
B
orn in England and raised in Czechoslovakia, Bob Vackar fled his home
country in the early 1970s. His engineering career, including a stint
with Columbus-based Arvin, has taken him to jobs on five continents.
For the last five years, he has been general manager of a North Vernon
steel processing company that has gone through several recent ownership
changes and is now a joint venture known as SET Enterprises.

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: CCaann yyoouu ccoommppaarree tthhee ccuurrrreenntt ssttaattee ooff tthhee sstteeeell iinndduussttrryy ttoo ootthheerr cchhaalllleennggeess iinn yyoouurr ccaarreeeerr??

BBoobb VVaacckkaarr:: “I have been in the manufacturing business for some 30 years, but what is happening
today has no precedence. It is a real challenge to make money with the steel prices exceeding $500
a ton after you have given price commitments to your customers for half of that.”

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: WWhhaatt ddoo yyoouu sseeee aass tthhee pprriimmaarryy rreeaassoonnss ffoorr tthhee ccuurrrreenntt pprroobblleemmss??

BBVV:: “The impact from the devalued dollar may be the main culprit. If you are so dependent on
raw materials, you have to spend more to buy the same amount of raw materials. The reduced
value of the dollar may help exports a little bit, but it buys less in terms of natural resources that
we all need to produce a product.”

Additional factors are also financial. While appreciative of ownership’s generous benefit plan, the
company pays approximately $1,200 per month per employee in medical costs. In China, where
Vackar has lived and worked, he says he didn’t see people working any harder than in the
United States, but that they were doing it for $1 an hour.

“When inflation goes up 4% a year and medical costs 20-25% a year, it makes our companies
less competitive than foreign companies.” In regard to China, Vackar has been told, “For every
10 ships coming to the U.S. from China with product, only one goes back loaded. I’m not for
free trade; I’m for fair trade. Nothing, when it comes to dealing with China, seems to be fair.”

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: HHooww hhaass yyoouurr ccoommppaannyy bbeeeenn aabbllee ttoo aaddjjuusstt??

BBVV:: “When I came on board, one major customer accounted for 80% of our business. We’veBy Tom Schuman
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brought on board several new customers, although 95% of our
work is still automotive.

“We have a highly focused, almost fanatical, approach to continuous
process improvement (efficiency improvments of at least 25% a year).
We had a lean manufacturing expert, but he was not lean enough.
I direct Kaizen projects myself. Periodically, we bring in all our
operators from the factory and we brainstorm. Some companies do
it for two days. We focus on two or three problems at most (holding
meetings to an hour), come up with solutions and set targets.”

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: HHooww hhaavvee yyoouurr eemmppllooyyeeeess aacccceepptteedd tthhiiss aapppprrooaacchh aanndd
tthhee cchhaannggee tthhaatt ccoommeess aalloonngg wwiitthh iitt??

BBVV:: “Most have been here 15 or 20 years and been
through a number of mergers and sellouts. The
union actually welcomed someone coming to them
and asking, ‘How can we do this better?’ My office
door is open. I do not permit office politics, but I
encourage solution finding.”

We’ve added people (from approximately 40 to 60 over
the five years) and increased sales several hundred
percent without new technology and without capital
investment. But that will only take you so far. Our
slitting equipment is state of the art, but our blanking
equipment, that’s where we’re behind.”

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: YYoouu’’vvee iiddeennttiiffiieedd hhiigghh ggaass pprriicceess aass aa mmaajjoorr
eeccoonnoommiicc ffaaccttoorr.. HHooww ddoo hhiigghh ccoossttss iimmppaacctt yyoouurr ccoommppaannyy??

BBVV:: “The auto industry is tooled toward the production of large vehicles. To retool from large to
small vehicles will take time. If this cannot be done quickly, we will see the unemployment
increasing. The more money spent on gasoline or diesel fuel means that less disposable income
is left to drive the wheels of our domestic economy. Today, the high fuel cost prohibits possible
job candidates from other counties from working here.”

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: WWhhaatt aarree tthhee aaddvvaannttaaggeess//ddiissaaddvvaannttaaggeess ttoo ddooiinngg bbuussiinneessss iinn JJeennnniinnggss CCoouunnttyy??

BBVV:: “This is a wonderful community. The people are very nice. The pace in the plant is very hectic,
but once they leave here people live a quiet, easy life. The major advantage is the good work
ethic of most of our county residents.” The sparse population, however, makes “finding the right
people quickly always a real challenge.”

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: IIss tthheerree ddiivveerrssiittyy iinn tthhee aarreeaa eeccoonnoommyy,, aanndd tthhee cclliimmaattee iinn ppllaaccee ttoo eennccoouurraaggee
eennttrreepprreenneeuurriiaall aaccttiivviittyy??

BBVV:: “The local chamber is trying to attract small business owners to downtown.” Vackar says
work needs to be done to improve the downtown, with city officials taking a look at Indiana’s
Main Street program.

Applauding the efforts of the local redevelopment commission, mayor and other officials, he adds,
“More effort is still needed. We are the taxpayers and we have the right to expect that our government
(local, state and federal) should begin learning how to become truly lean. The best way to encourage
entrepreneurial activity would be by cutting red tape – opening even a small business is too
legalistic and costly today – and by providing more incentives that are (now) available for large
firms. This is difficult for the states to do when there is little money available.”
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Steel awaits shipment at SET
Enterprises, where employees
regularly contribute to the
continuous improvement process.




