Comment by David Hutchins

On the Radio 4 Today programme 30th December 2005, there was a debate on the topic of whether the UK should or should not attempt to keep its manufacturing industry alive or let it go to countries such as China.
One speaker suggested that we should let go all the industries with 'repetitive' production on the grounds that we should focus on products requiring high skill. I have heard this argument countless times over several decades and it is as crass now as ever it was.

I find it hard to believe that those who use and believe such arguments could ever have had any experience in such industries, nor will they have seen why it is that companies in the Far East can do what we appear not to be able to do. The popular belief is that in such countries, competitive edge derives solely from differences in worker salaries. If this argument is correct then the difference will not last much longer. Pay throughout the Far East and particularly in the two most important countries China and India is rising rapidly as their people demand ever better standards of living just as we have ourselves done in the past. 

As these countries become more prosperous (at the expense of the West), complaints of unfair trading will increase as happened in Japan in the 1960s through to the 1990s. As we ourselves become more self protective and begin trade barriers against Chinese automotives, they in turn just as have Toyota, Nissan, Honda etc. will begin overseas production. Eventually, such ‘repetitive’ products will once again be manufactured in the UK in a screwdriver economy but the technology will now be in China, Japan, India etc. Where is the sense in that?

It is late in the day and we do not have much time but for us it seems that the sensible policy would be to learn how to compete and keep the jobs here. But how might we do that?

The real problem is not wages although of course it is a factor. For whatever reason, despite all the publicity given to such concepts as Six Sigma, Lean manufacture and other important concepts, the West remains woefully ignorant as to the essence of these or their necessary underpinning philosophies. If they took the trouble to find out and to act on what they have learned, they would discover that they could compete despite the differences in pay to the workforce.

The argument that British people should not work in industries which have repetitively produced products is also fallacious and born of ignorance. Behind the worker doing the repetitive tasks is a complex web of sensitive interacting processes that require the most demanding innovative ability in order to compete. The machines themselves must be maintained. In successful companies this means the application of highly advanced preventive maintenance schemes, replacement strategies, line balancing, materials control, complex supply chain management and the use of modern Lean techniques. Off line there remains financial control, inflation accounting, use of modern planning tools such as Quality Function Deployment, Problem solving concepts such as Six Sigma and also Process re-Engineering. I do not see anything repetitive in any of this which is necessary regardless of the complexity of the product!

Even at the level of the production work itself, it is not inevitable that the work must be boring. I have seen workers in Japan performing what on the surface might appear to be the most mind numbing repetitive tasks but with total concentration on what they were doing. The reason was that they were members of Quality Circles. They were not simply expected to solve trivial little line problems which was the case when Western companies fiddled with the concept, but were involved in total self management on the line. They worked out who should do what, how to use multi tasking, when to rotate jobs to avoid repetitive strain and to maximise performance. In the UK and probably throughout the West, industrial managers simply have no idea as to how to use the untapped potential of our most important resource, namely our workforce. It has nothing whatever to do with repetition. 
The sad truth is that the reason for the decline has more to do with an appalling lack of knowledge, drive and determination of our business leaders. If we are so clever that we believe that we can be exceptionally innovative in the field of product innovation then why cannot we be equally innovative in the fields of people management and process management?  
