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Maybe I should stop hanging out with Ed Graham, now newly retired VP with Johnson & Johnson and 15-year president of Noramco, one of our crown jewels in manufacturing (I recently toured the expansion of the ORC plant and observed stats on a perfect safety record, positive trend lines on all key measures as developed, monitored and published by teams on a visible hallway just inside the door. And you should see the new breakroom, designed as the ultimate in Five S’s housekeeping).

But he and I have shared similar passions for a number of years, and somehow can’t seem to give them up. He has been pursuing many initiatives in economic development on behalf of our region, including benchmarking Columbus, GA., which has over the years managed to foster extraordinary bonds among business, industry, the education system and government.  I likewise have been out and about, scouting new frameworks for economic development.

Recently I gave a paper in Chicago for the Education and Research Foundation of the American Production and Inventory Control Society, whose president is our own Dr. James Cox at the Terry College of Business. It turned out that we spent almost all day at the airport talking about manufacturing in Athens and incidentally getting $300 work of airline credits for letting other people take our seats while we solved all the problems our clients have with accountability. Meaning: there is a huge mystery as to why, even when you give a plant the keys to financial turnaround and recovery, management repeatedly walks away from the opportunity. More on that subject later, but here’s what I learned at the conference, and wanted to share with Ed.

· Increasingly success in industry is defined by performance beyond just the factory itself but rather in terms of a complete supply chain: the plant’s supplier’s supplier and the plant’s customer’s customer, for as many links as you can get talking to one another.

· Example: Example: Buckeye Cellulose sells pulp to Proctor & Gamble for one layer of Pampers.  Hercules sells fiberized tufts to Veratec to make non-woven fabric for P & G for other layers of Pampers. Oops!  P & G found cheaper suppliers, so bye bye to Buckeye Cellulose and bye bye to Veratec.  Hercules gets a name change to Fibervisions and a place in different supply chains. All of this goes beyond just squeezing out 25¢ out of the cost of your product; it’s more like squeezing $25 million out of the cost of your supply chain

· Leading edge thinkers, factoring in the power of the internet for conducting such things ax the bidding process on-line, foresee the emergence of virtual “trading communities” – whereby those who participate and collaborate will wind up dominating how supply chains work. So go figure how much control any town’s factory is going to have in THAT future.

These notions affected me quite a bit, for though they bespeak a whole new determinism that could snuff out the lives of innocent plants everywhere, they also seem to offer a framework for how a region can see itself as one of these trading communities. This goes way beyond having a chamber of commerce or homebuilders’ association. Instead of just fostering a “buy local” spirit, which tends to boost awareness of local entrepreneurs but leaves our factories out of view, community leaders find out what these vital links – or factories – in somebody’s supply chain are and ensure they become financial dynamos, not low-margin liabilities.

Jim Cox has done that on a number of occasions. Annually his second semester course in Advanced Operations (graduate student level)take on shop floor projects using the Theory of Constraints (TOC), a proven methodology in driving out waste in production.  In ten out of ten examples, none have implemented the recommendations for bona fide business results. What would stop a plant manager from figuring out how to stop, take a deep breath, and make the necessary changes?

Here is the single biggest obstacle to plant turnarounds: the workculture, including the plant manager who understands the power of TOC but can’t make it work in his own plant, has endured perhaps decades of manufacturing products in one, particular and proven way.  Now all of a sudden that one particular way costs too much: the many forms of waste in scrap, rework, overtime, overproduction of the wrong part, warehousing unsold products, moving partial assemblies from one place in the plant to another all create costs that customers are hip to.

Athens and surrounding counties, think of the above described factory culture and think of it as your customer. What can we do to better understand:

· Tools for operational excellence, so called “Lean Thinking”

· Labor and management pool who learned from the 8th grade onward how to solve problems in group or team settings

· Recognition for the milestones they meet in changing an outdated culture

· “Expanded benefits package” in the form of, for example, a dollar off if you show us your Eaton ID badge

· “Trade routes” for local and national and international goods and services for each and every factory employing 100 or more.

Well, Ed and I had a great time at lunch. And though not as lucrative as getting free flights at the airport, rich in envisioning a world class community of manufacturers with high margins regardless of commodity.
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