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R
obert Claxton, president and CEO of Knauf Insulation, invests himself in Shelbyville.
He serves on community boards and makes sure employees have time to volunteer
for local organizations. That caring spirit was returned to Claxton and Knauf when
the community offered its support after a February fire that lasted more than 13
hours roared through the plant.

Claxton started his career with a Shelbyville insulation company right after
college. About 18 months later, Knauf bought the business. With degrees in business management
and finance, Claxton worked his way through positions in operations, marketing and sales with
Knauf and several stints as a plant manager. He’s served as CEO for the past three years. Claxton
is now in the midst of a major expansion at Knauf and looking at the future of the industry.

BBiizzVVooiiccee®®:: Following the February fire, some production lines were restored and running within
days. What was taking place behind the scenes to make that happen?

RRoobbeerrtt  CCllaaxxttoonn:: “(During the fire) we were literally helping with the fire department as far as them
understanding where the fires were within the plant, because you could not go into the facility at the
time and we were trying to direct all of the efforts from the outside in. That was difficult. Any of us that
had very detailed experience of knowing exactly where locations were inside, we did a lot of that.

“(Then I) just wanted to be there and assist where resources were
needed to make sure we developed a very short-term strategy as to
how we were going to continue to reassure our customers. One,
because there was so much (media) coverage so quick. There was
certainly a scare out within our industry that Knauf Insulation
was burning down, and we had to shore up those concerns. Then
we had to literally set some strategies in the very short term as to
how we were going to get back into operation.”

BBVV:: How did employees and the community support Knauf while
recovering from the fire?

RRCC:: “It was interesting because we’ve always wanted to be a major
contributor in the community, and I think you’ll find that we have
been. This I think was the culmination of people understanding
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what we’ve always wanted to do for the community, and the
community jumping at a chance to help us. We had the mayor
directing fire trucks to literally I was getting calls from anybody
in the community that I’ve ever worked with on other projects.
They were lending their hand whether it be sending people
over here to cooking meals. I mean it was just from A to Z.

“All the local people (helped), period. It wasn’t just someone
connected with business like ourselves. It was my friends and
neighbors and our other employees’ friends and neighbors.”

BBVV:: Construction for the expansion was well under way at the
time of the fire. How did you shift your priorities to manage
two projects – the expansion and rebuilding portions of the
existing building?

RRCC:: “People knew what to do. … You always have to plan for
the unforeseen and be prepared for it. What really happened,
all the engineers who were heavily involved in the expansion
project, not the day-to-day operations, they sprang into action
immediately.”

People from other Knauf locations flew in to assist and employees
shifted their focus to get everything back on track, he explains.

“Not one day was delayed of the construction, and we were
back into production in literally hours or a few days.”

BBVV:: Tell us about the $220 million expansion project. How
important was it to you to keep those operations in Shelbyville?

RRCC:: “I’ve been here 30 years; you can imagine I know most of
our employees over that period of time. This individual plant
is where Knauf Insulation started. If you go back to 1978, it was
a very small facility. We were a very small competitor within
our industry. We were just one plant. Over those years we’ve
grown 10 times that. This is where we started so this was our
home. … It certainly made sense to find any way we could to
be able to retain this as our home.”

BBVV:: How will operations change once the expansion is complete,
and what aspects are you most excited about coming to fruition?

RRCC:: “This was our first endeavor in our home, but it has had for
the last 30 years the oldest of our equipment. It was probably
not as competitive as we would like to be. Particularly when
we build a new plant in California, Alabama – those are all state-
of-the-art facilities and those have made us grow over the years.

“This is literally a chance for us to put the finishing touch to
our entire range of products to make them state of the art
when it comes to (being economically competitive) a quality
standpoint. We believe we’ve got the best product quality in
the industry. This is going to ensure that for the next 30 years.

“This is really going to be a testament to our employees here
who have stuck with us to be able to now get the fruits of
their labor. They will be operating on good, clean, efficient
equipment that they have not always been able to get when we
would expand somewhere else.”

BBVV:: Tell us some of the ways you and Knauf Insulation are involved
in the community.

RRCC:: “I think we have a strong testament that would tell you
that we support the community in a very large way. It’s not
always just financial. You could go up and down these halls or
into our plants and it would be rare that you would not find
an employee who is not involved in some philanthropic effort
in our community. Beyond the monies that we supply to those
organizations, what we do is we find ways to allow the people
to take time (to volunteer).”

BBVV:: Talk about your involvement with the Shelby County United
Fund (similar to the United Way in many communities).

RRCC:: “I’ve been involved with that for about 20 years. Knauf is
the largest supporter of that. We raise over $100,000 from the
company and our employees each year. … It’s not just the money.

We have hundreds of employees (who) are involved in
all those different agencies during the year or during
the annual drive. They’re a big player in that.”

Claxton serves on the Shelby County United Fund
board of directors and is a previous board president.

BBVV:: Why is it important to give the employees opportunities
to give back to the community?

RRCC:: “First of all if they didn’t, I think there would be a
gap. For every hour that one of these employees didn’t do
it, would somebody else step up and do that? I don’t
know. I just know it adds to the enhancement of it.
The other is it just makes common sense to me that if
our employees are doing this within the community,
it’s increasing the quality of life issues, which is good

Continued on page 97

Robert Claxton makes it a priority for Knauf employees to have the time and
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for all of our employees at the end of the day. That seems to me
to be a no brainer. What else can we do to make the community
better than to donate time?”

BBVV:: In what role are you most visible in the community?

RRCC:: “I don’t know if it’s one particular thing. I think the thing
that I probably enjoy the most is at least being visible enough
in the community that people know me, and they know that
we’ll help support what the needs are. We’re not invisible.
We’re not just some company (you see) as you drive by. … I
take huge pride in us being local.”

BBVV:: If you had one more hour each day, how would you spend it?

RRCC:: “The most disappointing thing when it comes to time
restraints is particularly here. It wasn’t many years ago I knew
every person in this facility (about 500 people at the time). I
knew them all, because I was plant manager here for a number
of years and you get to know people.

“I wish I had time each day to go around and say (hello) to
each person. That’s the toughest thing. I knew a lot of these
people, and I still can’t get around to them like I would like.”

BBVV:: What keeps you energized each day?

RRCC:: “If you’ve looked at your heating bills and electric bills
this last year, you noticed that they’ve abruptly gone up.
Energy conservation is going to be a bigger and bigger issue.
Whether you believe in global warming or not doesn’t matter.
There’s something there. Something’s going on. … The one
thing that can make the greatest impact on that is the product
that we produce.

“On the negative side obviously is the bad news that we’ve got
to conserve our energy somehow. The good news is that we
are in an industry that can really be a major player, and not
just in a selfish way. It behooves us to find greater and greater
ways to produce insulation in different fashions than we have
in the last 40 years and produce different forms that can help
with that problem.

“We’re sitting in a good seat to be able to be a major (player).
If you can’t get excited about that, then there is something
wrong with you.”

Robert Claxton
Continued from page 93
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