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n the front page of the business section in this paper on Sunday, July 8, a couple of interesting remarks were made in relation to recent plant closings and layoffs, referring specifically to General Time and Superior Pants.  The first:”…these industries are not being left behind, but, rather the closings represent a shift by consumers away from many businesses producing uncompetitive products.”

A weird way to put it, though it has a germ of truth to it. Consumers have always sought the best-priced products, so there is nothing new going on here on the part of consumers. I’m not sure why the interviewee called it a shift.  This remark not only makes sense if we want to blame someone other than our community for these travesties in economic development. Hey! Let’s blame shifting consumers! They want cheaper clocks and clothes! Guess they can go elsewhere now.

What is the germ of truth?  “Uncompetitive products.” No question about it: our local factories have lost their competitiveness, because something big has indeed shifted. Anyone in the world can make them the same old-fashioned way we always have, except outside this country you can pay less that $2 an hour for wages, so for today, the consumer prefers their “competitive” products.

Let’s look at another remark in that article: “Instead of working for firms teetering on the edge (of profitability) some of these people can step almost immediately into the services and retail sector.” Meaning: let these old factories collapse. Eventually the “biotech potential” will arrive and some of these people will be better off.

I think it would surprise a lot of people how many factories in this area are low-margin, competing in a very brutal global economy. Even though the Rockwell Automations, Eatons, ABBs, Carrier Transciolds, Oliver Rubbers and others well-known to us have engineering requirements that far exceed what it takes to make a clock or a tuxedo, they nonetheless scrape for every percent of margin they get. Will the potential biotech industry offset the losses if these factories decide to throw in the towel and move to Mexico or China?

Why struggle to keep these old-fashioned, at one time exceedingly profitable and stable, but now low-margin, factories alive when we can all go get retrained and work as a lab technician? That seemed to be the philosophy of those interviewed.

If you are really serious about economic development, you need to look deeper. The answer to sustained economic prosperity is not to walk away from existing uncompetitive factories or for that matter to take any factory in this town for granted just because they are not making headlines with layoffs and shutdowns. The answer is in making sure that these factories of ours (they are hard to come by) regain global prominence.

This is not hard to do. Not rocket science, not brain surgery. It does not take an advanced degree, not even a GED. “Waste” is the synonym for “uncompetitive.” Driving out waste in factory works, from engineering to production to shipping, has salvaged many an old-fashioned plant and put it back into the game again.

I am referring to the now well-proven results of “lean thinking,” manufacturing products in a way that does not squander the consumer dollar and thereby keeps the consumer, potentially for life, if you stay lean.

Indeed, if you interview biotech companies, you’ll find out that if it weren’t for their ability today to charge outrageously high prices for their products, their highly wasteful practices would put them out of business too.  In my opinion, it’s only a matter of time before they too are “low margin” companies.

Here is what I advocate. Those in economic development in this community need to come to terms with the fact that we need to become renown not for our skilled workers but our skilled community leaders who provide the means of creating workcultures that survive. That means learning to identify waste, to communicate, to be on a team with an engineer as well as a marketer as well as an operator. It ain’t rocket science and it does not take advanced technical skills to be kicking global butt.

Bring on the biotech companies, but don’t shut down everybody else while you’re at it.

