With a clever boom offset, is Takeuchi’s TB138FR mini excavator
really worth the premium price tag over the standard boom
version? Geoff Ashcroft listens to the views of two owners.

wivelling king posts and innovative boom
offsets have done much to improve the
[1.'{;'“”']1\_] !)'.-I_-l.(“-l_.“;'l-ll. ¢ dnNd manoeuvra-
bility of mini excavators. But Japanese
maker Takeuchi has taken the concept a step fur-
ther and introduced an offset boom system that
can be shuffled almost armywhere across the front
of the machine. It means the hoom and arm can
be tucked right in, alongside the right-hand side
of the cab if needed
It means that if the counterweight will slide
past an obstruction, so too will the front end
of the machine, Which is great news for those
who frequently find themselves working between
walls or in alleyways where there's just no
room to slew a maore fraditional short
radius machine
As a result, it wears an FR badge indicating
reduced swing Front and Hear. and has been
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in existence since May 2000, though only on
d limited number of modeis, But recently, the
firm has made the system available on its 3.8
mini, the TB138FR. And the popularity of
Takeuchi’s FR system has led to almost one in
three Takeuchi mini excavators now sold in the
UK being an FR version

The boom foot is carried on a parallelogram
frame that pivots from beneath the left side of the
cab floor = 50 when the boom is situated on the
{ar-left side of the machine, this frame is pointing
almost straight ahead. In this position, the boom
points slightly to the right, aflowing the operator
to trench alongside & wall without the need for
additional boom offset devices.,

Moving the boom foot across to the right of
the machine sees the parallelogram frame sweep
from left to right, travelling through an arc and
bringing the boom fool closer to the machine’s

upper structure. When the boom is in its Tully
right location, the boom foot becomes tucked in
dlongside the right-hand side of the cab.

In this position, the boom and arm can be
pulled back alongside the cab, reducing the front
tail swing considerably, ensuring the front end
is comfortably within that of the rear end swing
profile. The boom now points slightly left, allow-
ing the operator to trench alongside a wall on
the right-hand side of the machine, parallel to
the track, again without the need for additional
boom offset devices,

And to prevent the bucket from making
unwanted contact with the cab, Takeuchi has fit-
ted the FR models with a double-locking system
for added safety.

The first locking system usesa mechanical pin
which is linked to the parallelogram frame, and
restricts just how far the main boom can
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be raised - as the frame moves over to the right-
hand side, this mechanical pin is slowly retracted
and allows more boom movement, so the FR's
working envelope is improved. But the boom
won't come fully back alongside the cab until an
electronic selector is authorised by the operator
1o fet the system know what bucket size is fitted.

It's a system that Takeuchi says is virtually
fool-proof and defaults to the safest settings
which should prevent the bucket colliding with
the cab.

On the main console is a switch that allows
the operator (o select bucket sizes. But there
are just two calegories: non-standard bucket
(greater than 570mm wide) and standard bucket
(370mm wide or less). In the default setting. the
electronic boom sensors assume that there's a
wider-than-standard bucket on the machine
and it's programmed to assume anything wider
than 570mm will hit the cab, so it automatically
restricts movement,

To activdie the standard buckel mode, the
gswitch needs moving to a reset position, then
moving to the standard bucket setting to let the
machine know you're working with a bucket
that’s narrow enough to pass the cab. And each
time the fgnition is turned off, the ‘standard’ set-
ting is lost and the more cautious “non-standard’

Takeuchi's clever adjustable boom offset adds much to the machine's capability,
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“The cab tilts forward on gas struts, simply
by removing a couple of bolts, to create
extremely good service access to the engine
and hydraulic system - all within five
minutes, says the manufacturer”

setting is automatically selected when the igni-
tion is turned on again.

The boom and arm configuration on the
TR138FR is Takeuchi’s ‘long arm” spec and there's
no alternative. It is piped fora hammer with dual
lines that can also run earth augers, though a
quick-hitch is optional. And a look at the digging
envelope reveals a maximum dig depth of 3.42m.
maximum digging radius of 5.55m, and digging
height of 5.2m,

Coupled to this are a ground clearance of
290mm, machine width of 1.74m and a rear swing
radius of 55mm.

The TB138FR has a rear swing radius of 85mm

"
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bevond the tracks although pinning the door
open exaggerates this, as its rear corner extends
beyond the curved profile of the overhanging
counterweight

Power comes from a Yanmar three-cylinder
engine rated at 21kW and tucked into the rear,
almost beneath the cab. The 1.6-litre enging
drives a four-pump hydraulic system that uses
twi 37.2 litres/min variable displacement pumps
and two gear pumps

Atwo-speed track drive allows travel speeds of
2.5km/r and 4. Tkm/hr, and a load sensing system
means the track motors will atomaticaily downshift
when higher torque is required for steeper
climbs

In the cab, operators get a basic, no-frifls interi-
or. Easy to clean, though rugged in nature, it does
affer heightadjustable wrist supports behind the
joysticks, while combined travel levers and ped-
als give versatility when tracking. And useful
footrests have been positioned on either side of
the tracking pedals

A high-back seat offers good support and gen-
erous levels of comfort. but more thought could
easily be applied to the control layout in the cab.
Instruments on the right-hand console include
fuel and water temperature gauges, with warn-
ing lights used to illustrate battery charging. air
filter and engine oil pressure.

And for those interested in the mainténance
angle, the cab tilts forward on gas struts. simply
by removing a couple of bolts, o create extremely
good service access to the engine and hydraulic
svstem, all within five minutes says the manufac-
turer - providing the right tools are at hand

“We've never had to raise the cab on our
midel.” savs James Gammon of Midhurst, West
Sussex-based JPG Building and Groundworks
“Though we had CBEL out to the machine not long
alter we gol it, to sort oul a whining hydraulic
system — and it's been tip-top ever since.”

JP(; Building and Groundworks bought its
IB138FR in November 2007 as part of an expan-
sion programme, and it sits among the firm’s
TB106, TB125 and 13t Samsung excavators.

Gammon had been impressed with smaller
Takeuchi models and in particular the build qual-
ity, reliability and general performance of the
Japanese-built mini excavators. But filling a gap
in his range was his father’s five tonne Kubota.

"l had the five-tonner to help out, when we
were stretched - though it got stolen,” he says.
“So | had to look for a replacement and we even-
tually steered away from the five-tonne sector,
in favour of something smaller and lighter. that
we could transport much more easily. So [ had a

I'B135 in mind.”
But his purchasing dilemma was thrown
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wide open when his dealer suggested trying a
TB138FR.

*It was offered ata sensible price, and looked a
great deal for a machine that was a little bit heav-
ier, more stable and with more reach,” he says, “Tt
would do almost evervthing that the old Kubota
five-tonner could do - but with the FR system,
it packed much more versatility for working in
tight spots.”

“And it’s really proved its worth in sach situa-
tions, particularly when we're working up close
Lo buildings. boundaries ar walls,” says Gammaon.,
It really will clean up without having to reach for
the shovel - it's so good. And ['d have another FR
wversion too, if the price was right,”

Though he admits to being sceptical about how
the machine’s boom offset linkage will hold up
over the next few vears. “1'm deadly serious about
reguiarly greasing the machineg. so the pins and
linkages should stand the mission,” he adds.

His initial enthusiasm for the FR's clever offset
was short lived when operator Tony McCadden
first set eves on the machine

“I thought, what on earth has he done buving a
machine with such a gimmick,” McCadden savs,
“Bul now I've used it, T fully understand its capa-
bilities and just how manoeuvrahle the FR system
has made the boom. | can dig into much tighter
spots without repositioning - it's amazing.

*Given the choice of our TB125.0r TB138FR. I'd
take the 138 every time,” he savs, “And it will eas-
ily slot into a task where you'd previously need (o
use a 1.5 tonner.”

JPGs machine has so far clocked up 440 hours,
and is in use almost every day in a variety of dif
ferent quises. Equipped with a quick-hitch, the
excavator is used with the usual array of buckets,
plus hammer and finger-grapple, which Gammon
has used on small-scale demolition projects.

“You can be very precise and sort materials
easily and efficiently,” he says. “But the digger is
not without its faults.”

He cites the front windscreen as perhaps the
most badly designed part of the machine.

“When you raise the front screen and latch it
into the roof, it rattles like hell when you're track-
ing across site,” he says. “The screen is only held
up with one catch. when it really needs two. to
make it much more stable.”

And the main lift ram guard - which slides on
rofiers as the boom is raised and lowered - has
had to be repaired and refitted.

“I think we may have caught it with the bucket
at some point, because of the extra dipper length
from fitting a quick-hitch,” he says. *But even so,
it’s really not up to much,”

James would like to see the diesel tank filler
relocated to a more accessible location; and the
cab's heater box needs a serious rethink, he says.

“Itirritates me when others put diesel cans on
top of the side panels while they prepare to fill up
the tank,” says Gommon. “And then fuel is easily
spilled, because the filler is too close to the cab.”

“And as for that heater,” he says, “It just takes
up too much cab space.”

Self-drive Gloucestershire hire firm Davis Agri
Plant Hire, hased at Tormarton, is less critical
of the TB13BFR's cab, as none of its employvees
spend time at the controls.

It 15 one of 10 Takeuchis on the company’s
extensive hire fleet that includes site dumpers,
rollers and telehandlers, bul remains the
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Martin Davis would conzider buying another FR maching - if the price was right,
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