


flex hose vibrated unscen
between the roof and the
drop down cetling at Ameri-
can  Acrospace Techmical
Castings (AATC), Phoenix,
Ariz. The hose, which was acting a8 a
condult between the power box and
the air conditioning, slowly buift up
heat as it gyrated in an area of the
comnpany’s Thyeacaled burilding  thar
diuckn't Gl uncer the eyt clay watchfial
eyve of the maintenance team. Heneath
%, in one of the more critical areas in
an investment casting house, the wax
room, employees continued 10 pump
out patterns, undisturbed and unaware
- ok the e hazar) above them

 The hose continued 16 writhe back
fonh in a tght maotioa throughour
e dog days of summer 2007 On Aug
20, 1t created o spark The spark grew
y fames, The flumes grew inlo
Aurre fire, swelling within the 18000,
-ft. space ANTC called hose

“The fire had nothing 10 do with the
stment casting] process,” said Patt
, the company’s president.
was just the age of the buikbing.”
The cause, of course, wasn't nearly as

Fine

When American Aerospace Technical Castings saw its past go up
in smoke, a spark of hope kept it looking toward the future.

Shea Gibbs, Assoclate Editor

relevant as the effect In the aftermath
ol 1he blaze, AATC discovered it had
severe damage In Its wax room ancl
bevond, The company was it & (ross-
rovacls, Wionkl it refurbish the old space,
perdorming the necessary maintenance
to restore production and ensure that
future fire= would not cccur? Woald it
move on o another building? Orwould
i simply close @18 daons?

Had the fire occurredd a year ar two
eartier; the answer would have been
clear. The company, which serves
military and commercial acrospace
customers, as well as miscellancoss
cormmesnical indlustres, hie biard umes in
2005 2006, andd its fature wits uncenain.
A good Gid Fashioned steuctuse fire auly
have simply put @ out of ils nusery,

But imoediately prior 1o the fine,
the onganization had seen an uptick
in profits for the first time in several
years. Because the manigement team
was able w pomt o that affer the
fire. the company’s owners and board
members agreed AATC should move
torward and purchase 4 new space
in which to do business, Today. after
severdl months und $3.5 million, AATC

& polsed 1o pick up where it left off
prior o the disaster chat intermupted s
newfound growth,

Getting Hot Before the Fire

During the lowest point of its man,
AATC wass on lts best customer’s watch
list. Goodrich, o $600-biflson per vear
acrospace company, was concemexd
ahyonn the investment casters ahilisy 10
continue dedivening high quality cast-
mgs. But AATC eventunlly turned the
relationship around.

"This 15 onc of the [nwetalcasting
facilises] we've been using far a Lot
of years,” said Ken Brown, o senios
resident representative for Goodrich
that waorks closely with ANTC. “They've
Been Off our watch Hst for over a year,
their deliveries have been great, and
wet plan on giving them more business
in the near futuse. IF T had more 10 do
with it if'd be tomomow
- Earning an undesirble spot on
the wasteh fist was o gradual process.
For severnl years under the focimer
mamagement team, AATC was stuck
on an annual revenue connr of about
£5 million, But revenues finally spiked
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in the first ball of FY2007, coinciding
with @n spper management shift in De-
cember 2006 that insened Bredengesd
as president and Jed 1o a wp-down
reshuffling of a varlety of persoanel.
The company’s annual income was a
projected 87 million before the spark-
wielding flex hose mnrerrupied things.

Bredengerd said the revenue in-
crease was due to several factors
beyond the management shakeup,
One, the company renewed a major
contract with Fischer Advanced Com-
posite  Components, Reichersberg,
Austria, an acrospace company that
makes englne cowlings, among other
things. The contrace, originally signed
in 2004, represents about 120 different
part numbers for AATC, which ships
them to the customer in a varicty of
assemble-ready kits,

Two, the company lost several cus-
iomers. AATC management had for
many years continued to supply many of
115 customers @t the same rates it quoted
when {1 first won the conracs—1980s
pricing.” Bredengerd calied it The deals
were therefore wocfully under-priced,
50 AATC went o sach customer in-
dividually and explained that for the
company o continue casting their
product at an acceptable quality level,
they would have to mise poces. Some
of the customess ook off. Some stayed
grounded. The net result was higher
revenues per job and money that coald
be used 1O IMprove processes.

“We worked with each of our
customers 10 show them where all
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the costs have come from,'
Bredengerd said, “"We  lost

a few, but we have a lot of previous
customers that we're working with to
bring back.”

AATC did more than just up #s in-
come through better deals to show a
revenue spike. it also lowered its costs
by instituting lean manutacturing initia-
tives. Because the company’s aniginal
manufacturing facility posed diffoaltics
in terms of improving product flow
(the primary goal of lean manufactur-
ing), maost of those initatives focused
on how AATC's employees coulkd limit
the bottlenecks and slowdowns around
the floor. Many received cross training
so-that they could be put 10 work in
whatever depanment might need them
the maost at any given time

“In the past, supervisors were aftaid
to temporarily give up their best per
formers,” sald Larry Bredengerd, plant
manager with 30 years mwsalcasting

American Aerospace
Technical Castings
Phoenix, Arizena

Metals Cast:  Seeel. alumimum

Size:  Ounces m 60 lhw,
47,000 v fr.
Employees: 52,
Magnetic particlie, x-ray and
dye penetrate soodesciec
1ive resting.

Nadeap, ASO100 B,

A firs that threatened AATC'S existence started in
18 old wax injection room. The mew room (left)
pffers no reminders of the disaster,

experience and Pani Rredengerd’s
hushuand. “It's taken a certain amount
of maturity and charty on thedr part (o
say, if 1 give you somebody, you give
me somebody,' and know rhat theyll
ger them back.”

After the fire in August 2007, the
company coincidentally was left with
veatle personnel. AATC's manage-
ment team kept that in mind when it set
it sights on moving into a new plant,

An Unorthodox Project

Every empioyee st AATC received the
same curious letter from management,

The company had just suffered a
significant disaster, and it was now
moving on in dramatic fashion. ac-
cording to the letter, Not only was the
mvestment shop planning 1o move
its entire faclity, piece by piece, o
another location, but management
wanted 10 do it withowr contracting
owside help. AATC quality manager
David Ellis, 4 retired Marine Major
with logistics experience, spears-
headed the effort as the relocation
team leader.

“Ar his recommendation, AATC
management sent out a letter of intent
and asked the employees officially to
step out of thelr norm to participate
in this exercise,” Larry Bredengerd
said. At the time (September 20073,
the company expected to jose about
109 of its employees, That estimate
was stightly liberal; the company still
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into a new facility,

employs 82 of it original 87 work-
ers. " here were people thar said, 1
don’t want 10 do that,” But we found
we didn't need them as badly as we
needed the people that wanted to he
# part of this.'

The management team had poced
the move out two ways. By getring
everyone in-house onbourd with the
project, not only would AATC save
money compared with contracting the
services out, it would baikd the cama-
radderie it needed 1o continue making
the business o success. But before
embarking on the major sk of moving
s building full of equipment 10 a new
location, the company had another
major task to undertake. It had to bHuild
up & sumplus of castings so it could
continte to serve s customers while
all of its employees were engaged in
the process of moving

“We did some long range forecast-
g and made a remendoss amonns

AATC workers were asked 10 step outside o box and perform

-

guate surplus hacdn't ver been prodoced.,
baut e cotnprany was able 1o get staned
on the equipmess in the facility that was
not inouse Al the tme, Implementing
Ellis’s plan 10 move the operalion depan-
ment-by-depaniment, AATC juggled the
moves 1o allow production 10 continte
in cenain depanments before sending
them packing. In late Febrary and early
March, they transferred the cleanng
rooam equipment to the new address,
where grinders and stmighteners set up
shop 1o do Anishing operations an the
remsining inveniory,

It took some time for the amateur
movers 1o get used 1o handiing equip-
ment weighing several 1ons, Bredeng-
end said, bur without a single reponed
injury and zero significant equipment
damage, they finished moving equip-
ment by the end of March and had the
plant 10084 operitional June 1, nearly 2
months alead of the origimil planned
completion date

thve vanety of tasks necessary ta mave its operation department-by-department

Rising from the Ashes

115 apPeopdiate it AATC anly mived
Stross town, mainsining a Phoenix ad-
dress. The company husd itself visen from
the ashes. And s reincarmaited form was
bester than the odginal, The new 47 000-
sq.-ft. building, formerdy home 1o a silk
sereening -shin opertion. was a4 wide
cpen 40,000 sg. ft. of manafcuring
space when the investment castng firm
moved in. Finally, the company. could
fully implement lean manufacuring
principles throeghout s plants

“With the new bailding, we were
able to come in and put in the How
that best suited us and our customers
for quick turmaround and cost.” Padl
Bredengerd said

Larry Bredengerd estimated that the
company will spend $1.5 million more
on building mprovements, including al-
most $1 million on the: electrical system,
irs former Achilles’ heel. The extra space
in the building has ales allowed the com.

ol custings ahead of the move,”
Purnl Bredengerd said, In this
pussulr, the ahility of the AATC
pmployecs to step out of their
pomfon zones once again be-
S a tactor,

“We workex! 2 lot of people
ansrtime, and the cross training
v been doing really pakd oth”
Lany Bredengerd sald. “Using
Semployees in virious depart-
s throughout the process;
B allowed us (o nearly double
pction in about a three
h petiod and buikd the
gory necded to satisfy the
anees’ future onders,”

B was in late December 2007
the move began, An adle-
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AATC put its cleaning room and hot straightening ovess iste preduction be-
fore the rest of the new faciiity so that it cowld finish its casting imventory.

pany to consider bringing in
operations it currently farms
out. specifically machining
and heat reatng.

During the move. AATC
brought with it a much
improved swath of equip-
ment, In carly 2007, after
renegotiating  its exist-
ing jobs, it invested in
new sand blast machines,
new finishing presses and
more compact elecric hot
straightening ovens, all of
which were intesdled 1o
reduce the bottlenecks the
facility had in its finishing
room, At the time, AATC
had as much as 40 days

19




of in-process inventory walung 1o
pe1 through the bottleneck, But the
improvements, which cost the com-
pany between $13,000 and 520,000,
have redoced that inventary to hve
days or less

AATC abso hiregd a4 new maintenanoe
manager, 20-plas yezr verernn Bill O7She,
whio mudie ita priority 10 perform overdue
maintenance on the company’s existing
machines and set oul & Nxre precise
preventive maintenanoe schedule

"I was a hwospronged appdoach,” Lamy
Bredengerd saud, “We pinpolnted specifi
needs 1o impeove producoon and volume:
nned we mucks wisst we have betier.”

AATC had for wo loog relicd on
band-aid fixes, according 10 Paty
Bredengerd. The new foous on mainte-
pance is designed to keep the company
ahead of the curve. At the new facility,
O'Shea sawd the company would have
no problems doing s0.

1 would love o see a computenzed
malntenance  mmnsgement  system,”
OrShea saidd, whowas involved in desien
g sech O SVStern as i previous metdcas-
i facsliny. "It wakes & ot of Goie, hut &'s
just sor awesame o be able 1o keep track
of evervihing, and that’s ideally where we
Wik 1o 2o, Onoe yors get e systen in,
i's a muaner of entering all the data as fa
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Goodrich, AATC's biggest customer, makes a variety of parts for the aviation industry, including engine nacelies,

ss equipment and then e parts you neod
for each plece of equipment”

Looking to the Future

Don't St the name fool you, American
Aernspace knows that toensure 3 stabie
future, It must divesify #s customer
hase to weather dips in cenain market
sesgments, So while the compriny s cur-
rently producing roughly S8 aemspace
castings, it has in the past matsined 4
product mEx that was 40 comamercial
and s sevkiug e cusioneas pecessany
1o feturn 1o at feast that kevel

“The acraspace market goes up and
down,” Patti Bredengend said, “We try
o keep commercinl castings i our
product mix, as well, so we don't have
our eggs inone basket”

The company meiniains mare than
50,000 active part numbers foe more than
100 custoemens, and on any given day coukl
be running any one of them The remsain-
ing 1004 of its product mix that is cusrently
devoted 1o commercial catings includes
parts foe mining cosomers; o Jocal anms
maaker, un industrial mixer mansfacicer,
and a compuny that procduces orash test
durmmes in a variery af sizes

To aic in g5 search for new ouston-
ers, AATC offers customers a 98-9¢0
quality rating on a varkety of alloys,

from standlard aluminum and steel al
kavs, 1o copper-huse and super alloys,
huasts wilemnces of plus or minus five
thausandths, and is willing 10 take on
production runs from one 10 10,000

“There are some incfhiciencies in-
volved in being a job shop, but you
have 1o overcome those and get really
good at i if you want to be competi-
tive,” Larry Bredengerd said

Sitting at her desk in the new AATC
plant days before the plant ramped up
1o full production, Patt Brecdengernd lacd
the ook of someane who had already
owercome many of her company’s m-
effiGencies, Twenty years cardier, she
spent her days in the very room where
the August 2007 fire began, working her
first ob with AATC as a wax pattemn
maker, Since then, she's worked nearly
every job in the metalcasting Facility

“It's been a hard road o climd,” she sasd,
crediing the financial suppon offered by
the comgany’s boand of direciors togethes
with the AATC employees that have been
critical to the mxave—ithe relocatoon tesan
of Ellis, At Abbey, lany Bredengerd,
Seve Mattas, Carks Deleon, Stepben
MoCaskill and O'Shea, as well s the en
tre produdtion team. “We have hung in
there, and now 'S time foe the rewasd
Ir's been a long tme coaning,” e
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