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T

he editorial in the Labor Day edition of the Athens Banner-Herald contained a powerful message.  The author compared the spirit of Labor Day experienced over a hundred years ago with the spirit of today, highlighting the success over time in creating a humane workplace, yet acknowledging the persistent threat of job insecurity into the new millennium.

Our town is experiencing a high degree of job insecurity. In just three short years our area has gone from a shortage of skilled labor to hundreds suddenly out of work. For awhile I was beginning to think the town’s solution was to abandon these people, dishonor their decades of work and hold out until recession-proof  companies moved in.

But I’m finding that in several places around town and in other columns recently, there is a strong, focused and intelligent dialog beginning to emerge that suggests we as a community are starting to look at our existing industrial assets with a new eye. 

Perhaps it’s the almost weekly tables published of plant closings and layoffs that has our attention, with the secondary side-effects kicking in when newly unemployed no longer contribute as much to local businesses, or start interviewing at the new plant over in Elberton.
While it pays off to have a long term strategy (become a hub for biotech research; Yay! Our stem cell lines qualify!), we should also pay attention to success stories like that described by Gary Phelps, CFO at Athens Regional Medical Center, in the Sunday, Sept 2 business section story.

He told, and many have observed close up, how they have avoided most of the disasters associated with growth and change by deliberately adapting the culture ahead of time. They created a vision for becoming a regional magnet for key medical services, with standards rivaling those of the Emorys of the world. They train year round in problem-solving, continuous improvement, team skills and living the values set forth by leadership. They involve employees in setting direction and making decisions. While individuals who work there mention to me that this physician or that surgeon has to be “managed,” I take that as part of the price anyone has to pay in creating excellence.

On the day, March 10 this year, that my second grandson was born in a distressed state, from out of nowhere it seemed came a four-person, silent, swift emergency response team that needed no words to execute the vital steps in caring for Baby Otto.  They just worked around me, Otto’s dad, the delivering physician, and the nurse, the whole crowd. So I’ve seen he results of a high performance culture firsthand. And I doubt that ARMC will be having layoffs anytime soon.

Also, we need to pay attention to what our chamber president Kevin Johnson said in the same Sept 2 article. By no means should any of our manufacturers even think about doing things the same old way five years from now. That is where, though, I wish there were more help in creative ways to fund about 15, five-year turnaround plans. At least that many factories in the area need one, and while the plant managers seem to come and go with about a two-year life span, the workforce that picks up the pieces have little to go on regarding long term.

Can we ask ourselves the question: what can we do differently to hold on to our manufacturing assets in a way that prevents any further plant closings or layoffs? What kind of deal can we make with the corporate headquarters, wherever that might be, that ensures they think twice or more times before blaming low margins on global competition, and then move their factories elsewhere?

Let the spirit of labor in Athens become one of renewal and accountability: this is a town that rocks when it comes to productivity and competitiveness, not to mention job security!
