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Manufacturing in 2012: A Year of recovery

Lean manufacturing efficiencies, cost reductions position local manufacturers for growth

BY SCOTT JOHNSON | fortheVB)

For many of Southwest
Washington’s local
manufacturers, 2012 has been a
year of slow recovery, following
losses sustained during the
height of the economic crisis.
And while manufacturing jobs
have yet to reach pre-2008 levels,
new data shows measurable
improvement in certain sectors.

According to early data from
a study being undertaken by
the Southwest Washington
Development Council
(SWWDC) as part of the
Columbia-Willamette Workforce
Collaborative, the Portland
MSA lost approximately 12
percent of all manufacturing
jobs since 2006, and 6 percent
of manufacturing businesses.
However, data shows Clark

County fared better than any of

its neighboring counties in terms
of maintaining manufacturing
establishments.

Specific economic sectors
have fared much better than
others, with chemical, food and
fabricated metals manufacturers
faring the best. Wood and paper
products have performed the
worst, with more than 30 percent
job losses since 2006, according
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It’s no surprise that for many
local businesses, the Great
Recession dealt a heavy blow. At
Pacific Die Casting Corporation,
owner Bill Byrd commented, “We
had probably a 60 percent drop
in sales back when it happened a
few years ago.”

Byrd said the company took
immediate action, and has been
able to regain the lost revenue.

“The market has come back,
but we did an immediate
cost-reduction plan to cut our
expenses,” he said. “That's the
only way we survived.

“As we got busier,” Byrd
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Above: Pacific Die Casting Corp has remained lean as their business recovered helping to

improve their margins
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continued, “we stayed somewhat
lean, and it's helped our profit
quite a bit.”

For several local manufacturers,
efficiency has been essential to
success during the past several
years. Cadet Manufacturing
produces electric heaters
exclusively at its production
facility in Vancouver. Director
of Operations Frank Twardoch
said that competition from China
torced the company to innovate
early.

“Seven years ago we realized

. that we needed to be competitive

with China,” Twardoch said. "To
do so, lean manufacturing was
the avenue we chose to control
cost, reduce waste and improve
efficiencies throughout the plant.
When the economic downturn
hit, what we had done leading
up to that point had really
positioned us well, in that we
were running efficiently.”

Cadet Manufacturing also
benefitted from Washington

Employment Department’s
Shared-Work program. The
program allows employers to
reduce employee hours, with
workers able to collect partial
unemployment benefits to
replace wages.

The Shared-Work program
helps companies reduce costs and
retain trained staff. Meanwhile,
the state avoids paying full
benefits to laid-oft workers.
Washington employers facing a
temnararv.decline in huginess

can utilize the program for up to
a year.

economic improvement,” he said.

“It's not drastic, but we are seeing

some building going on. When

we see buildings and apartments

being constructed, and we

have jobs being quoted, what

that means to us is that there is

activity in the marketplace.”
Fortunately for the region,

computer and electronics

producers account for

three times as many jobs as

any other manufacturing

sector. Technology-oriented
manufacturers saw a much more

modest downturn, with sector

“When we see buildings and

apartments being constructed, and
we have jobs being quoted, what that
means to us is that there is activity in

the marketplace.”

— (adet Manufacturing Director of Operations Frank Twardoch

As a result of lean initiatives
and the Shared-Work
program, Twardoch said Cadet
Manufacturing is well positioned
for the future.

“We're starting to see some

job losses around 7 percent

" since 2006.

Some individual technology
manufacturers are now thriving,
such as Vancouver’s nLight
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Corporation, a producer of
high-powered semiconductor
lasers to the industrial and
defense sectors. The company
was recently named to Inc. 5000
list of the fastest growing private
companies in the U.S.

Steve Norgaard, nLight’s vice
president of manufacturing
operations, said that Southwest
Washington has been uniquely
suited to fit its manufacturing
needs “given the strong presence
of other semiconductor
companies and the infrastructure
associated with that, such as the
supply base and the talent.”

“The area has a good talent
pool that really understands
the technology and the basic

ma;mfacturing processes,” he noted.

Norgaard said that nLight is readily able to find skilled workers
locally.

“For manufacturing staff and operators that work directly on
the line, we exclusively hire locally. Pretty much for all of our
manufacturing support positions, whether it's supply chain, quality,
all the hires are done locally.”

For other local manufacturers, training issues can present
challenges. According to the SWWDC study, manufacturing jobs
increasingly require higher skill levels. Meanwhile, many local -
manufacturers have a growing number of skilled workers near
retirement age.

Looking ahead, the SWWDC suggests that manufacturers focus
on key skills, ensure that succession planning is taking place and
implement effective incumbent worker training programs.

Twardoch sees his company facing some of these same issues.

“Some of the ways we're talking about addressing it, either we
may start an on-site apprenticeship program, or we're talking about
partnering with local educational institutions,” he said.

At Clark College Corporate Education, Michelle Giovannozzi
commented that “there’s somewhat of a skills gap in the market.”
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Above left and top: The Cadet Manufacturing process improvement was driven by the need
to compete with Chinese manufacturers and aided in weathering the Great Recession.

Below: Recently named to the Inc. 5000 list of fastest growing private companies in the
U.S, nLight Corporation finds its workers from the local area as it grows to meet increased
demand. 4

“Our activity, and the demand for training, has increased
significantly over the last months," she said.

Giovannozzi explained that corporate training helps manufacturers
run leaner, increase efficiencies and develop cross-functional
employees. '

“We've really become the go-to provider of workforce development
services in the area, because we're the only community college that
provides corporate training," she added.

Public-private partnerships, such as educational institutions,
development councils and the state government, are providing
manufacturers with opportunities to build capacity and a more skilled
workforce. Meanwhile, the economic crisis is forcing some companies

‘toward greater efficiencies, leading to greater global competiveness.

According to Byrd, “We've had several customers come back from
China, because their costs are rising faster than ours. We're trying to
keep new, automated equipment here. Our costs are pretty stable, and

theirs are going up.” Vs,





