuing efforts to advance and advocate clean-air electric transportation.

“While we were looking for ways to extend the range of electric vehicles, we thought one way to do that would be to accelerate the charging of the battery,” Michalski said. “We found a fast-charging system developed by a Canadian company called Norvik Traction Co.” Norvik had 14 employees and occupied shop and office space in the Toronto suburb of Mississauga.

Another Edison International subsidiary originally planned to adapt Norvik’s fast, smart-charging system to charging stations for electric vehicles, as Norvik was intending to do in Canada. When electric road transportation developed more slowly than many had hoped, Edison International saw the potential to adapt the Norvik system to electric lift-truck fleets.

The job of developing the Norvik fast-charging system moved to Edison Source and, in 1998, Minit-Charger was born. The Ford sale came in later that year and, in 2000, Minit-Charger bought Norvik and its technology.

Success has followed in the pattern of the best start-up firms, Michalski said. “We’ve seen, on average, our sales double every year for the past five years.”

Its history, through Norvik, includes being the first to try lift-truck fast charging in 1996, and these early trials put it on the map as the “inventor” of this revolutionary approach.

This “early mover” advantage was successfully converted into the current market leadership position Minit-Charger enjoys today.

Equally important, Michalski said, is that Minit-Charger is known as a fair dealer.

“We’ve got the best technology and a good handle on its value to customers,” he said. “We tell our customers the truth about what to expect. Over the past three or four years we’ve become viewed as a reputable and honest firm in this business. We’ve become the ‘go-to’ guys for the real information on fast charging.”

Michalski credits Edison International’s executive leadership with having the vision and the patience to let Minit-Charger develop its revolutionary course. “They’ve given us the freedom we need to develop our business without compromising their responsibility to shareholders.”

“Now, we’re crossing the chasm,” Michalski said. The chasm, he said, is the zone between the enthusiastic early adopters of new technology and the more demanding and risk-avoidant mainstream customers.

Moving across this “chasm” into mainstream will result in new challenges for the Minit-Charger team.

“We’re confident that we have the right technology, the right value proposition for the customer and a core team that can make it happen,” Michalski said.

That means Michalski and Minit-Charger’s 22 employees, who are scattered around the U.S. and Canada, are considering a major transition to the responsibilities that come with larger-scale production and sales.

“The luxury of being able to focus on only a few things is ending,” Michalski said of his team. “We’re adding a production focus to our core research engineering and design capabilities. Our next step will require more of the strengths of our employees to be used at an increasing level. We’ll all be wearing an increasing number of hats.”

But there is still a lot of world to conquer. A recent survey conducted revealed an estimated 60% of lift-truck users have yet to understand the benefits of fast charging. With most electric lift-truck fleets still using traditional battery changing, it’s clear the revolution has just begun.

To learn more about Edison Minit-Charger, visit www.minit-charger.com.

