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Li-on taming for
beginners

If you’ve worked in the electronics industry these
past 20 years you’ll know that change is permanent.
What you knew is rapidly obsolete; what you make

is made smaller, faster and cheaper (and somewhere
else); and you have to keep re-inventing yourself, learn-
ing new skills all the time.

Barry Lawson, business development manager at
Axeon Power - a slight name change here but based in
Dundee - has a lifetime’s experience of this. He’s been
at the sharp end of the UK’s electronics industry in
Dundee, Scotland, making electronic wristwatches for
Timex, some of the earliest home computers for Sir
Clive Sinclair (once a household name in the UK) and
so on.

In the 1990s Lawson joined John Blinkhorne in the
then-burgeoning cellphone battery pack making busi-
ness. In its heyday the company employed several hun-
dred people, making battery packs for phone maker
Ericsson. And with a global company, you have to
become global too. Through a few iterations (splits,
refinancing etc) the company became M Power. And
the company had to move to where its customers were
- China.

Lawson helped establish a joint venture in China
with a major domestic electronics company to make
lithium-ion battery packs. But for all the joint ventures
that go well, as many go badly wrong. It didn’t help
when Ericsson teamed up with Sony, a lithium-ion bat-
tery maker, putting a question mark on the JV’s raison
de être.

Lawson isn’t bitter; he’s simply sanguine. “You’re
working with a different culture and, as most of us
know, buying from China is easy, but selling there can
be very hard.”

Quite simply, a small western JV in China has little
clout, and with all the little bureaucratic irritations that

Potentially dangerous but oh, so attractive to OEMs.
Gerry Woolf talks to Barry Lawson about how Axeon
Power is making Chinese lithium-ion OEM-friendly for a
variety of applications.

Barry Lawson.
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one would find in any country (including the USA and
the UK) it’s easy to lose money. Lawson is quite a
raconteur on what can go wrong (as well as right) in
China and if he needs another career this could be it,
because he is a talented communicator. And if you
need evidence of that take
a look at the company’s
Custom Power Solutions
website (www.axeonpow-
er.com) - it’s a veritable
treasure trove of informa-
tion on batteries and the use of batteries which puts
other sites to shame, including our own.

It’s probably too good but it generates interest
because it shows huge breadth of confidence and
capability. When Lawson returned to the UK he was
convinced that the small cell pack-making side of the
business in volume terms was lost to Asia, but his com-
pany was not going to roll over and die.

If you can’t do small, what about big? With a

proliferation of lithium-ion cell makers in China,
Lawson could see the next opportunity in pack making
– large-scale packs for those wanting to develop lithi-
um-ion systems for motive power. Not just cars but
everything else as well - motorised wheel chairs, golf

caddy carts, delivery
trucks and the like.

The problem of
course is that utilising
lithium-ion requires spe-
cialist know-how. It is a

potentially dangerous chemistry needing control and
protection circuitry, battery management systems and
so forth. Even large companies with electronics skills
lack that know-how in batteries. More than that - since
the great majority of lithium cells are now produced in
China, there’s something of a ‘communications gap’
between potential Western buyers and Chinese sellers
of such systems.

“You can meet potential vendors who have

Fitting snuggly into half the battery space of a conventional shuttle EV – battery packs from
Axeon Power.

“Selling into China
is hard.”



4 Reprinted from Batteries & Energy Storage Technology • AUTUMN 2006

B AT T E RY M A N AG E M E N T

It was bought by a computer software company
and became the recipient of a Scottish Government
grant worth nearly £1m to develop such a battery
monitoring and management system (BMMS) -
because even if we can’t make cells in the UK com-
petitively if we want to be able to use lithium-ion we
have to know how to control them.

One of the key functions of the BMMS will be to
perform cell equalisation in the lithium-ion battery
strings.

We know what happens to cells, says Lawson; what
we don’t know is whether this technology will really
make a difference in cell life or performance – the the-
ory is that it should. Even though cells can be matched
for inclusion in strings, lithium cells are in this sense no
different from other technologies.

They will age differently and, over time, a series
string will become unbalanced and things will start to
go wrong.

The big difference between this and other BMMS
systems is that it learns how individual cells behave,
depending on what they are subjected to, deep dis-

charge, pulse charge and
so on.

The information can
also be used to determine
how many miles a system
can be run before it needs
recharging, replacing and
so on. There’s also a log-
ging module so that the
battery supplier can dis-

cover how the battery was treated if there is a warran-
ty claim.

Axeon’s BMMS is aimed at auto engineering
OEMs as well as electric truck builders, and includes
CANBUS communications for other devices. But
they’re still doing the small and the specialist stuff like
power packs for the latest generation of emergency
service radios in the UK.

For the foreseeable future lithium-ion will always
be difficult and potentially dangerous in the hands of
non-specialists. But it’s so attractive as an energy-dense
power solution that manufacturers of devices big and
small will always be attracted to the chemistry. With the
source of raw cells in a land where communications
are always going to be difficult, to say the least, Lawson
should have no difficulty in sustaining his company as
a battery “Lion” tamer.

beautifully produced literature with performance specs
and everything, but they will only meet you in your
hotel. When you ask to see the factory they make
excuses – because the factory doesn’t exist,” says
Lawson.

“And part of our expertise is actually going out to
find, inspect and qualify the very best of Chinese lithi-
um-ion cell makers.

You’ve got everything from blacksmith’s shops,
places where the floors are slippery with lithium pow-
der, to part-state-owned operations where they have
the very best in everything.

There are places with US$1m winding machines
bought from Japan and so on where they really know
their product – research institutes where people can
simply look at your samples and tell you the maximum
C ratings at particular temperatures simply because
they tested and designed so much themselves.”

Lawson may have had some bad experiences in
China, but he has a lot of respect for the level of tech-
nical know-how as well. He has been quite happy to
purchase Chinese battery test equipment from New
World.

“Before we can sell
product to customers we
have to be sure of per-
formance, and the
Dundee plant is gradually
acquiring a considerable
array of cycling equip-
ment.”

The company has
already built lithium-ion battery packs for niche
British Electric delivery truck maker Modec, and is
building prototype packs for Ransomes – the US
owned but UK-based builder of a wide range of clas-
sic EVs seen at airports, amusement parks and other
establishments where frequent short journey vehicles
are needed. The benefits are obvious – longer range,
less space and weight – but with the cells sourced in
China the product can now be made to sell competi-
tively against traditional lead-acid designs.

Having developed the first generation of lithium-
ion batteries using Thundersky cells, the company is
onto a second generation pack which will incorporate
a true battery management system using a neural net-
work approach – and that’s how the company trans-
formed itself from being M Power up till March this
year to Axeon.

“Our expertise is to
inspect and qualify the

best of Chinese
lithium.”
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