Observations and Notes on Industrial Project Management


Did anybody have to deal with an industrial project management?

I mean not only dealing with people, computers and software but also with administrative authorizations, choosing the right process for manufacturing, choosing the machines best designed for the products you are going to work with and dealing with a very strong distributor about the specifications of the packaging and products which will be manufactured for him ? Did I talk about the weather?

So, shortly:

We had to build a chemical plant intended to manufacture a wide range of products to sell under the private labels of a distributor. 

The distributor gave us the specifications of the products we had to manufacture for him. We dealt about the prices. Everything's OK.

A good engineering company provided us with a good process and took into account the environmental regulations we had to comply. OK.

The machines were chosen, not only according to the experience of the engineers who surrounded us but also after seeing them at work in plants doing a job close to what we were going to do. OK.

No problem for the terrain, the mayors are so willing to have industries close to their town that they would pay for them had the law not forbidden it. OK.

Filling the folders with papers intended to get the administrative authorizations. The lawyers gave their OK to our work. OK.

In order to reduce time to production, we decided to work according to the principles of "parallel engineering". OK.

Everything's OK. We are the best.

Then did the dream turn into nightmare.

The mayor called us asking for a meeting at the town hall about the dangerousness of our plant.

We went and had a perfect meeting with the city council. Everybody supported us but we questioned about why we met, it was told us that some "0.5%" of the population seemed reject the project. 

Would you agree to have public hearings with the population about the project?

Of course, yes.

The public hearings allowed us to explain how we dealt with possible dangers, and how much people we were hiring.

Everybody seemed to OK the project. But …

However, that 0.5% of the population remained hostile. How we dealt with the possible dangers or how much people we would hire in a town that suffered bitterly of unemployment seemed to be of no interest for them.

It took a long time to learn from the mayor, who was reluctant at giving the information, that those people were what distributors call (in France) "Rurbans", meaning people who live in rural areas but get their income from urban areas. From their home, those people would have seen the roofs of the plant and the storage tanks.

They had left the town (one of them traveled 200kms/day to his job), paid a lot for their new homes … and they were to loose their quietness as a plant was settling close to their homes … Vade retro satanas !!!

Could we flee?

Then comes the "parallel engineering". 

We had ordered the machines and the providers had begun building them. It was impossible to stop them without paying huge amounts of money for half built machines. We could only stop manufacturing a little amount of equipment. When you work parallel and one process has to stop, you cannot stop the other processes going on.

Therefore, we had to fight. A court's choice between many people and a company that wants to build a facility is easy - the population necessarily wins.

We succeeded in settling our plant, 5 years later …. (We went two times to court, including the one I told, and lost for the same reasons. We learned only much later that a judge would have been a close neighbor of the facility… This has, of course, nothing to do with the decision...).

When we succeeded settling our plant, 5 years later, many things had moved. 
The specs of the products the distributor wanted manufactured for him had moved so deeply that we had to change the design of some tools. The design of the packaging was completely outdated, and a part of the equipment that was manufactured and stored during five long years was outlawed because it did not comply with new regulations.

What did I learn from this?

The people you have to rely on when you manage an industrial project are people who don't take any responsibility. No mayor is responsible for 0.5% of his population. And so on.

Managing an industrial project is not difficult. The risk management and the escape procedures must be dealt with accurately. For example, when you buy equipment, do you deal about stopping manufacturing the equipment and storing the half-built machine as soon as an unexpected event happens? Maybe you should.
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