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SEPTEMBER 2019  COMMENT

Alarm bells 
are ringing

There was a collective sharp intake of breath at MM Towers when 
this month’s PMI fi gures landed in our inboxes. A reading of just 
47.4 (anything above 50 shows a growing sector) meant the UK’s 

manufacturing sector is offi  cially in its worst state for over seven years.
Understandably, fi ngers have immediately pointed towards 

Westminster, and the chaos that’s currently surrounding Brexit 
negotiations. As I write, the country is edging closer to a No Deal Brexit, 
which will bring with it a untold amount of disruption and confusion. 

Already, we’re seeing the warning signs that everything isn’t as rosy 
as it was a few months ago: respondents to the PMI survey said that EU-
based clients were beginning to route supply chains away from the UK. 
Even more worryingly, new work from further afi eld, such as the USA 
and Asia, upon which so much will rest post-Brexit, is starting to dry up. 

There are, of course, companies bucking the trend. All throughout 
these pages you’ll read of manufacturers, great and small, who are 
gritting their teeth and just getting on with things. 

It’s an admirable route to take – Keep Calm and Carry On, and all 
that. However, when push comes to shove, something will have to give. 
Manufacturing Management will continue to support the hard work and 
dedication shown by the industry through thick and thin. You are the 
lifeblood of the UK economy, and it’s about time government realised 
that. The GMB union recently demanded an urgent meeting with the 
Prime Minister to discuss the long-term future of the sector (https://bit.
ly/2lW0DiS) – maybe it’s about time we all asked for the same.
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In Brief
Industry 
Largest hydrogen plant 
Energy storage company, ITM 
Power, has announced a deal 
to open a new manufacturing 
facility in Sheffield. When 
operational in the summer 
of 2020, the 12,500m2 factory 
will have an electrolyser 
manufacturing capacity of  
up to 1GW (1,000MW) per  
year, the largest in the world.
 
 
 
 
 

Two new lines for CCEP  
Coca-Cola European Partners 
(CCEP) has invested £23 million 
in two new production lines 
at its factory in East Kilbride. 
The new cutting-edge robotic 
multi-pack filler lines were 
custom-made for CCEP, and 
will create 18 new roles at the 
plant. Scottish First Minister 
Nicola Sturgeon was on hand 
to officially open the new lines 
(above), commenting that 
CCEP’s investment “is further 
evidence of the importance of 
our manufacturing industry to 
Scotland’s future success.”

Upgraded Rexroth services 
Automation expert Bosch 
Rexroth has completed a 
significant two-year investment 
in its UK service and repair 
centre, resulting in a facility 
with higher capacity, faster 
throughput and state-of-the-art 
technology. The new workshop, 
which specialises in the repair  
of hydraulic products, is based 
at the company’s UK HQ in  
St Neots, Cambridgeshire.

Leading forklift and 
safety management 
training provider 
Mentor FLT Training is 
set to launch an online 
training course to help 
managers fit training 
around daily demands. 

Called Managing 
Forklift Operations, it  
is the first e-learning 
course of its kind in  
the UK. It is AITT-
accredited, and has 
been specifically 
developed by Mentor 
for those responsible 
for overseeing forklift 
use on-site. 

It outlines their 
personal responsibilities 
for safety and provides 
the vital knowledge and 
confidence required to 
recognise bad practice 
and stop it in its tracks. 

Not only does the 
course help businesses 
meet their legal 
responsibilities under 
Approved Code of 
Practice L117, it also 
demonstrates the 
associated benefits of 
safe operations, giving 
managers the skills to 
help keep their business 
safe and profitable, for 
the long-term.

The online course is 
more concise but as 
comprehensive as the 
original, with plenty of 
engaging content, 
interactive videos and  
hard-hitting statistics. 
Content is divided into 
manageable sections  
to aid online learners. 

It also gives time-
pressed managers  
the opportunity to learn 
flexibly, when and 
wherever suits them, 
and over fewer hours 
than a classroom- 
based alternative. 

Mentor launches 
online FLT course

Sustainability
‘Lube Cube’ cuts plastic
Stoke-based lubricants 
manufacturer FUCHS has 
saved 500,000 tonnes of 
plastic – equivalent to 60 
million carrier bags – in 
just seven years, thanks to 
a revolutionary dispensing 
solution. In 2012, FUCHS 
introduced the Lube Cube,  
a recyclable cardboard 
container as an alternative to  
a traditional plastic carton.  

Bentley causes a buzz 
Bentley Motors has continued 
its push to become one of the 
greenest manufacturers in 
the UK with the introduction 
of 120,000 Apis Mellifera 
honey bees at its factory 
in Crewe. Two hives, each 
capable of making 15kg of 
honey, have been established, 
boosting local biodiversity 
and providing a sweet treat for 
workers at the plant. 

AFRC turns eyes to space 
The Advanced Forming 
Research Centre (AFRC), 
in conjunction with Airbus 
Defence & Space and TWI, 
has started a two-year, 
European Space Agency-
funded project to bring 
the manufacture of space 
propellant tanks back to 
the UK. Airbus currently 
purchases the tanks from  
Germany or the US. 

BAC utilises additive tech 
Lightweight supercar 
manufacturer BAC has 
harnessed the power of 
additive manufacturing  
(AM) during the design of  
a new air intake system for  
its revolutionary Mono R  
model. The Liverpool-
based company turned to 
AM specialists Stratasys to 
produce fully functional 
prototypes in record time. 

Hot topic
Project HELIX, a Welsh government and 
EU-backed scheme to boost Wales’ food 
and drink manufacturing sector, has been 
hailed a success after it provided benefits of 
over £110 million since its launch in 2016.

Andrew Hodgson, strategic 
lead for digitalisation at 
Siemens, has been announced 
as the new vice president 
of the Manufacturing 
Technologies Association 
(MTA). He has been a member 
of the MTA board for several 
years, as well as chairing its 
technical committee. 

The University of 
Wolverhampton has 
been awarded a £370,000 
EU grant to help address 
the industry’s skills gap. The 
funds will be used to provide 
training around advanced 
manufacturing techniques, 
specifically in Additive Layer 
Manufacturing (ALM).

Advanced Manufacturing
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Did you hear...  The best soundbites from around the industry  

Defence Procurement Minister Anne-Marie Trevelyan MP was on hand for the traditional  
steel-cutting ceremony at BAE Systems’ shipyard in Govan on the River Clyde to mark the  
start of production of the second Type 26 Global Combat Ship, HMS Cardiff. The ceremony 
comes two years after steel was cut on the first-in-class HMS Glasgow. Momentum on HMS 
Glasgow continues, with over one half of the ship now in production, and she remains on  
track to enter service in the mid-2020s. “Today’s steel cut ceremony demonstrates the 
significant and positive progress we are making on this hugely complex, sophisticated and 
important programme,” said Steve Timms, MD of BAE Systems Naval Ships. “We are proud  
of the role we play at BAE Systems, alongside many thousands of dedicated people in our  
supply chain, to deliver this critical capability for the UK Royal Navy.”

Pic of the month

“This £300 million investment will help speed up the development of  
greener flights, and new ways of delivering the goods we order online.” 
PM Boris Johnson launches the ‘Future Flight Challenge’, designed to support UK 
businesses in the development of new, cleaner aviation technology (see p30).

“The government must recognise the need to address the business 
environment in the UK, which currently undermines our competitiveness.”
Gareth Stace, director general of UK Steel, warns that the industry is not out of the 
woods yet, despite British Steel finding a buyer in Turkish company, Ataer Holding.

One of the UK’s leading 
autonomous vehicle 
(AV) specialists has seen 
an international surge 
after securing over  
£1.5 million in orders 
from across the world.

Coventry-based 
Aurrigo, which has 
created ten new jobs 
over the past year, has 
experienced soaring 
demand for its 
driverless ‘pods’ after 
the completion of 
major trials in the UK 
and Australia proved 
that its technology can 
deliver safe and efficient 
‘first and last mile’ 
transport solutions. 

Sales have come 
from customers in 
Australia, Canada 
(pictured below), 
Finland, Singapore and 
the US, with the latest 
deal seeing one of its 
four-seater ‘Pod Zeros’ 
heading to China, a 
potential landmark 
moment for the firm.

This growth takes 
Aurrigo’s annual sales 
up to £4.2 million, with 
the company predicting 
a further £6 million of 
contracts between now 
and the end of 2020.

Overseas deals 
boost AV leader

New industry ‘manifesto’ sets bold targets
The National Engineering 
Policy Centre has published a 
manifesto for a prosperous and 
secure economy and society, 
calling on government to work 
with them to invest in solving 
key challenges facing the 
industry in the coming years. 

Backed by the UK’s leading 
engineering organisations, 
the report, titled Engineering 
priorities for our future economy 
and society, highlights critical 
policy recommendations to 
enhance the UK’s status as a 

world-leader in innovation 
and engineering, ahead of the 
forthcoming spending review, 
the UK’s exit from the EU and  
a possible General Election.

This marks the first joint 
publication by the National 
Engineering Policy Centre, 
a new partnership of 39 UK 
engineering organisations, 
led by the Royal Academy of 
Engineering. It aims to apply 
engineers’ problem-solving 
skills to some of the biggest 
challenges facing the UK.

The manifesto includes 
20 action points across 
five key policy areas: 
skills, innovation, digital, 
infrastructure and energy.

“The issues we have 
identified here require long-
term planning and action, 
irrespective of how the UK’s 
relationship with the EU 
changes over the next few 
months,” said Professor 
Dame Ann Dowling, 
president of the Royal 
Academy of Engineering.
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In Depth 67 
One new Mini is 
produced every 
67 seconds

Fast facts: Mini Plant Oxford
1959
The first Mini 
was produced 
in Oxford

80%

ROUND-UP   SEPTEMBER 2019

Of all Minis are 
exported – to 
over 100 countries

The ten millionth Mini has rolled 
off the production line at Plant 
Oxford, 60 years since the first 

model was built. 
To celebrate the landmark, the car –  

aptly, a Mini 60 Years Anniversary 
Edition – was joined by 59 other Minis, 
one from each year of production, for a 
special event at the factory. 

Leading the way was 621 AOK, the 
very first Mini built in 1959. Designed by 
Alec Issigonis, the Mini revolutionised 
the automotive world. It was built 
in Oxford from its launch until 1968, 
when production moved to the historic 
Longbridge factory near Birmingham, 
before returning to its spiritual Plant 
Oxford home in 2000. 

Today, three factories play a key 
role in Mini production: Hams Hall 
near Birmingham produces engines, 
Swindon produces body pressings and 
sub-assemblies, with all the parts coming 
together at the Oxford plant, which 
includes body shell production, paint  
and final assembly. 

Under BMW Group ownership since 
2001, the company has undergone a 
renaissance in recent years: between 
1959 and 2000, a total of 5.3 million 

vehicles were built. Since BMW took 
over, 4.7 million have been built in  
under 18 years. Output at the Oxford 
factory has grown from around 300  
cars per day in 2001 to 1,000 today,  
with the 4,500-strong team producing  
a new Mini every 67 seconds. 

Over £2 billion has been invested  
by BMW into its UK manufacturing  
sites since 2000. At Oxford, this 
includes an extension to the plant’s  
body shop and new facilities in the 
paint shop and final assembly areas. 
November 2019 will see production 
start of the new Mini Electric, which 
was officially launched in July this 
year. Around 80% of all Minis built 
are exported – last year, over 400,000 
vehicles were sold in 110 countries. 

“To see the ten millionth Mini roll  
off the production line here at Oxford 
was a moment of great pride for the 
whole team, a number of whom have 
relatives who were here building the very 
first Minis in 1959,” said Peter Weber, 
managing director of Mini Plant Oxford 
and Swindon. “This is a wonderful 
chapter in the Mini story and proof of 
the passion that our customers have  
for this very special British car.”

Britain’s largest manufacturers admit 
there is a skills gap among their 
managers, according to Lloyds Bank 
Commercial Banking’s Business in 
Britain report, a survey of 200 
manufacturing businesses with a 
turnover of over £50 million.

Amid widespread concerns about the 
UK’s productivity, 88% say they suffer 
from a skills shortage of some kind. 

Almost half (49%) say employees in 
middle or senior management roles who 
are typically charged with improving 
productivity, lack skills. This compares  
to two-fifths (18%) who say there is a 
skills gap among those in entry level or 
shop floor positions. Just one in 10 (9%) 
reported no skills issues at all.

Half (51%) of the firms surveyed say 
that grant funding from government to 
invest in training would help them upskill 
their workers. Such funding would see 
government money allocated to 
businesses specifically to help them 
invest in training. Slightly fewer (48%)  
feel further and higher education 
courses would help, while more than 
two-fifths (45%) call for manufacturing  
to be added into the national curriculum. 

However, when asked about 
investment, manufacturers were more 
likely to prioritise creating new products 
(23%) than funding training (17%).

“Larger manufacturers are being 
brutally honest about the skills shortage 
affecting their sector and are highlighting 
that the problem is most pronounced  
at management levels,” said Steve  
Harris, head of manufacturing for large 
corporates at Lloyds Bank Commercial 
Banking. “Not only do manufacturers rely 
on managers to execute strategies and 
deliver growth, most experts agree good 
management is key to improving 
productivity. With the OECD placing  
the UK behind the US, Japan, France  
and Germany when it comes to 
productivity, it is clear the sector needs 
to invest in upskilling the next generation 
of managers now.”

Lloyds research finds 
industry ‘lacks leaders’

Celebrations at Plant Oxford  
as ten millionth Mini produced
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T he problem we have is fi nding the 
time to focus on our biggest 
priorities and the things that can 

really drive our business forward. We seem 
to spend most of our days responding to 
the crisis of the moment, always dealing 
with the same problems: missing stock, 
quality issues, machine breakdown, 
absenteeism – the list goes on. Several 
years ago we recognised that we needed to 
focus on our people and that if we were to 
be successful over the long-term we needed 
to develop and invest in this capability. We 
also continue to invest signifi cantly in the 

CI Dilemma

Without any advice you have made the fi rst 
step and identifi ed that there is a problem. 
Anyone who has experienced these 
interactions will recognise the intense 
focus on today’s performance with little 
regard for what happens tomorrow, next 
week, next month, never mind any 
longer-term strategic plan. “Just get it done 
now, we’ll worry about tomorrow later.”

Inevitably, fi res will happen, and you do 
need people to put them out. The problem 
is these people become the ‘heroes’, the 
ones who keep the organisation going. 
Yet these heroes are the ones that ignore 
standards, fl y by the seat of their pants, 
make quick, gut-based decisions, and 
hence make mistakes and ultimately make 
the system worse. 

In our experience when the fi re-
fi ghting culture has become so ingrained 
in an organisation, only a radical swing in 
behaviour will produce a lasting change. 
Because the changes required are 
behavioural you must have a realistic 
expectation about the time it will take. 
Importantly, as management helped foster 
these behaviours, they must also take 
responsibility for changing it: 
● Do not let fi re-fi ghting become a career. 
What kind of behaviour gets promoted or 
rewarded in your organisation? It is easy 
to prize fi refi ghting, because it is very 
visible, whereas prevention is much harder 

to see. Promoting and rewarding 
fi refi ghters sends out a strong message to 
employees as to the behaviours that 
are valued by the organisation. 
● Establish clear goals and 
objectives. Remove any 
confusion about what is 
important and what is not by 
having a clearly defi ned set of 
objectives. Be realistic about 
your planned objectives by not 
having too many. The outcome of 
unrealistic plans that try to achieve 
everything, result in achieving nothing, 
as each initiative falls behind. We then 
become confused as to what is vital and 
inevitably start trying to recover progress, 
only to see our diverted attention result 
in a domino eff ect, as more and more 
initiatives begin to falter. 
● Solve problems permanently. This is 
better than having to deal with them 
repeatedly and most fi res are preventable. 
As the source of many problems occur 
outside of an operator or supervisor’s area 
then managers with greater infl uence 
must support the solution. So rather than 
the supervisor treating the symptom they 
can address the root cause. Otherwise the 
action of treating the symptom (to correct 
a failure elsewhere in the system) is just 
‘rework’. But without addressing the root 
cause this gradually becomes ‘standard-

work’. As a result, the failure remains 
‘hidden’ and process complexity increases 

along with the cost of doing business.
● Appoint process owners. 

Allocate supervisors ownership 
of core processes with the 
responsibility of improving 
the process, linked to the 
focus on longer term 

performance and solving 
problems permanently. It is 

imperative they are given the time 
and space to work as individuals and as 

part of cross-functional collaborative 
teams. This is a big commitment, but 
eight hours solving problems at root 
cause is better than eight hours of 
fi re-fi ghting. This will build momentum, 
fi res will become less frequent and 
effi  ciency will improve, freeing up time to 
focus on more challenging opportunities 
and longer-term objectives.

When this is all done correctly you will 
start to see a change in behaviours and 
eventually a cultural shift. There will be 
fewer surprises, the organisational 
capability in which you have invested time 
and money developing will start to 
emerge, the team will be more proactive 
and you will see long term planning begin 
to work. There will be fewer fi res and 
focus will shift to where it should be: on 
sustainable, long-term growth.

Fighting fi res
A company deals with the every-day, smaller problems over and over again, which it 
fi nds makes long-term goals and subsequent growth almost impossible

CI DILEMMA   SEPTEMBER 2019

HAVE YOUR SAY: Do you agree with our expert? Have you found another way to keep smaller problems at bay?
Send us your views and you could appear here next month. Email: chris.beck@markallengroup.com

development of our all people through 
training, education and developmental 
opportunities. When I step back and 
look at how this ‘investment’ is being 
applied I mainly see expert expediters 
and fi re-fi ghters, not the leadership and 
technical capability we created. Although 
our KPIs are the most important refl ection 
of performance I do feel we now measure 
success based upon how many surprises 
have we have dealt with. 

I wondered what advice or steps we 
could take to tackle this problem as all 
we do is fi ght fi res? 

CI Solution Adam Buckley, leadership & enterprise excellence coach, TMI

he problem we have is fi nding the 
time to focus on our biggest 
priorities and the things that can 

really drive our business forward. We seem 
to spend most of our days responding to 
the crisis of the moment, always dealing 
with the same problems: missing stock, 
quality issues, machine breakdown, 
absenteeism – the list goes on. Several 
years ago we recognised that we needed to 
focus on our people and that if we were to 
be successful over the long-term we needed 
to develop and invest in this capability. We 
also continue to invest signifi cantly in the 

Fighting fi res
A company deals with the every-day, smaller problems over and over again, which it 
fi nds makes long-term goals and subsequent growth almost impossible

development of our all people through 
training, education and developmental 
opportunities. When I step back and 
look at how this ‘investment’ is being 
applied I mainly see expert expediters 
and fi re-fi ghters, not the leadership and 
technical capability we created. Although 
our KPIs are the most important refl ection 
of performance I do feel we now measure 
success based upon how many surprises 
have we have dealt with. 

I wondered what advice or steps we 
could take to tackle this problem as all 
we do is fi ght fi res? 
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BY JIM LOCKHART, PARTNER, ARMSTRONG WATSON LLP 

With the world of 
manufacturing changing 
rapidly due to fast-improving 
technologies and production 

techniques, increases in automation and 
significant innovation in the sector, there 
is a wealth of opportunity to embrace 
the advances of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution. The need to innovate and invest 
to remain competitive in the UK and on an 
international stage is high on the agenda and 
the UK tax system has some generous reliefs 
to support this. 

Capital allowances have been around 
for a long time. They are the deduction 
that a business receives against its taxable 
profits that relate to investment in plant and 
machinery for use in the business. These are 
very important allowances to make full use 
of as the investment required in plant and 
machinery can be significant, and if planned 
properly can have a positive cash-flow 
advantage for the business.

The capital allowances regime has seen 
a variety of changes in both the rates that 
can be allowed up-front through the Annual 
Investment Allowance (AIA), and the rates at 
which the remainder of any spend is received 
as a tax deduction, known as the ‘writing 
down allowance’ (WDA).

The AIA enables a 100% tax deduction to 
be obtained on relevant expenditure made 

during a year. In the 2018 Autumn Budget 
the limit for this was raised from £200,000 
to £1 million for two years from 1 January 
2019. This means that if expenditure falls 
within the right period, up to £1 million can 
be claimed as an allowance against taxable 
profits, which at current rates can amount to 
a reduction in tax of £190,000.

WDAs are available over a much longer 
term, with an allowance given each year on 
capital expenditure at a rate of either 18% or 
6% depending on whether the expenditure is 
classed as ‘Plant and Machinery’ or ‘Integral 
Features’. Each year the balance to which the 
percentage is applied is based upon the cost 
less any previous allowances given, known 
as the ‘Reducing Balance’ basis. The details 
behind this are too technical to cover in 
this article, but suffice to say that WDAs are 
available to businesses over a much longer 
timeframe than AIAs, hence maximising AIA 
is most often preferable.

As each manufacturing business will have 

differing goals and objectives, one answer  
will not suit every company.

There are considerations around the 
underlying business such as how much profit 
is available to set the losses off against, how 
the assets will be paid for and how that 
finance is structured, as this may also affect 
whether capital allowances are available or 
not. Each of these aspects will have an impact 
on the business decision as to how and when 
to buy the new equipment.

Fundamentally, the investment in new 
plant and machinery should be a well 
informed business decision that management 
must ensure that it aligns with their 
overall strategy. The availability of capital 
allowances, be that AIA or WDA, is a key part 
of that decision-making process, but by no 
means the sole driver.

The UK tax system is constantly evolving 
and there are currently generous incentives 
and reliefs available which are very relevant 
to manufacturing and engineering companies. 
The current AIA limits are set to encourage 
SMEs to invest in new plant and equipment 
at a time when technology is changing at a 
rapid pace. The Fourth Industrial Revolution 
and increases in automation are presenting 
manufacturers with the opportunity to 
invest in newer, more efficient equipment to 
improve production, and the tax system is 
providing incentives to do so.

There are further reliefs available 
to incentivise companies to invest in 
innovation, which is key to growing our 
economy. Research & development reliefs 
are significant and are available to companies 
who develop and improve production 
techniques, which almost all manufacturing 
companies have to, and that coupled with 
clever use of capital allowances can provide 
cash resources to grow.

Managers have the opportunity to utilise 
the tax reliefs and allowances available to 
them to help support investment decisions 
in new plant and equipment – and ultimately 
encourage company growth – in this fast-
changing environment. 

Has your company taken advantage of the changes to the capital allowance rates?  
We want to hear from you. Email: chris.beck@markallengroup.com

A capital idea
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Managers have the 
opportunity to utilise the tax 
reliefs available to them...”

Manufacturers looking to grow are able to take better advantage  
of capital allowances following a change in regulations
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Employment law SOS
This month, our legal expert explores the law around lying  
about previous convictions on a CV, cramped working 
conditions on the shopfloor and a culture of corporate nepotism

We’re currently 
interviewing for a 

new operations director, 
and have whittled the 
applications down to three 
final candidates. All are very 
competent, but there is one 
who stands out over the rest. 
However, having done some 
background checks, we have 
noticed he spent five years 
in prison about 25 years ago. 
This has not been mentioned 
on his application, where we 
asked applicants to detail 
any previous convictions, 
or in the interview. We are 
confident that he has served 
his time – his subsequent  
professional achievements 
speak for themselves. What 
we’re concerned about is that 
he has neglected to mention 
the jail time, and worry that 
this could demonstrate a 
tendency to lie. Is ‘being 
economical with the truth’ 
a valid reason to reject 
someone for a job? 

Subject to certain exceptions, 
a person who has been 
convicted of a criminal offence 
but who does not re-offend 
during a specified period 
from the date of conviction 
(known as the rehabilitation 
period) is considered to 
be rehabilitated and their 
conviction becomes ‘spent’. 
Employers are prohibited 
from using knowledge of a 
spent conviction as grounds 
for excluding a person from 
employment, unless a particular 
exemption applies. 

However, any custodial 
sentence that lasts over four 
years can never be spent. 
Therefore, in this particular 
case, there is no prohibition 
against using the conviction 

as grounds to not offer 
employment, if you consider it 
important to deciding upon the 
applicant’s suitability. 

When it comes to requiring 
information to be disclosed, 
you should be careful when 
processing data relating to 
criminal records, as this is 
“special category” personal 
data. You should only process 
such data if you have a lawful 
basis for doing so, which 
usually means that requesting 
information regarding an 
applicant’s criminal record 
should only be done if it is 
directly relevant to their 
job. Even in cases where it is 
directly relevant, you should 

allegations of discrimination 
or whistleblowing as refusing 
employment on that basis could 
constitute a detriment giving 
rise to a victimisation claim. 
This seems unlikely here. 

A recent acquisition has 
necessitated a move-

around of our shopfloor 
and back offices. Whereas 
previously our staff had 
plenty of space to move 
around in, they are now 
much more hemmed in, 
within touching distance 
of the adjacent cells. Many 
are struggling with the new 
confined conditions, arguing 
that there is a minimum 
distance people have to be 
apart at work. Is this correct? 
For what it’s worth, the 
smallest gap between two 
cells is now 85cm; previously, 
it was over two metres. Are 
we breaking any laws around 
work space? 
 
It is important to ensure that 
employees are given adequate 
space at work as, failure to 
do so may be a breach of 
Regulation 10 of the Workplace, 
(Health Safety and Welfare) 
Regulations 1992.

These health and safety 
regulations include various 
requirements for workstations 
and seating. The workstation 
should be arranged so that 
it is suitable for both the 
person at work and the work 
to be undertaken. There is no 
minimum space required, but 
there must be enough space  
for the person to have adequate 
freedom of movement and  
to leave swiftly in the event 
of an emergency.  

When looking at how 
many people can be placed in 

only seek the information you 
strictly need. 

From a moral standpoint, it 
can be argued that the bedrock 
of the employer/employee 
relationship is the mutual 
duty of trust and confidence, 
in particular with company 
directors. Dishonesty on an 
application is clearly a difficult 
way to start this relationship.  

If no offer of employment 
has yet been made to the 
applicant, this makes it easier 
to reject the applicant without 
fear of any breach of contract. 
However, you should consider 
whether the reason for the 
dishonesty is in any way related 
to issues such as previous 



We want to hear your employment  
law issues. Send us your dilemmas to  
feature here next month.

Email: chris.beck@markallengroup.com

CALLING ALL 
READERS

a room, the regulations also 
require a minimum space of 
11m3 per person. However, 
this is a minimum and may 
be insufficient if, for example, 
much of the room is taken up 
by furniture etc. Every room 
where people work should have 
sufficient floor area, height and 
unoccupied space for purposes 
of health, safety and welfare. 
The number of people who may 
work in any particular room at 
any one time will depend not 
only on the size of the room, but 
also on the space taken up by 
furniture, fittings, equipment, 
and on the layout of the room.

You should also ensure 
that the arrangement of the 
workstations is suitable for any 
disabled employees and, if not 
you need to consider whether 
there are any reasonable 
adjustments which you could 
make. This may include 
increasing space between 
workstations. Failure to do so 
could give rise to a claim of 
disability discrimination.

I’m concerned that a culture 
of nepotism has taken 

hold in the company I work 
for. Several of my colleagues 
have been overlooked for 
promotion on a number of 
occasions in favour of less-
experienced staff, who just 
happen to be relatives of 
board members. On a human 
level, this seems unfair, but 
is it illegal? I’m concerned 
to formally raise it without 
some knowledge of the laws 
surrounding nepotism.   

 
The short answer to this is that, 
while nepotism might be widely 
considered immoral, it is not 
directly illegal under existing 
employment law.

If the decision to promote 
the individuals in this case 
was taken by directors of the 
company, they will have specific 
duties that nepotism might fall 
foul of. Under company law, 
a director is obligated to take 
decisions that are to promote 
the success of the company; in 
doing so they should also have 
regard to the interests of the 
company’s employees. It could 
be argued that a culture of 
nepotism of those less qualified 
is not in the best interest of the 
stakeholders of the company.

If the culture of nepotism is 
considerably bad in your factory 
and there is, or was promised, a 
clear route for progression and 
promotion, then if an employee 
resigned there may be a claim 
for constructive dismissal. 

Showing favouritism to 
relatives within the company,  
at the expense of the promotion 
and success of other employees, 
may arguably be a breach of 
the implied duty of mutual 
trust and confidence that 
the employer has with its 
employees. The implied term 
obliges employers to treat 
employees ‘even-handedly’. 
This doesn’t necessarily mean 
treating them identically, but 
if the employer treats one 
employee differently from the 
rest, the reasons for doing so 
must not be arbitrary. 

Choosing a family member, 
particularly when they have 
no experience or skills for the 
role, will erode the trust and 
may be used as reasoning for 
a constructive dismissal. Any 
grievance will need a significant 
amount of of evidence, such as 
reasons to why the individual 
in question is not suited to the 
role and the unfair reason why 
someone was not promoted. 

Know your law...
Regulation 10 of the 
Workplace, (Health 
Safety and Welfare) 

Regulations 1992 outlines how 
much space a worker is entitled to.  
It does not apply to rooms being 
used for lectures, meetings and 
similar purposes.
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BY CHRIS BECK  

Balancing aging assets in a 50-year-old site with 
increasing customer demand and a volatile market 
required the team at British Salt’s Cheshire factory  
take some bold steps to modernise

SALT OF  
THE EARTH
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A 
model of a Jaguar E-Type sits on 
the desk of Stephen Crabb, head of 
operations at British Salt’s factory in 
Middlewich, Cheshire. Given to him 
on the day he started, it came with a 
promise that he would soon work out 

the significance of why it came into his custody. 
It didn’t take him long: “On the surface, the car 
looks fantastic and it can still top 100mph without 
breaking a sweat,” he explains. “Underneath, 
though, it’s rusted and will need constant 
maintenance to keep it running. The plant is 
much the same – our products are world-class, 
but our assets need replacing. Basically, working 
here is like driving an E-Type Jaguar every day!” 

Crabb (pictured, below right) has been at 
the wheel at Middlewich since December 2016, 
the latest in a line of industrialists tasked with 
optimising the production of a commodity most 
of us take for granted – salt. 

Salt has been extracted from underneath 
the Cheshire countryside, in one form or 
another, since at least Roman times. The current 
factory, however, which this year celebrates 
50 years of operation, has taken production to 
an unprecedented level: last year, it made over 
400,000 tonnes of salt – over 1,000 tonnes per day. 

The trouble is, like most commodities, salt 
manufacture is extremely volatile. “The market 
doesn’t appreciate the amount of effort that is 
needed to produce that quantity of salt, instead 
preferring to push the prices down,” says Crabb. 
“This means we need to find ways to mitigate 
against that, starting with the manufacturing 
process. If we can make that cheaper, or find a 
niche product, then we have a way forward.”

This has led to a two-pronged improvement 
strategy at the site, spearheaded by British 
Salt’s Indian owners, Tata Chemicals. 
“The investment has come in two 
forms,” continues Crabb. 

“Sustenance, which provides 
reliability and sustainability; 
and continuous improvement: 
finding ways to differentiate 
what we do. We have an 
ambitious growth strategy, but 
we have to ensure we’re able 
to meet it. That’ll be hard with 
the current assets, so some 
investment has been vital.”  

Investing for the future
Understandably as a 50-year-
old site, Middlewich is showing 
its age – not least because, 
unlike most other factories, 
this one is being eaten away 
by the very product it makes. 
The walkways around the 
massive tanks that separate 
the brine solution (see box 
on p19 to learn more about 
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The network of 
tanks and pipes 
(above) mark 
the first stage in 
the purification 
process

the salt production process) are a patchwork of 
different materials, from stainless steel to wood 
via everything in between, all of which have their 
own problems when it comes to durability, ease of 
maintenance and tendency to rust. 

In order to negate the effects of salt damage, 
the plant needs regular renovation. Tata recently 
invested more than £7 million in a new boiler 
system and an automated packaging line. As 50th 
birthday presents go, they’re better than a pair of 
socks and a gift voucher. “They’re our showpiece 
projects,” says Crabb. “They have one eye on the 
future – a company doesn’t make investments 
like that if they don’t think they’ll be around in a 
couple of years. We recognised early on that the 
investment strategy had to be robust and focused 
on the long-term.”

When fully operational in the autumn, the 
boilers, in particular, will help boost efficiency  
at the plant. With a combined capacity of 72MW, 
they are set to bring the plant’s CO2 and NOx 
emissions down to “a level that is better than  
the legal minimum”, says Crabb. “They’re the  
best available.” 

“It’s only salt”
This investment, however, would be wasted 
without also getting the workforce on board 
with the changes. The salt made at Middlewich 

is amongst the purest in the 
world – a message that can 
easily be lost on the staff, 
explains Crabb. “The guys on 
the shopfloor work long shifts 
and can become detached from 
what they’re making. Part of 
my job is to remind them of the 
huge number of applications 
(as many as 14,000, ranging 
from aluminium smelting 
to pharmaceuticals) for the 
salt they’re making. Ours is a 
very industrial environment 
that can seem a million miles 
from the high-end, controlled 
environments that our products 
are going into. Telling people 
about this goes a long way.”

There’s more than just a 
good news story to tell, as 
well. The benefits of engaging 
staff with the salt led to higher 
levels of safety – vital in a 
highly standardised industry. 
“A lot of what we make is 
very standard-driven, and 
these standards differ across 
industries, of course,” continues 
Crabb. “We’ve invested a lot 
in quality control, and have 
regular checkpoints through the 
factory; we can’t let anything 
contaminate the salt. A lot of 
this comes down to engagement 
and getting people away from 
thinking that ‘it’s only salt’. This 
is a commodity product and we 
have to make it all day, every 
day, to the highest standards. 
The best way to do this is to 
drive out complacency and keep 
the energy levels high.”

This sense of apathy can be 
a real problem – one that isn’t 
helped by public perception of 
salt itself. “Salt gets a lot of bad 
press,” says Crabb. “Everyone 

says that salt is very bad in food. 
In reality, it’s very good in food: 
if you don’t have salt in your 
body you won’t last very long 
at all. Our staff hear things like 
that as well, whether on the 
news or from their kids being 
taught about it at school. Part 
of our role is to educate them 
that salt isn’t all bad and that, 
actually, there is a huge number 
of applications over and above 
food use.”

Extra engagement comes in 
the shape of telling staff where 
specific shipments are going. For 
a site producing 1,000 tonnes of 
product and coordinating over 
200 vehicle movements per 
day, it’s easy for shipments to 
merge into one and employees 
to become disconnected. Crabb 
and the senior team have come 
up with a simple solution to this. 
“One thing we have been trying 
to do in recent years is move 
away from the ERP method 
of just having order numbers 
and specs and actually telling 
staff what they’re working on, 
giving a voice to the customer,” 
he explains. “Instead of just 
saying ‘Batch 1234 is going into 
Tanker ABCD for shipment’, 
we’ll say exactly where the order 
is going and what it’s going 
to be used for. In commodity 
manufacturing, we’re often just 
making batch after batch of 
similar stuff. We want people 
to know what happens once it 
leaves here.” 

A skills glass ceiling
Like many manufacturers, 
British Salt is suffering from a 
significant skills gap. A band of 
loyal, long-serving staff rules 
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From brine to bag: the salt production process
STEP ONE: Extraction
Located about three miles from the Middlewich facility, the Warmingham 
Brinefields contain extensive salt reserves. At a depth of 180m to 500m below 

the surface, salt deposited over 300 million years ago – when Cheshire was in the tropics – 
sits between layers of rock. 

The salt is extracted using sustainable solution mining techniques, whereby the salt is 
converted to brine, which is then pumped across town to the main salt plant. This is a long 
process, explains Crabb: “If we drill a new borehole today, we’d be two or three years from it 
being in a position to produce salt we could use.”

Over time, the extraction of salt forms large cavities that can be up to 100m wide. Many 
of British Salt’s old production cavities are in use for storing natural gas, providing the UK 
with gas storage used to help balance gas supplies. As much as 95% of all water used at the 
Middlewich site is recycled and sent back to collect more salt. 

STEP TWO: Purification
Once the brine is pumped to the main plant it goes through a multiple-stage 
purification process, removing the impurities that are naturally present in the  

salt deposits. The brine is purified through a series of settlement tanks and reaction vessels.
Three stages of purification remove magnesium, sulphate and calcium carbonate 

impurities. The quality of brine is constantly monitored via an advanced analysis and 
monitoring system, to produce the highest purity final salt and ensure efficient operations. 
Extracted impurities are returned to the brine field in a mature cavity. The purified brine is 
then either used in the next stage of production, the evaporation process, or is available  
for purchase for use as a finished product. 

STEP THREE: Evaporation
The purified brine undergoes a final filtration before being passed into the  
first of six evaporation vessels. The brine is boiled under vacuum, a process 

which is highly energy efficient. The heat used in this evaporation process is generated 
from the on-site combined heat and power (CHP) plant, and the steam is ultimately  
re-used in the process, ensuring nothing is wasted. The salt crystals, which form as the 
brine is evaporated, are separated from the brine in clarifying vessels and then, finally, 
using centrifuge technology. 

The salt produced at this stage is Undried Vacuum (UV) salt, which is used as a product  
in its own right or which can be dried further to form Pure Dried Vacuum (PDV) salt. 

STEP FOUR: Drying, Grading & Storage
The UV salt is then mixed with hot air inside fluidised dryers. The smallest salt 
crystals are extracted from the air in the dryers and transferred to the compaction 

plant. The remaining dried salt is then graded through a series of screens, which separates  
the salt crystals based on their particle size to form Fine 50, Fine 60 and Tanker Fine and 
Tanker Coarse products. Any remaining salt crystals are packaged as standard PDV salt. 

STEP FIVE: Compacted Products
The smallest salt crystals and salt dust are transferred to a compaction plant.  
This material is compacted into a water softening range known as Aquasol 

and Granulite. Block salt is produced through the compaction of salt and is available as a 
popular water softening product. 

STEP SIX: Packaging
Once the product is ready for market, it’s then packaged on-site. British Salt’s 
plant has two high speed packing lines. This line can package up to 1500 sealed 

bags of product per hour, compared to just 400 on the previous ones.

the roost, with the company struggling to attract 
anyone new. “The old guard are great, and we 
really appreciate their loyalty, but it can create 
something of a glass ceiling for people coming 
through the ranks below,” says Crabb. “On top of 
that, our retention levels have always been good, 
but we’ve long struggled to attract anyone new.”

To combat this, British Salt has engaged 
in what Crabb calls a “covert and overt talent 
development programme”. Despite appearances, 
Middlewich is a relatively advanced site, especially 
with the new boiler and packing line. This means 
the skills Crabb and the team need to attract 
will be vastly different to those needed even 15 
years ago. “We’ve restarted our apprenticeship 
programme, focusing on electrical engineers 
in particular as the factory of the future will be 
based on control systems,” Crabb explains. “Our 
new boiler plant will have a continuous emissions 
monitoring system on it, for instance. Fine-tuning 
that will need a certain IT skill base.”

Attracting new blood is a significant challenge 
for the site. Why would someone taking their 
first steps into manufacturing want to work at a 
50-year-old factory using equipment that Crabb 
admits “was state-of-the-art in 1969 but hasn’t 
been upgraded since”? The hook is to be part of 
transforming the site, says Crabb. “Even the new 
packing line will be obsolete in five years, so we 
need skills that are able to adapt. We are a legacy 
site with legacy assets but with lots of heritage 
and brand power and the opportunity to bring  
the factory into the 21st century.”

This blend of history and technology, it 
is hoped, will see British Salt attract a new 
generation of workers into the industry. And 
once they’ve joined, the brightest and best can 
pick a path to further development, whether in 
leadership or more technical skills. On top of 
this, the company organises regular ‘job swaps’, 
where new staff spend time working in other 
departments. “We recently sent one of our 
mechanical fitters to work in the brine fields,” 
says Crabb. “There was a bit of scepticism about 
it, but he’s loving it. We also send operators  
and technicians out to the factories where 
our newest equipment is being made. A team 
has recently got back from Italy, for example. 
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Working in a salt factory can be a dirty, disengaging role.  
Crabb and the team have combatted this with a number of  
simple engagement techniques: 

1 Link people and product: Tell your staff where the products they 
are making are going. Don’t just refer to batch numbers, but tell 

the stories of customers and how they are benefitting from the work 
the shopfloor is doing. 

2 Drive out complacency: As staff begin to understand the stories 
behind the products they are making, they will also realise the 

importance of getting things right. Forming that link to the customer 
will help improve quality.

3 Field trips: British Salt has seen huge success from sending  
front-line operators on visits to see the new equipment being 

made, as well as giving staff the chance to experience other parts  
of the factory.  

4 Engage with technology: Don’t just invest in new equipment 
without informing your staff about what you’re doing – and why. 

Explain how you’re investing in their futures as much as in the future 
of the company. 

5 Analyse the data: Streamline your processes by using data to 
identify and remove potential bottlenecks. Doing so will boost 

morale and improve working conditions.

Middlewich’s engagement secrets

200+
vehicle movements 
take place at the 
factory every day

This gives them the chance to form their own 
relationships and engage directly with suppliers. 
Then, the new equipment feels like their ‘thing’. 
When they come back to the plant, we expect 
them to tell everyone about what they’ve learnt 
and how the factory stands to benefit.” 

An end to back pressure bingo
Crabb now has an engaged team and the best 
equipment available, so everything should 
be looking rosy, right? Not quite, he says. In 
Crabb’s words, revamping the aging assets is like 
“performing open-heart surgery on a 50-year-old 
as they run a marathon.”

So, then, why not just knock it down and start 
again from the ground up? The trouble comes 
from salt’s usefulness. “We can’t have a single day 
off-line,” says Crabb. “It’s a fun problem to have, 
as it encourages some creative thinking.”

One such example of creative thinking comes 
when moving product off-site. The factory was 
built when the railways were king – hundreds of 
thousands of tonnes of salt were sent across the 
UK via a regular rail service, that would call at 
the plant every three days. Today, nothing is sent 
by train. The lorry bay, which is now the hive of 
all comings and goings, is tucked away at the rear 
of the site, making it counterproductive, unless 
something drastic changed. “We couldn’t change 

the layout of the factory, because of the need to 
avoid downtime, so we had to look at the way 
we operated,” explains Crabb. “We spent so long 
trying to please the customer it meant we were 
being inefficient in our order processing – we 
have to bag X today, Y tomorrow and X again the 
day after. This is called back pressure. The plant 
was built to run at a steady state, which isn’t 
customer friendly: customers want their order as 
soon as possible, not when it best fits with our 
production schedule. You have to be customer-
savvy, but not to the detriment of efficiency. 

“This meant we had to stop playing ‘back 
pressure bingo’. We went away and worked 
out the most optimal way of running the plant, 
shifting it up and down with demand. It’s easy 
to say, but the mentality shift it needed was 
significant. The whole end-to-end process 
needed looking at: we had to get the raw material 
flow from the fields spot on – if you’re going to 
peg production around that, it takes two years to 
plan a brine field, so knowing it’s able to flex up 
and down with demand is crucial. We also need 
to know our finished goods inventory. We don’t 
want loads of excess stock sitting around on 
pallets tying up a load of cash. 

“There’s a fine balancing act between the  
long lead-time of the raw material and the just-
in-time approach to getting the goods out of the 
door. Ironically, we always used to play too safe. 
We’d have more inventory and fluctuate the rate 
of production, which meant we didn’t get the 
best of either world. 

“The secret was to analyse the data, hold our 
nerve and build up stock to a sensible level, all 
the while fine-tuning the rate of production. That 
paradigm shift of looking at the details was tricky, 
but it means we can now confidently say ‘this is 
what we’re making today, guys, and this is what 
we’ll be making for the next six weeks’.”

With a balanced production flow, an engaged 
and young workforce and further investment 
in new assets, the future of salt production in 
Middlewich looks set fair for the long-term.  

A £7 million investment in new 
technology, including an automated 
packing line (top) has helped bring 
Middlewich into the 21st century
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BY CHRIS BECK 

Manufacturing Management sat down with Pete Malpas, 
managing director of RS Components Northern Europe, to 
discuss outsourced maintenance, region-specific demands  
and why the company is now more than just a catalogue

W
hen injury curtailed Pete 
Malpas’ dream of becoming 
a professional sportsman, 
he fell back to his first love – 
engineering. A design engineer by 
background, Malpas has worked 

on everything from underwater weapons systems 
to packaging machinery. Discovering a passion 
for automation led him to 14 years at Festo, seven 
years at IMO Precision Controls and eight years 
at Brammer, before joining RS Components as 
managing director in November last year. Part of 
his remit is to reposition the company as a leader 
in the MRO distribution market.
 
Manufacturing Management: How are you 
looking to reposition RS Components?
Pete Malpas: Like everyone, I had a perception 
of RS before I joined the company. Wherever 
I’ve worked, we had the RS Catalogue – in fact, 
when I first started selling, I tried hard to get 
our products into the catalogue. It’s only once 
you get a look behind the curtain that you really 
get to see the organisation and its potential. RS 
has a fantastic reach in terms of the number 
of customers it serves. The business has gone 

through different iterations, 
from a global to a regional level, 
which in itself means it had 
become a little inward-focused 
and didn’t service the customer 
as well as it could have done. 

The senior management 
team decided to change that 
and put the customer back at 
the centre of everything. The 
company has moved away from 
a global structure and towards a 
more personal, localised focus. 
You have to understand your 
market: a UK customer will 
likely want different things to 
one in the Far East, for example. 

It’s important to centralise 
everything around one key 
theme. The ‘bread and butter’  
of distribution – buying, 
stocking and selling – was in 
place; doing the extra bits that 
customers today are asking 
for was the real challenge. 
How do we bring value to the 
customer? How do we move 
away from being a box-shifting 
distributor to a company that 
understands its customers and 
the markets? That’s the journey 
we’re on at the moment – trying 
to implement all that into an 
81-year-old business with a lot 
of legacy and brand awareness 
is going to take time. 

MM: How do you decide 
what a customer in the UK 
would want compared to 
one in the Far East?
PM: It depends on the 
customer’s maturity; in the UK 
we have a very mature market 
with a lot of well-established, 
long-standing customers. In 
other markets, we are not as 
mature. Countries like South 
Africa, for instance, are further 
back on the curve. For that 
reason, there are things we 
can offer to our UK customers 
that we can’t yet for overseas 
ones. We talk to our customers 
a lot to understand their 
challenges and needs. We are 
the knowledge partner for CIPS 
and provide them with insight 
around, in particular, MRO. 
It’s important to engage with 
our customers’ problems and 
find solutions for them. There 
tend to be three key challenges: 
simplifying the finding and 
buying of ‘stuff’; simplifying 
inventory controls; and improve 
plant efficiency. 

MM: What are the key 
trends in Europe and the 
UK that RS is focused on?
PM: E-procurement is really 
coming to the fore. About six 
years ago, RS decided to stop 
producing the catalogue and 
encourage people to go online. 
At the time, that was almost 
unheard of. Now, though, it 
looks like a smart move. We’re 
seeing more people doing more 
activity online. That’s changed 
the whole digital nature of the 
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business – we have to be much more digitally 
focused in everything we do. If you look at the 
traditional purchasing journey, by the time we’re 
engaging with the customer, they’re a lot further 
through that journey than they historically 
would have been, because they now have a lot 
more information readily available to them. 
Not only has their insight gone up, but so has 
their expectation, especially around service and 
delivery. People are now used to going online, 
finding an item and having it delivered the next, 
or even the same, day. They’re now bringing 
those expectations into the workplace. People 
today have less time, so information needs to 
be snappy and relevant. That’s why when we’re 
exploring the value-add solutions and moving 
away from just being a catalogue full of bits that 
can be bought easily elsewhere. Next-day delivery 
has moved from being something that would 
set you apart to something that is expected by 
everyone. People now want instant access to 
stock and even same-day delivery.  

MM: Have you seen any impact from 
Industry 4.0?
PM:  Everybody now understands the potential 
of Industry 4.0. What may be lacking is the 
clarity around how to maximise that potential. 
It’s great if you’re building a new, purpose-built 
factory from scratch, but that doesn’t happen very 
often. Most manufacturers have legacy plants, 
with legacy equipment, which isn’t enabled as a 
smart factory. While the lower cost of sensors 
means retrofitting is a viable option, it’s still a 
long journey for many. If you rewind and look 
at ‘old-school’ RS, it was very much a reliable 
distress supplier – if a piece of equipment failed, 
the owner could ring up RS and get a new part 
quickly. As products become more intelligent and 
the insight we get from the plant and machinery 
grows, we can go from a reactive maintenance 
strategy to a more predictive one. The benefits of 
that for the end user are obvious: reduced costs, 
no fire-fighting and less downtime. That’s our 
vision for Industry 4.0.

As the Fourth Industrial Revolution takes hold,  
RS Components is seeing products – and 
customer demand – become more sophisticated
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MM: Each company is at a different stage 
of the Industry 4.0 ‘journey’. How do you 
tailor your offering to suit that?
PM: If you look at the pyramid of our UK 
customers, we have a very broad customer base. 
There’s a plethora of customers that spend a 
relatively small amount of money with us. What 
they want is a fantastic, mainly digital-based 
experience where they can find the product they 
want and get out quickly. As you go up through 
the pyramid, towards the massive corporate 
customers we serve, they are looking for more 
value. They are looking to consolidate their 
purchases with fewer suppliers. Those customers 
are then able to be more demanding, asking 
the supplier ‘what else can you give us?’ That’s 
where we see things like purchasing & inventory 
solutions, e-commerce and vending coming to 
the fore. When you get to the very top, certain 
customers are essentially looking to outsource 
their MRO, for example, to a third party. 
 
MM: Could outsourcing of MRO and  
other shopfloor operations become  
more popular in the future?
PM: To go to a fully outsourced model needs a 
certain scale to make it viable. When you drop 
down a level, if you haven’t got the volumes to 
outsource, there are other methods available, such 

as vending solutions. We break 
our product offerings down 
into three categories: runners, 
repeaters and strangers. 
● Runners are the types of item 
that move really frequently. 
They tend to be low-cost items 
like nuts, bolts and washers 
that need a vendor-managed 
inventory (VMI), open-bin type 
of solution. 
● Repeaters are higher-value 
items. These may be more 
suitable for vending. 
● Strangers are parts that 
would be considered ‘insurance 
spares’. They’re for critical bits 
of machinery, and may never 
be used, but if the machine fails 
it will cause a business-critical 
problem. That’s where you need 
a local engineering store, and the 
potential to be fully outsourced. 

Procurement outsourcing 
can be applied throughout the 
pyramid; inventory outsourcing 
is a bit more complex. If 
you’re an SME, and put a VMI 
solution with a mobile engineer 
who comes in once a week to 
replenish the runners, and a 
vending solution to replenish 
the repeaters, that might suffice. 
If it’s a big site, the scale might 
warrant full outsourcing.  

MM:  How are RS looking  
to combat the skills gap?
PM: Over and above supplying 
‘stuff’ to customers, we have a 
role to play in promoting the 
industry, which we take very 
seriously. The more we can do to 
encourage engineers, inventors, 
technicians and entrepreneurs, 
the better. To help with this, 
we’re trying to encourage as 

many of our colleagues as 
possible to become STEM 
ambassadors; we currently have 
about 150 of them, who have 
signed up in under two years. 
The ambassadors commit to 
spending time in schools giving 
something back to the industry. 
We have a syllabus that is free 
for teachers to download and is 
designed to make engineering 
and manufacturing seem like 
a cool industry to be involved 
in. The types of jobs available 
in the industry are changing, 
and it’s a fascinating time to be 
part of it. When I was at school, 
a lot of teachers didn’t really 
understand what ‘engineering’ 
is. As a schoolkid, you are 
very impressionable to what’s 
around you – if your teachers 
aren’t inspiring you and if you 
aren’t exposed to something, it 
becomes a black hole.  

MM:  What does the future 
have in store for RS?
PM: We’re just launching a new 
global strategy, which is basically 
more of the same! We’re seeing 
our customers consolidating 
more of their spend with fewer 
suppliers, which means we 
need to look at what happens to 
our product range – does it get 
broader? Are there other areas 
of technology we should be 
exploring? The way in which we 
interact with customers around 
the procurement experience 
will change. In short, we’ll be 
offering more products, better 
ways to buy them and more 
value-add solutions that will see 
us working more in partnership 
with customers.  
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BY TOM GROVE,  CEO, AESSEAL

Many companies remain unaware of the potential for signifi cant energy 
waste that may be embedded in their operational equipment and processes

M
echanical seals are a vital, but 
relatively small, pump component 
and the power they consume due to 
friction accounts for a tiny percentage 
of the total power consumption. It’s 
therefore easy to see how they can be 

overlooked by managers seeking to target energy 
losses and improve effi  ciency.

However, if you don’t look at the seal in 
isolation, while at the same time examine the 
support system which ensures it operates to 
maximum effi  ciency, the potential for much 
higher energy consumption, and hidden cost, 
can be readily identifi ed.

With the exception of gas-injecting seals, a 
large proportion of mechanical seals are set up 
with a clean fl ush liquid to provide lubrication, 
prevent overheating and maximise reliability. 

This fl ush liquid is provided from a separate 
seal support system, or ‘piping plan’, which 
improves the operating environment to provide 
reliable operation and longer seal life. It is the 
energy consumed indirectly by the piping plan 
that is often overlooked, and the amount that can 
be saved is often considerable. 

There are two key types of piping plan:
● Flush: clean, cool liquid is injected into the seal 
chamber to improve the operating environment.
● Barrier or buff er: a secondary fl uid is fed to 
the space between two co-axial mechanical seals 
to prevent atmospheric contact with the pumped 
fl uid, improve seal cooling, or enhance safety.

With hot processes, cool 
liquid from a fl ush system 
is injected into the process 
stream, removing heat which 
must in turn be reheated to 
compensate. Some piping plan 
confi gurations remove part 
of the process fl uid and cool 
it in a heat exchanger before 
reintroducing it to the process 
stream, which again requires 
a process of reheating. Where 
cool liquid has been added to 
the process, evaporation may 
also be used. 

When combined, all these 
processes can lead to increased 
energy use; therefore the 
judicious selection of piping 
plans is of great relevance 
to any company looking to 
contribute to environmental 
sustainability.

Identifying where signifi cant 
amounts of energy are being 
wasted can be as simple and low-
cost as carrying out a periodic 
seal energy audit. This will 
identify energy improvement 
opportunities that can be 
achieved by using alternative 
fl ush liquid piping plans.

Seal energy audits
A seal energy audit involves 
the inspection of each piece of 
equipment, recording various 
metrics and parameters. 

Heat fl ow calculations are 
performed, making it possible 
to calculate the amount 
of energy impact of each 
individual mechanical seal on 
the plant. Energy costs are 
calculated on the frictional 
energy consumed by the seal 
or packing, plus the pump heat 
soak, and the energy consumed 
in additional downstream 
processes to remove fl ush-to-
process dilution and/or restore 
process temperature. Where 
high energy use is identifi ed, it 
can be reviewed to identify a 
potentially more effi  cient seal 
support confi guration. A typical 
seal energy audit summary 
will provide the company 
with a review of potential 
opportunities, the investment 
required to upgrade and the 
potential returns. 

It off ers a ‘quick-win’ 
overview, highlighting low-
hanging opportunities which, 

SIGNED, 
SEALED, DELIVERED



SEPTEMBER 2019   MAINTENANCE

for minimal outlay, can deliver 
significant reductions in energy 
use as well as improving the 
efficiency of seal and support 
system and, consequently, 
pump reliability.  

Reduce energy use; 
conserve water
In theory, one solution to 
excessive water use would be 
simply to reduce the amount 
of liquid being injected into a 
system. However, this tends to 
compromise seal life, increasing 
the risk of leakage and leading 
to costly downtime and outages.

But for those companies 
which have upgraded to 
the ‘continuous loop’ seal 
support systems that have 
been developed in recent 
years, energy conservation 
goes hand-in-hand with water 
conservation. 

Continuous loop water 
management systems employ an 
integral vessel to store flushing 
water for constant recycling. 
The barrier fluid is circulated to 
and from the mechanical seal 
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via thermosiphon – a method 
of passive heat exchange which 
circulates the fluid, minimising 
water waste and providing 
more efficient cooling.

Because continuous loop 
systems are connected directly 
to the plant water line, which 
becomes the system’s fluid and 
pressure source, they protect  
the seal faces from harmful 
products, making  
them, and therefore the pump 
itself, more reliable. 

To set the potential return 
in investment in the context 
of a typical paper mill, where 
six litres of water per minute 
can be injected into pumps 
and systems to flush and cool 
them before being evaporated 
off, investment in a continuous 
loop water management system 
can achieve reduced energy 
use of over 14.7 million kw/h, 
leading to savings of over 
£400,000 and a ROI within 
three to four months. This 
is in addition to improved 
plant reliability and reduced 
maintenance times.

Far from being insignificant in terms of energy 
use, the mechanical seal can act as the ‘canary in 
the coal mine’ in identifying unnecessary power 
usage caused by inefficient support systems. 

Seal energy audits can also provide an 
important communications bridge between plant 
maintenance and reliability personnel, who often 
make decisions about piping plans in isolation, 
and operational stakeholders with responsibility 
for energy consumption, who often have limited 
visibility of how that seal piping plan impacts on 
wider energy use and operational efficiency. 

In addition to the reliability improvements and 
long-term cost savings that a seal energy audit can 
deliver, a company could also add the less easily 
calculable environmental benefits, not to mention 
reputational boosts from being able to visibly 
demonstrate a commitment to ISO 50001. As 
such, a seal energy audit should be a key feature of 
any responsible company’s maintenance plans.  
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Popular in software development, the ‘Scrum’ method of agile project 
management can translate to a manufacturing environment, as discovered  
to great effect by Oxfordshire manufacturer, Crowcon Detection Instruments

S
crum is a type of agile project 
management methodology, common in 
software development. Its usage is not 
limited to the tech world, however, and 
expanding its scope can yield efficiency 
gains – especially in manufacturing. 

“The methodology of Scrum involves the 
creation of small, self-organised, self-responsible 
cross-functional teams,” says Dominic Feeney, 
product manager at Crowcon Detection 
Instruments, who led a successful Scrum at the 
company’s factory in Abingdon, Oxfordshire.

Each Scrum team consists of between six and 
10 people, with the following members:

Scrum Master: The Scrum Master’s role is to 
facilitate the process, organise the Scrum, book 
meetings, ensure things run smoothly and remove 
any impediments the Scrum comes up against. 
They also are responsible for enforcing the time 
boxes (more on this later).

Product Owner: The Product Owner is the voice 
of the customer within the Scrum. They need to 
have a very clear vision of what the customer wants 
and be able to convey this to the Scrum team and 
go into detail on aspects as and when required. 
This all needs to be done without complex spec 
documents. They are responsible for the tasks on 
the Scrum board (again, more on this later).

JOINING THE SCRUM  

Team Members: Everyone 
else is a member of the Scrum 
Team. The team decides what 
tasks to do when and how 
to do them. Pairing up to do 
jobs is encouraged. All team 
members act as extra pairs of 
eyes for cross-checking, learning 
and making sure tasks are not 
forgotten about during the 
project as it flows.

How it works
The product owner creates 
an initial list of features and 
functionality required in the 
product. This is called a product 
backlog. They then prioritise  
this list into high-, medium-  
and low-priority tasks.

Next comes a Sprint planning 
meeting. The whole Scrum 
attends this one and the objective 
is to plan as a group what tasks 
will be transferred from the 
backlog into a ‘Sprint’ period, 
which can be set at anywhere 
from one to four weeks. Once 

the tasks have been agreed as 
a group and they are locked in, 
these tasks must be completed 
in that sprint period. It’s down 
to the Scrum team as to how 
they manage themselves in the 
sprint period and which tasks 
are allocated to which people. 

No other tasks can be added 
until the period ends. Any tasks 
left incomplete at the end of the 
Sprint period cannot be moved 
back into the backlog. They 
automatically carry into the next 
Sprint and can be broken down 
into smaller tasks if needed – 
but they must stay in the active 
Sprint period until completed.

All of this is tracked on 
a Scrum board as a series of 
sticky notes. The Scrum Team 
meets around the board every 
morning for a short catch-up 
on the status of the current 
Sprint and whether it’s on track 
to be completed by the end of 
the period. Completed tasks 
get moved into the shipped 
columns. Harder tasks get 
broken down into smaller sub-
tasks if needed and the work 
redistributed amongst the team.

At the end of the Sprint 
period, a Review meeting takes 
place. The team discusses 
what worked what didn’t and 
what they can learn. Any non-
completed tasks move over to 
the next sprint. The Product 
Owner adds to and re-organises 
the features and task priorities 
and the group decides which 
high-priority tasks and features 
move over into the next Sprint.

The cycle continues until 
all tasks are completed and 
the project ends. A final 
Retrospective meeting is held to 
discuss what worked and what 
didn’t and how to improve.

BY CHRIS BECK
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Frazer Mackay is the operations director at Crowcon. 
He says: “The Scrum approach has been great for myself and 
the operations team, as it has not only accelerated the product 
development time but the succinct, high-intensity stand-up meetings 
resonates perfectly with our fast-moving manufacturing environment. 
With a primary focus on the end date and multi-disciplinary team 
approach, Scrum has also o� ered benefi ts in much earlier intervention 
from my team, as well as much greater collaboration across the 
business and as a side – it’s great to see people stepping in to cover 
each other for the greater good of the organisation.”

The view from the top

Scrum success
“At Crowcon we’re always looking to improve our processes and 
effi  ciency,” says Feeney. “I attended a training course run by our 
parent company, Halma plc, on Scrum working methods. We 
decided to trial Scrum methods on one of our product management 
projects. We decided to try to build on our great UK success by 
bringing one of our products to a new market – namely the USA.

“This seemed like the perfect opportunity to trial the Scrum 
methodology. I became the product owner, detailing what tasks 
and features were needed to be able to localise and launch the 
product in the USA. I assembled a cross-functional Scrum team 
from all areas of the business concerned with the project.

“After bringing them up to speed on Scrum techniques, we 
tweaked the process slightly to better fi t our company, with twice-
weekly meetings instead of daily and some changes to how we 
track, log and move tasks around the Scrum board.

“The results were fantastic. Scrum brought us higher levels of 
focus and made us hone in on the project without distraction. We 
were able to prioritise more eff ectively and learn and react to any 
hold-ups or issues much faster. Due to the cross-functional nature 
of the Scrum Team, certain facets of the project, which may have 
been forgotten or overlooked, all came into play at the right stage.

“We managed to bring the product to market in the new territory 
in fi ve months from start to fi nish. We estimate a project like 
this would have ordinarily taken the best part of 12 months using 
traditional methods.

“Due to the high level of effi  ciency gain, we have rolled out Scrum 
methods to other areas and projects within the business and have 
seen similar effi  ciency gains. Waterfall techniques still have their 
place and work well in production, supply chain and scheduling, as 
well as for larger long-term projects, but we are fi nding that Scrum 
methods can work eff ectively, even within a larger waterfall-type 
project, to get certain stages completed quickly and eff ectively.” 
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Frazer Mackay is the operations director at Crowcon. 
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As the traditional industrial heartland of the UK, the West Midlands is no stranger 
to cutting-edge manufacturing. However, in recent years the region has seen itself 
emerge as a global hotbed of innovation around the future of transportation

T
he West Midlands is the beating heart of 
the UK’s manufacturing sector. Indeed, 
the stats speak for themselves: an 
estimated 12% of the UK’s total advanced 
engineering workforce is based in the 
West Midlands, making it the largest 

concentration of people working in the sector in 
the country. Nearly 11,000 manufacturing fi rms 
are based in the region, employing around 207,000 
people. Around 15,000 students in the region each 
year follow courses in technology and engineering 
subjects. Of the 55,000 graduates produced by the 
region’s universities annually, 30% are qualifi ed in 
STEM-related subjects. 

All this, then, makes it the ideal location 
for pushing the boundaries of manufacturing, 
especially when it comes to the future of 
transportation. In the 2018 Autumn Statement, 
the government announced a £90 million fund 
to establish a number of ‘Future Mobility Zones’. 
The fi rst £20 million of this was allocated to 
the West Midlands as a recognised centre of 
excellence in transport innovation.

“The Future Mobility Zone programme is part 
of our larger, regional strategy to generate assets 
and perform activities that stimulate the positive 
and sometimes dramatic change we want to see 
for our four million residents, our businesses 
and our environment,” says Chris Lane, head 

of innovation at Transport 
for West Midlands. “We see 
the Future Mobility Zone as 
more than a programme – it’s 
the fi tting title for the West 
Midlands as the place to come 
to develop and demonstrate 
new products and services with 
the UK’s best. 

“Our leading organisations 
and research centres work 
across a range of sectors: 
technology, automotive, rail, 
air, electrifi cation, inclusivity, 
policy… you name it, we’ve built 
the networks, people, assets and 
support programs to compete 
internationally for business 
and deliver real benefi ts for our 
people while we’re doing it.”

Part of the Future 
Mobility Zone programme 
enables companies including 
automotive OEMs, supply chain 
and infrastructure technology 
providers and telecoms and data 
science specialists to collect 
real-world performance data, 
helping them to refi ne their 

products and services.
“Transport innovation 

is part of the fabric of 
our heritage in the West 
Midlands,” says David Fisken 
(pictured, inset), head of 
business attraction at the 
West Midlands Growth 
Company (WMGC). “From 
the bicycle to the steam train, 
our talented people have 
pioneered transport systems 
and technologies that are 
fundamental to the way we 
travel and interact with the 
world around us today. 

“Now, as the UK strives 
to become a world-leader in 
the global future mobility 
challenge, our deep-rooted 
pool of skilled talent means we 
are well-placed to trailblaze the 
future generation of transport 
solutions once again.”

Here, MM profi les the work 
being undertaken across the 
region to position the West 
Midlands as a leader in the 
future of transportation:

GO WEST

David Fisken of 
WMGC says that 
transport plays 
a key role in the 
history of the 
West Midlands

BY CHRIS BECK  
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The future of air travel has made the headlines recently, with 
Prime Minister Boris Johnson announcing a £300 million ‘Future 
Flight Challenge’ (see p7 and https://bit.ly/2KYxAoS). Again, the 
West Midlands is at the forefront of research into this sector: 
around 2,400 people are employed in 
the region’s aerospace sector. 

The local supply chain comprises 
45 companies that support global industry 
heavyweights such as Airbus, BAE Systems, 
Boeing and Rolls Royce. 

Business revenue growth in 
the Midlands’ aerospace sector 
increases at twice the rate of the 
world’s industry, and is forecast to 
be 50% higher by 2030 than it was in 
2017, according to the Midlands Aerospace Alliance.

The Manufacturing Technology Centre (MTC), based in 
Coventry, is playing a major role in a ground-breaking project to 
develop the world’s fi rst unmanned variable buoyancy-powered 
ultra-long endurance aircraft.

Funded by Innovate UK, the autonomously controlled 
Phoenix aircraft has undergone successful test fl ights and has the 
potential to take the lead in the world development of pseudo-
satellites. Pseudo-satellites are able to fl y, remotely controlled or 
autonomously, at very high altitudes for long periods of time - 
often months. They can fl y above commercial aircraft routes and 
above turbulence and moisture. They complement conventional 
satellites and can be used for earth-mapping, scientifi c 
observation and intelligence gathering.

The 15-metre-long Phoenix (pictured, above) spends half its 
time as a heavier-than-air aeroplane and the other as a lighter-
than-air helium balloon. The repeated transition between these 
two states provides its sole source of propulsion.

“The variable-buoyancy propulsion technology has been used 
before for remote controlled underwater vehicles but has never 
been used for the propulsion of a large aircraft,” explains MTC 
technology director Ken Young. “The technology involved in this 
project is truly cutting-edge and has the potential to take the UK 
into the lead when it comes to this kind of innovation.”

The MTC’s airborne ambition doesn’t stop there, either. 
The centre is developing a partnership with NASA as US space 
scientists look to use MTC-developed technology in future space 
missions. The link-up comes after work done by the MTC for the 
European Space Agency (ESA). The MTC is currently home to the 
ESA’s additive manufacturing benchmarking centre.
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The West Midlands is the spiritual home of 
the UK’s automotive industry. Home to more 
than 430 specialist automotive fi rms and 29% 
of the UK’s total sector employment, the West 
Midlands is an internationally signifi cant industry hub. 
An astonishing 40% of all cars exported from the UK are made in 
the West Midlands.

Innovate UK and the Advanced Propulsion Centre recently 
announced £20 million of funding for low-carbon automotive 
projects (https://bit.ly/2Zhb57r) – something the West Midlands 
has been at the heart of for some time. Companies such as 
Coventry-based Aurrigo (see p7) and the London Electric Vehicle 
Company, which builds the all-electric taxis that are becoming 
increasingly common on the streets of the capital at its factory on 
Ansty Park, are pushing the boundaries of zero-carbon, and even 
autonomous, vehicles. 

The global Connected and Autonomous Vehicles (CAV) industry 
is estimated to be worth over £50 billion by 2035, with the UK 
comprising over £3 billion of this. The government’s Industrial 
Strategy aims to bring fully autonomous cars without a human 
operator on UK roads by 2021, which will make us one of the fi rst 
countries to achieve this – indeed, last year, JLR achieved the 
fi rst fully self-driven navigation of Coventry’s notorious ring-
road (main picture). Leading the way in the development of this 
technology is the Centre for Vehicle Electrifi cation and Connected 
& Autonomous Vehicles at WMG, part of the University of Warwick. 

“The CAV vision being explored by WMG is motivated by the 
potential societal benefi ts the technology o� ers – increasing 
safety, decreasing tra�  c congestion and driving lower emissions,” 
says David Greenwood, professor of advanced propulsion systems 
at WMG (inset). “Our involvement in research programmes like 
the £25 million Midlands Future Mobility focuses on ‘smart miles’, 
proving concepts and getting products to market. Led by WMG, 
Midlands Future Mobility is an ‘on-road ecosystem’ comprising 
nine partners with a shared objective – to launch the fi rst service 
o� ering of public road testing by mid-2020.”

In addition, Coventry is set to become home to the UK Battery 
Industrialisation Centre (UKBIC). Part of the government’s Faraday 
Challenge, the centre will help the UK become a world-leader in 
the design and manufacture of batteries for electric vehicles. 

“This project is innovative not only in terms of the technology 
involved, but also in the partnership formed for its delivery,” says 
Jonathan Browning, chair of the Coventry and Warwickshire Local 
Enterprise Partnership (CWLEP). “It emphasises how aligned we are 
in this area and what can be achieved when everyone is pulling in 
the right direction. 

“We’re providing a purpose-built, state-of-the-art facility which 
will serve the entire UK automotive industry, and setting up a 
world-class research technology organisation from scratch means 
it is hugely signifi cant to the region and the UK. The ambition is 
for the West Midlands to be at the global forefront of connected & 
autonomous vehicles, electric Vehicles and prototyping, and the 
UK centre for battery and motor manufacture. 

AUTOMOTIVE AEROSPACE

West Midlands is at the forefront of research into this sector: 
around 2,400 people are employed in 

The local supply chain comprises 
45 companies that support global industry 
heavyweights such as Airbus, BAE Systems, 

world’s industry, and is forecast to 
be 50% higher by 2030 than it was in 

than 430 specialist automotive fi rms and 29% 
of the UK’s total sector employment, the West 
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CENTURIES OF INNOVATION: THE WEST MIDLANDS’ HISTORICAL CONNECTIONS

Exciting times ahead
The future of travel is set to be 
revolutionary, and will safeguard 
thousands of jobs across the 
West Midlands and the rest 
of the UK. The opportunities 
for businesses in the region 
are signifi cant. As CWLEP’s 
Browning says: “These are 
exciting times for the region and 
the industry because we are also 
at the centre of UK transport 
innovation with signifi cant 
research and design facilities 
and transport demonstration 
expertise for self-driving cars as 
well as leading the way in smart 
motorway management to very 
light rail. The West Midlands 
is the premier centre for the 
automotive sector with fi rms 
employing 46,500 people and we 
support more automotive jobs 
than any other Local Enterprise 
Partnership area.

“Future markets and our 
assets such as the world-
renowned University of 
Warwick and Coventry 
University, the UK Mobility 
Data Institute and the Advanced 
Propulsion Centre UK, among 
many others, are building long-
term additional growth and 
improving productivity for the 
entire UK industry.” 

RAIL
A signifi cant part of the Future Mobility Zone 
project focuses on rail travel, in particular 
exploring how new infrastructure can 
complement the existing network. Already 
a major hub for train travel, the West 
Midlands, and Birmingham in particular, 
is set to become the fi rst terminus of 
the HS2 project. The West Midlands 
Combined Authority area is responsible 
for 49,000 railway-related jobs – the 
joint second-highest concentration of 
all UK regions outside of London. 

In the West Midlands, the rail 
industry consists of companies 
operating largely within rail supply (43%), railway 
systems (32%), and induced impacts (22%).

Around 2,700 people in Birmingham alone are specifi cally employed within railway 
engineering, making the city the UK’s largest regional rail hub, o� ering a deep and 
established talent pool. A further 109,000 work for transport companies in the region.

This knowledge and heritage has seen a major rail operator establish its UK 
headquarters in the West Midlands. DB Engineering & Consulting GmbH (DB E&C) is 
the engineering and consultancy arm of Deutsche Bahn (DB) – one of the biggest train 
operators and rail infrastructure managers in the world.

The investment DB E&C is making in the West Midlands is creating highly skilled 
jobs in the rail supply chain and supporting the UK rail industry to meet its goals to 
develop vital engineering skills for the sector.

The fi rm is also establishing a partnership with the University of Birmingham 
to create career opportunities for graduates and open the door for potential 
collaborative research projects with DB’s R&D teams.

A signifi cant part of the Future Mobility Zone 
project focuses on rail travel, in particular 

complement the existing network. Already 

operating largely within rail supply (43%), railway 

In the mid-1800s, 
COVENTRY-born 
inventor James 
Starley created the 
fi rst practical bicycle. 
Coventry became 
home to Britain’s 
fi rst cycle factory, 
manufacturing the 
penny-farthing in 1871.

Along with plants at Castle Bromwich and 
Wolverhampton, Jaguar Land Rover’s SOLIHULL
factory is part of a vast manufacturing network 
across the West Midlands.

WALSALL Security Printers developed and printed the world’s fi rst 
self-adhesive stamps in the 1960s. Today, more than 70% of its output 
is produced for overseas markets, including Europe and Japan.

Every plane fl ying in the sky 
today contains actuators 
made by Moog in 
WOLVERHAMPTON.
Moog, whose history in 
the city dates back to 
1938, supplies the global 
aerospace industry.

In 1712, Thomas Newcomen 
and his partner John Calley 
built the fi rst fuel-burning 
engine at the Conygree 
Coalworks near DUDLEY.

In 1832, Chance Brothers and Co of Smethwick 
in SANDWELL were the fi rst company to adopt 
the cylinder method of producing sheet glass. 
They became the largest British manufacturer of 
window glass, plate glass and optical glasses.

In 1777, BIRMINGHAM-based engineer James Watt 
patented a ‘letter copying machine’ to deal with the 
mass of paperwork at his business. It’s credited as the 
fi rst ever photocopier. By the 1820s, 75% of everything 
written in the world was with a Birmingham pen.

Jonathan 
Browning of 
CWLEP says the 
region is set 
for signifi cant 
growth
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CONTRIBUTOR 123 INSIGHT

M
ost, if not all of your company’s departments will be 
a� ected by the selection of a new manufacturing 
system, so it’s important to ensure that the selected 
solution meets the needs of the many, not the few. 
That means you need to ensure that heads of each 
and every department a� ected are actively involved 

in this process.
However, the decision-making process is not as clear-cut 

as it might fi rst appear. There are some common traps that 
many companies consistently fall foul of:

The blinkered consultant
If the selection/implementation process is led by the fi nance 
department then they will often involve consultants who focus 
mainly on that area, and they may not have a full understanding 
of other departments’ needs. One such example was an 
existing 123insight user that was told by a consultant that they 
should consider an ERP system with fully integrated accounts. 
They’d been using 123insight for nearly fi ve years but were told 
that moving to an integrated solution would ‘take them to the 
next level’. One year, a lot of heartache and over £100,000 
later and the system still wasn’t working correctly. The fi nal nail 
in the co�  n was a stock take that resulted in duplicated serial 
numbers. They returned immediately to 123insight, adding an 
interface to Sage 50 accounts, which subsequently met all of 
their needs. It’s worth noting that they were only able to return 
to 123insight because of the low monthly subscription – if 
they’d had to choose another system they would have had 
to spend a similar amount, with no guarantee of success.

The safe bet
There are several companies that are best known for their 
accounting products that also o� er manufacturing software. 
As the saying goes, ‘No-one ever got fi red for buying IBM’; 
however, just because a brand may be seen as a market-
leader in one sector it does not necessarily follow that their 

Choosing the right accounts solution for your manufacturing 
business is vital to ensure long-term success

o� erings – whether in manufacturing or 
accounting – will be suitable for you. 

A study showcased in Computer Weekly
magazine, published in February 2018, 
stated that businesses have less than a 50% 
chance of an SAP software implementation 
succeeding. The survey of 113 individuals 
across 105 companies (https://bit.ly/2PbkloW) 
found that just over a third (36%) felt their SAP 
project kept to its original plan and under 
half (48%) said their project failed to achieve 
business objectives.

The imposed system
During a company acquisition the parent 
company may choose to impose their own 
accounts and/or manufacturing systems 
on the acquired company, often not 
understanding that the needs of the two 
companies may di� er signifi cantly. This is a 
signifi cant factor in why some businesses 
fail after acquisition – not because enough 
investment wasn’t made or that the business 
was failing anyway, but because the business 
was forced to implement a system that simply 
could not deliver what they needed. 

Inter-departmental friction
There is often the most tension historically 
between fi nance and other departments 
when implementing a manufacturing system, 
because the fi nancial aspect is often seen as 
the most important requirement. This issue 
is compounded by the fact that many ERP 
systems are accounts-led, leading to a system 
being selected because it meets all the fi nance 

MAKING THE
NUMBERS ADD UP
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department’s requirements 
and is seen to be an all-
encompassing system. We’ve 
talked with production staff at 
prospective companies that have 
said that 123insight is a perfect fit  
for their business, only for them to  
be overruled by the financial director  
choosing an accounting system with a  
‘bolt-on’ manufacturing product that we 
simply know will not deliver. 

What does the term ‘integrated accounts’ 
even mean?
Usually, a vendor that has an MRP/ERP system 
where accounts is provided as part of the 
product brand will refer to it as ‘integrated’.  
It may be that the product started out as one 
(e.g. accounts) and grew over time, often 
through acquisition, to include the other. 
When a vendor buys a software company in 
order to integrate the product into their own 
it tends to be a mixed-bag. As a standalone 
product it may well have been strong, but 
there are many horror stories of disjointed 
interfaces and functionality that does not  
cross over between key areas of the software.

However, integration does not have to 
be between two products from the same 
supplier. Many systems – both MRP and 
accounts – are designed to allow simple and 
easy data exchange. In fact, any system that 
did not offer such facilities would be ‘dead in 
the water’. Customers expect systems to be 
able to play nicely with each other, and it’s 
often seen as a commercial consideration that 
only benefits the vendor when connectivity 
and functionality that should be simple is 
blocked. Apple’s ‘walled garden’ is a prime 
example, with many apps unable to offer the 
same functionality available in their Android 
equivalent because of restrictions that Apple 
places on the operating system.

What ‘integration’ do I really need?
This is the real ‘nuts and bolts’ of it. Your sales and purchasing 
departments need to know information such as credit limits, 
accounts on stop, outstanding invoices and payments made 
for both customers and suppliers. Staff may need to be able 
to quickly make decisions such as ‘can I take this order?’ or 
‘am I able to order these parts?’. It may also be important for 
your despatch department to have visibility of a customer’s 
status, as the situation may have changed since the order was 
placed. 123insight’s accounts connectivity options provides tight 
integration with popular accounts systems such as Sage 50/
Sage 200, Access Dimensions and Xero and allows sophisticated 
rules to be created, providing warnings or aborting transactions 
based on credit status. This ensures that you can choose the 

best accounts system for your company’s needs without 
compromising on your manufacturing system. 

Do I really need that level of integration?
Smaller companies often feel that the 
fully integrated solution is akin to using a 
sledgehammer to crack a nut. Perhaps they  
have several licences of accounts software or  
their business is structured in such a way that 
financial controls are not necessary within the  

MRP software itself. Then, your only consideration  
is ensuring that information is in sync between the 

two systems – namely the sales and purchase ledgers. 
This in itself should not be a major undertaking: after all,  

the data you are passing across systems should be similar. 
However, there are certain considerations. There may (read: 

should) be levels of security to protect data from possible 
corruption during import from MRP to accounts, so you need  
to ensure that any data is validated and logged during import.  

How do you choose?
All of these points go to reinforce the mantra that ‘best in class 
is the best’. Choosing a system that ticks all the boxes for some 
departments but that is mediocre at best for others is false 
economy. While you will probably resolve many of the problems 
that you set out to resolve you will almost certainly create new 
ones in other areas. 

Different accounting packages have different strengths. 
Depending on your business, some will be more suitable than 
others. For example, for companies using multi-currency and 
operating in different countries the selected system must be  
able to come with different taxation laws.  

Covering all the bases
While your manufacturing software provides a backbone for  
your business, it’s the financial software that controls the 
lifeblood. How you choose your manufacturing and accounting 
systems will depend on which direction you are coming from. 
Maybe you are happy with your accounting system and looking 
to implement MRP for the first time, but are wondering if you 
need something all-encompassing. Or perhaps you’ve outgrown 
your existing accounts software and are not sure whether 
replacing like-for-like is going to stunt growth further down  
the line. 123insight has all of the bases covered. 

Read the full article at: www.123insight.com

Inset: Martin 
Bailey, marketing 
manager at  
123 Insight 
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ERP Implementation: The Technology Driver for Industry 4.0 and how to make it a reality

BUILDING 
STRONG FOUNDATIONS

At the outset of a project, much of the 
emphasis is placed on the ERP provider. They 
are busy gathering requirements and helping 
the business to analyse how to get as much 
benefi t as possible from the new system. 
However, as the project progresses, the burden 
of e� ort inevitably shifts to the manufacturer. 
At this point a strong implementation team will 
make all the di� erence as they battle day to day 
business issues against the pull of the project.

At Ochiba, we do everything we can to help 
potential and existing customers. We make 
sure that they understand time demands by 
providing an overview of the project tasks 
and a potential schedule up front. We then 
support the customer in delivering these to 
their business. The most successful projects 
are those where the key stakeholders within 
the company really take ownership of the 
project. They can see the potential benefi ts 
that the new system will bring and are happy to 
champion the change throughout the business 
in partnership with their ERP provider. 

www.businessoneexperts.co.uk – 0114 299 9430
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I
ndustry 4.0 is discussed a lot these days and it has a number 
of specifi c areas that need to be considered for manufacturing 
companies wanting to embrace the technology. The most 
crucial place to start is the underlying database, as this will 
a� ect the future and the migration to a next generation ERP 
system based on artifi cial intelligence (AI). The SAP HANA 

database that SAP Business One utilises has built in intelligence 
to help with this.  It will analyse data in real time and provide 
automatic commentary and insights into the information you 
are looking at. SAP HANA and SAP Business One will essentially 
give you the answer before you ask the question. It’s always 
best to base insights on huge volumes of data, such as real time 
information from the shop fl oor.  This allows AI to provide much 
more detailed insights into trends and solutions.

After implementing SAP HANA, our customers who 
manufacture equipment can embed devices in their products 
which feedback vast amounts of real time data. This means they 
can keep track of information about the usage and condition of 
their devices in the fi eld. This simply wasn’t possible before SAP 
HANA and it means they now benefi t from a huge customer 
service advantage. This type of advantage only used to be 
possible in the realm of blue-chip companies, however it now 
comes as standard for SMEs with the latest o� ering from SAP.

With all these lofty aims, manufacturers often struggle 
to understand the amount of e� ort required on their part to 
introduce a new ERP system. The due diligence required in 
selecting an appropriate solution alone is considerable, and it 
doesn’t stop there. It’s important to assemble key stakeholders 
and make sure they have a complete understanding of the 
process. The fundamental keystone of the project is making sure 
everyone understands exactly what you want the system to do.

At Ochiba we start every project with education. It’s vital 
that everyone knows how a project is going to run, and they’re 
comfortable with the checks and controls in place to keep things 
moving. Then, the stakeholders from around the business need 
to give their valuable time and share their business knowledge, 
because they know best how the critical activities for that 
company need to take place. They have to educate the ERP 
provider about their specifi c system requirements, gather and 
cleanse data, test the system in a sandbox environment and 
provide feedback.  
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Stepping into the world of Industry 4.0 can be daunting, but,  
as SSG Insight explains, the disruption is vital to moving forwards

INTO THE  
UNKNOWN

A
s the rapidly evolving economic, political, and 
technological landscape impacts business, it raises 
a set of questions for the manufacturing industry. 
Which different directions could these uncertainties 
take? What could be the implications for our 
organisations, regions and the world? These are 

complex questions that have led to huge disruption for 
global business.

Amongst the uncertainty, technological advances 
have paved the way for manufacturers to boost 
productivity, operate more efficiently, reduce 
waste and costs, and respond more effectively to 
consumer demand.

The adoption of technologies such as AI, robotics, 
automation and 3D printing, as well as innovative data 
management, will ensure manufacturers can reap the benefits 
of Industry 4.0. But the need for manufacturers to embrace 
new and important technologies in order to compete has 
meant that they must not only get to grips with the explosion 
of innovation, but they must also ensure that their workforces 
are sufficiently trained with a plethora of new opportunities in 
order to maximise the potential that currently presents itself.

New technologies in data analytics, AI and machine 
learning, and the Internet of Things have received deserved 
attention from manufacturers. Investing in digital technologies 
will help businesses to better understand the value of 
their products, respond faster to changes and make better 
decisions. According to the research, around a third of 
manufacturing is expected to be automated in the next three 
years. But only 12% of manufacturers expect to automate up to 
50% of their business. 

Research suggests that support functions such as sales and 
marketing, distribution and customer service are less likely to be 
automated. It is evident that through Industry 4.0, automation 
and robotics have found new momentum within the 
manufacturing industry. They are reshaping the everchanging 
landscape of manufacturing processes for improved efficiency, 
lower costs and increased productivity. 

The outdated manufacturing processes will be redefined by 
new kinds of automated systems, which will allow companies 
to remove employees from automated areas of their 

operations. As an example, with their intelligent 
peripheries, collaborative robots (cobots) 
are able to handle new kinds of applications 
and tasks which haven’t been automated 
before and have the capability to transform 

manufacturing even further – perhaps into 
Industry 5.0, which has been claimed by 

many as already being on the horizon. 
Manufacturers have undeniably 

faced tough economic times in the 
past, but they are now at a critical 
juncture. The political and trade 

landscape presents opportunities as 
well as threats, and companies must 

consider their future routes to market and 
lines of communication. The world is entering 
a new era and, whilst a question mark hangs 
over tariff rates and regulatory barriers, there 
are now new market opportunities and supply 
networks worldwide. A confidence is emerging 
from the uncertainty, and the research has 
found that many manufacturers are actively 
forging new relationships with Rest of the 
World territories.

This ambiguity is having an unsettling 
impact on manufacturers, but it could also 
be the catalyst for businesses to transform 
in a positive way. The rapid acceleration of 
technology is seen as the biggest challenge 
disrupting the manufacturing industry today, 
but it also presents the greatest opportunity. 
Technological advances have paved the 
way for manufacturers to boost productivity, 
operate more efficiently, reduce waste 
and costs, and respond more effectively to 
consumer demand. 

www.ssginsight.com
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IMHX 2019 is set to open its doors to the industry’s biggest names in late September. 
What can they expect to fi nd at the UK’s largest show of its kind? MM takes a look

T
he UK’s largest intralogistics and supply 
chain event, IMHX, returns to the NEC 
in Birmingham from 24-27 September. 
Visitors to the event will be able to see 
the developments in automation and 
robotics technology that are reshaping 

the way orders are picked, packed and dispatched 
as the biggest names in the industry descend for 
four days of networking and education. With over 
400 exhibitors to choose from, cutting through 
the noise and maximizing your time is vital. Here, 
MM profi les some of the highlights from the 
event, and the key new technologies on show.

Forklift Operator Challenge
The UK’s top forklift truck drivers will put their 
skills to the test by taking part in a live Forklift 
Operator Challenge. Organised by Talent in 
Logistics in partnership with UniCarriers, the 
Forklift Operator Challenge will see lift truck 
operators undertake a series of tests designed to 
show their skills, knowledge and understanding 
of the need for safe forklift operation. Ruth 
Edwards, business manager at Talent in Logistics, 
says: “Forklift operators don’t tend to get highly 

recognised for their hard 
work, which is why we want to 
celebrate these individuals and 
encourage them to continue 
their eff orts. The Forklift 
Operator Challenge will also 
demonstrate the importance 
of skilled, safe and effi  cient 
forklift operators to the 
productivity and profi tability 
of any company.” 

Chris Bates, sales director 
at UniCarriers UK, comments: 
“The operators taking part 
will use the award-winning 
UniCarriers TX3 electric 
counterbalance truck and 
UniCarriers will provide 
each entrant with a truck 
familiarisation session before 
they compete to ensure that 
they enjoy the truck’s new 
technology and extra features.”

Any qualifi ed counterbalance 
lift truck operator can register 

to take part in the Forklift 
Operator Challenge by visiting 
Hall 6, Stand B190 at any 
time during IMHX 2019 or by 
contacting Talent in Logistics 
in advance by emailing
talentinlogistics@capitb.co.uk. 

Logistics Awards
Journalist and host of BBC 
Breakfast and Newsnight, Naga 
Munchetty (above, inset), will 
announce the winners of this 
year’s Logistics Awards at a 
gala evening taking place on 
Thursday 26 September. 

Over 600 senior 
professionals from leading 
retailers, manufacturers 
and logistics operations are 
expected to attend the Logistics 
Awards dinner, which will be 
held at the VOX Conference 
Centre, Resorts World at the 
NEC Birmingham. The Logistics 

IMHX is the 
UK’s largest 
supply chain 
and intralogistics 
event

IT’S 
SHOW TIME

BY CHRIS BECK
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Awards 2019 
will feature 13 
award categories 
including the 
Environmental Award, 
Technology Transformation 
Award and – new for 2019 – 
a Wellbeing Initiative prize.

“The Logistics Awards 
recognise intralogistics and 
supply chain excellence and 
will be an important part of 
IMHX,” says IMHX 2019 event 
director, Rob Fisher. 

Future Skills Theatre
The IMHX 2019 Future Skills 
Theatre agenda features a line-
up of notable logistics leaders 
who will share their thoughts 
on how school leavers and 
graduates can be encouraged 
to pursue a career in supply 
chain management.

In addition to a series 
of presentations and panel 
discussions, delegates will hear 
from two rising stars of the 
logistics sector, Tienne Oates 
and Harry Underwood, who will 
describe their journeys from 
entry level to the senior roles 

www.manufacturingmanagement.co.uk

they now hold 
within Wincanton 

and Dachser 
respectively.

Apprenticeships, talent 
retention, up-skilling and 
employee engagement within 
logistics are among the 
interesting range of topics up 
for discussion, with expert 
speakers confi rmed from 
leading companies including 
Bis Henderson, Abbey 
Logistics, Career Ready and 
Talent In Logistics.

One of the speakers, Bethany 
Fovargue, operations manager 
at NOVUS, comments: “The 
logistics market has become 
increasingly concerned about 
attracting suitably skilled 
workers to cater for the future 
of the profession. By 2020, 
as much as 50% of the global 
workforce will be millennials, 
so it is essential that employers 
in the industry understand 
what attracts and retains this 
key demographic.

“The Future Skills Theatre 
is where employers will fi nd 
information on how to attract 

On the agenda...

An inspiring line up of speakers will address the critical 
developments driving change across the supply chain sector 
during a series of free-to-attend seminars taking place across the 
four days of IMHX 2019.

“The spotlight will fall on the technologies transforming 
logistics - including AI, robotics and automation and cover many 
of the themes a� ecting supply chain professionals today,” says 
conference producer, David Tran. “With over 100 expert speakers 
and facilitators giving fresh insights into the ways supply chain 
strategies are shifting and changing focus, the IMHX 2019 seminar 
programme will deliver relevant content that ensures logistics 
professionals make the most of their time at IMHX 2019.

“Speakers include a number of top-level logisticians such as: 
Alex Harvey, general manager OSP warehouse automation, Ocado 
Technology; Barry Morgan, solution specialist – logistics, The Co-
op: and David Hix, supply chain director, Nestle UK&I.”

As well as a Keynote Arena and The Big Bang @ IMHX Skills 
Zone, visitors can attend informative sessions within the 
Technology Solutions Forum where they can learn how new 
cost-saving logistics technology is being implemented within 
operations from real life case studies.

Leading industry bodies and associations including Women in 
Logistics (WiL) and the United Kingdom Warehousing Association 
(UKWA) will also be holding conference sessions at the event.
The full conference programme can be viewed online 
at www.imhx.net

award categories 

they now hold 
within Wincanton 

and Dachser 
respectively.
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new, young talent into their workforce, learn what 
skills will be needed by the next generation of 
logistics operators and get insights into what they 
can do to equip employees with the skills they 
need to keep up with our industry’s extraordinary 
pace of change.”

The Skills Zone is one of a number of 
dedicated feature areas within IMHX 2019. 
Others include the Centre Stage Theatre and a 
brand-new Forklift Truck Demonstration Zone 
and Logistics Solutions Forum.

Fisher comments: “As well as being able to 
see the technical innovations being shown by 
over 400 exhibiting companies, visitors to IMHX 
2019 will have the chance to both attend and 
participate in a diverse series of presentations, 
seminars and panel debates – all absolutely free 

of charge – ensuring that their 
time at the show is well-spent.” 

Key exhibitor profiles 

Doosan 
Hall 19, Stand G80
The leading manufacturer 
of robust high-performance 
forklift trucks will be 
showcasing two new tough 
counterbalance ranges at 
IMHX 2019: its feature-rich 
B15R-7 three-wheel and B45X-7 
four-wheel series of electric 
forklift trucks. With three new 
models covering a capacity 
range from 1.25-1.6 tonne, the 
compact and versatile Doosan 
B15R-7 Series is particularly 
well suited to the flexible 
needs of the small business 
– and being battery powered, 
offers the clean handling 
performance demanded by 
the Food & Drinks sector. 
Doosan’s powerful new 
range of four-wheel electric 
counterbalance forklift trucks 
– the B45X-7 Series – offers 
greater durability, enhanced 
productivity, increased visibility 
and an extensive range of safety 
features as standard. 

BITO 
Hall 20, Stand E75
At IMHX 2019, BITO Storage 
Systems will be displaying 
its ability to provide a 
comprehensive set of products 
and solutions. Among the 
innovative solutions featured 
across the stand – BITO’s 
biggest ever at a UK exhibition – 
will be pallet, carton and pallet 
live systems; shelving; bins 
and containers; and the LEO 
Locative driverless transport 
system. BITO can also supply 
supporting products such 
as mezzanines, warehouse 
trucks, signage and guarding. 
An additional highlight will 
be a demonstration of how a 
section of BITO’s increasingly 
popular multi-tier shelving is 
constructed. 

Yale Europe 
Materials Handling
Hall 19, Stand K120
Yale will display its robotic 
counterbalance stacker for 
the first time in the UK 
since its launch last year. 
Yale robotic trucks, driven 
by Balyo technology, offer 
a cost-effective solution for 

IMHX 2019   SEPTEMBER 2019

Clockwise from 
above, Yale, 
EnerSys, Hyster, 
JCB, Hubtex 
and Doosan are 
amongst the 
400 exhibitors 
at the event
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applications looking to introduce autonomous 
technology and reap the benefi ts of increased 
uptime and productivity, without the costs 
associated with installing and maintaining a 
dedicated physical infrastructure. 

JCB
Hall 18, Stand N25
On its stand at IMHX 2019 JCB will showcase 
models from the multi-award winning Teletruk 
range of telescopic lift trucks, including the 
newly launched JCB 30-19E – the fi rst electric-
powered machine in the Teletruk range. With 
its iconic telescopic forward reach boom, the 
JCB Teletruk was developed as an alternative to 
the conventional lift truck, which has a front-
mounted mast that raises and lowers loads only 
vertically. The introduction of the new battery-
powered version means that Teletruk technology 
can now be deployed both inside and outside 
the warehouse, distribution centre or factory 
facility to deliver the ultimate in materials 
handling versatility.

Hubtex
Hall 20, Stand E165
Hubtex will present its wide range of 
solutions at IMHX 2019. A particular focus 
will be on the industry’s largest modular 
development platform for electric multi-
directional sideloaders, which Hubtex has 
revised in developing the PhoeniX 
vehicle series. It will gradually 
replace vehicles based on the 

hazards, in turn potentially 
avoiding costly damage, and 
Hyster camera systems, which 
may help support visibility in 
certain applications, making it 
possible to view the immediate 
area surrounding a truck and 
the load. 

EnerSys
Hall 20, Stand D148
EnerSys will be showcasing 
the latest advances in Lithium-
ion (Li-ion) and Thin Plate 
Pure Lead (TPPL) motive 
power battery technology for 
material handling applications. 
The exhibition will witness 
the UK debut of NexSys 
PURE batteries, which utilise 
a combination of advanced 
carbon and TPPL technology to 
provide reliable power without 
the requirements of watering, 
equalising and battery changing. 
Through the use of both TPPL 
and advanced carbon, NexSys 
PURE batteries provide for a 
higher cycle life in applications 
requiring regular opportunity 
charging. The launch of NexSys 
PURE completes the NexSys 
range, which will also include 
NexSys iON batteries. 

hazards, in turn potentially 
avoiding costly damage, and 
Hyster camera systems, which 
may help support visibility in established ESTL 

platform. At IMHX, Hubtex 
will present the fi rst two new 
vehicles from the PhoeniX series 
for a load-carrying capacity 
range of 3 to 5 tonnes. Hubtex 
plans for the PhoeniX range to 
gradually replace all electric 
multi-directional sideloaders 
with pendulum frames. The 
series limits between 48 V and 
80 V will be seamless.

Hyster Europe
Hall 19, Stand K120
Hyster Europe will be 
showcasing its 360-degree 
solutions for logistics 
operations, including those 
to support the construction 
materials and paper supply 
chains. At IMHX, a Hyster 
Fortens lift truck with a 3.5 
tonne capacity will be on 
display, fi tted with additional 
features to further support 
driver awareness. This includes 
Hyster object detection 
solutions to help support  
drivers in identifying nearby 
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FINDING CLARITY 
IN UNCERTAIN TIMES
Make UK’s National Manufacturing Conference, the annual gathering of industry 
leaders and politicians, will take place at the QEII Centre in London on 25 February 2020

M
ake UK, the manufacturers’ 
organisation, has announced that 
the next National Manufacturing 
Conference will take place in London 
on Tuesday 25 February 2020. The 
fl agship annual event will once again 

bring together the country’s leading politicians, 
senior industrialists and manufacturing leaders in 
increasingly uncertain and diffi  cult political times.

The country’s future relationship with the 
European Union remains uncertain, and this 
year’s conference will look at how companies 
of all sizes can prepare themselves to thrive 
in the post-Brexit landscape.

With a new government in place in 
Westminster, a number of high-profi le 
speakers are being lined up, including 
journalist and broadcaster Andrew Neil and by 
popular demand the conference will be chaired 
once again by broadcaster Steph McGovern, 
herself a former engineer. 

Again, the event will see a series of workshops 
held throughout the day of the conference to 
help minimise potential risk going forward and 
show companies how to take advantage of the 
opportunities arising in the changing market.

Key themes for this year’s discussions include 
Exports: Peer-to-Peer Trading, where delegates 
will hear from a number of experts talking about 
how you can increase your exports and look to 
successfully spot emerging opportunities. Learn 
about businesses’ individual export journeys and 
how they managed to overcome the barriers to 
trade which lay in their path. 

Workshop number two, Small Steps for Big 
Results, looks at productivity. Here, a range 
of leading experts will detail how the best 
performing manufacturers are increasingly using 
the latest digital technology to deliver effi  ciencies 
to the heart of their companies, while at the same 
time reducing working costs, increasing their 
margins and improving their lead times. 

The third workshop, Tackling the Talent Pipeline, 
will examine the skills shortage and explore 
innovative ways of approaching the challenge 
head-on. It will show how to successfully do more 
for less, upskilling your current workforce while 
also unlocking new talent from more unusual and 

perhaps currently untapped 
talent sources.

The conference will also 
feature workshops hosted by 
Make UK affi  liates, UK Steel 
(Hollow Supply Chains: A Very 
British Problem) and NDI 
(Manufacturing and Defence: 
A Symbiotic Relationship).

“Our conference comes at a 
critical time for industry, with 
the ongoing uncertainty,” says 
Stephen Phipson, chief executive 
of Make UK, the manufacturers’ 
organisation (main picture). 
“This conference provides an 
important collaborative platform 
for industry and government to 
work together – and it is that 
collaboration on what the post-
Brexit environment will look like 
which is essential for the future 
success of manufacturing and 
industry as a whole to ensure we 
protect the 2.7 million jobs our 
sector provides across the UK. 

“Going forward, it is vital 
that we look to protect our 
trade with the EU, our latest 

Over 800 
industry leaders 
attended the 
2019 conference

trading partner, while looking 
to grasp new opportunities so 
we achieve post-EU economic 
and global trading success.” 

Manufacturing Management 
has been named as the media 
partner for the National 
Manufacturing Conference 2020. 
The partnership will see the 
publication and Make UK work 
together to provide content and 
coverage in the run up, during 
and following the event. 

“This partnership reinforces 
Manufacturing Management as 
the key publication for the UK’s 
industrial leaders,” says Chris 
Beck, editor of Manufacturing 
Management. “We are extremely 
delighted to be the media 
partner for this fl agship industry 
event, and look forward to 
working with Make UK to ensure 
a successful conference.”

For more information 
and to register your place 
at the event, visit www.
manufacturingconference.co.uk 

European Union remains uncertain, and this 
year’s conference will look at how companies 

journalist and broadcaster Andrew Neil and by 
popular demand the conference will be chaired 

perhaps currently untapped 
talent sources.
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Great British
Factories

This month we celebrate the history of Kings Dyke’s 
brick-making and environmental ventures 

Kings Dyke, in Peterborough, has been in 
continuous brick production since June 
1969, when the works was brought into 

operation. Established by the London Brick 
Company, the plant initially produced 1.25 million 
bricks per week, a fi gure that doubled with the 
construction of a second kiln two years later. 
Forterra acquired the brickworks in 1984. 

The bricks are made from Lower Oxford Clay 
from the Jurassic Period, sourced on site at Must 
Farm Quarry. Running in a vein across England, 
from Yorkshire to Dorset, this clay is unique for 
its self-burning quality, making it an especially 
effi  cient raw material. 

The Whittlesey region of Cambridgeshire 
has a rich brickmaking heritage dating back to 
the 19th century; a small brickworks producing 
London Brick was present on the site now 
occupied by Kings Dyke as far back as 1877. 
Today, Kings Dyke’s four kilns and three 
chimneys – one of which stands at 400 metres 
and is one of the tallest in Europe – continue to 
dominate the local landscape.

Environmental responsibility and sustainable 
production methods have always been integral to 
Kings Dyke’s practices. The works was built 70 
feet below ground level on the fl oor of a worked-
out clay pit, which held two major economic 
and environmental advantages. Firstly, it was 
unobtrusive and caused minimal disturbance to 
the surrounding countryside. Secondly, it covered 
land which had already been ‘worked’, which 
saved up to 15 acres of clay-bearing land.

Forterra has upheld this tradition of 
commitment to maintaining the local area. 
Kings Dyke Nature Reserve was established in 
1995 for the benefi t of local residents and schools 
and has been regularly extended since. Prior to 
work commencing, a comprehensive ecological 
survey was undertaken to determine key habitat 
and wildlife features that were already present. 

One of the key aims of the design was to 
preserve the existing interest and develop it in 
such a way that the existing biodiversity could 
be enhanced. However, as a community resource, 
it was also important that local people were able 
to access the site without disturbing the wildlife 
interests, so carefully thought-out thoroughfares 
were designed.

Now produced solely by Forterra, London 
Brick has been in production for over 140 
years. The bricks feature an iconic ‘frog’, which 

allows them to burn more quickly and evenly, 
adding to their environmental credentials. 
The brand, whose heritage is closely linked 
to economic regeneration due to its role in 
post-war housebuilding, continues to be used 
almost exclusively for residential renovation, 
maintenance and improvement today.

Andrew Mortlock is Kings Dyke’s resident 
London Brick Archivist and has worked on the 
site for the last 45 years. He says: “Naturally, I’ve 
seen a great many changes at Kings Dyke over 
the years, with coal-fi red kilns and hand lifting 
giving way to countless increases in automation.

“While the works has always been at the 
forefront of innovation, family and tradition 
have remained constant, with many second 
generation employees amongst the staff  – my 
own son has worked here for the last decade. 
Kings Dyke is truly unique for the fact it’s the 
only works still producing the original London 
Brick – long may it continue.”

Stephen Harrison, chief executive of Forterra, 
says: “As we celebrate 50 years since the opening 
of Kings Dyke, we recognise the commitment 
of a great many of the site’s long-serving 
employees. Kings Dyke is a brickworks rooted 
in heritage, where the distinctive London Brick 
is exclusively produced today: a sustainable and 
durable product whose enduring popularity is 
testament to its reputation.”

Forterra is still today a leading manufacturer 
of concrete and clay building products. The 
company employs approximately 1,900 people 
in the UK, across 18 manufacturing facilities. 

Have you got a factory you think should feature in this column?
Email amy.best@markallengroup.com

SEPTEMBER 2019  GBF – KINGS DYKE BRICKWORKS 

400m
One of the three chimneys 

at the Kings Dyke site is 
amongst the tallest in Europe
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