Agile Manufacturing 


Agile manufacturing is a recent movement viewed by the auto industry, which shares with the consumer electronics industry the distinction of being the pacesetter in manufacturing process innovation, as the next step in its development. It represents the demise of the century-long tradition of manufacturing driven by scale. It aspires to total flexibility without sacrificing quality or incurring added costs.
Agile manufacturing is contrasted with lean production, Toyota's composite of tools, culture, and organizational philosophy that ensures high quality, low cost, and continuous and sustained improvement. The Japanese Manufacturing 21 (twenty-first century) consortium defines it in terms of nine major challenges to car makers, one being the three-day car, three days from customer order for a customized car to dealer delivery. The goal is practical; leading Japanese auto makers can deliver the ten-day car now.
U.S. firms moving in the same direction have a strong advantage over Japanese companies in some areas relevant to the nine challenges of Manufacturing 21. 
1. Break dependency on scale and economies of scale (reducing setup costs is key).
2. Produce vehicles in low volumes at reasonable cost (Nissan's Intelligent Body System, a Lego-block approach that favors existing over newly designed body components, leaves tooling as the only major expense for a new model).
3. Guarantee the three-day car.
4. Replace large centralized with distributed clusters of mini-assembly plants located near customers (as much as five days' time is required to ship cars to dealers; Japan's horrendous traffic congestion has become the weak link in just-in-time inventory management, with suppliers unable to deliver on time).
5. Be able to reconfigure components in many different ways.
6. Make work stimulating (those who carry out Lego-block production should not be treated as Lego blocks).
7. Turn the customer into a "prosumer," an ugly neologism that means proactive something; the idea is that the customer will take an active role in the product design by, for example, configuring options at a computer in a dealer showroom.
8. Streamline ordering systems and establish close relationships with suppliers.
9. Manage the massive volumes of data generated by the production system so as to be able to analyze that data quickly and agilely. 

Agile production would appear to be the blueprint for future manufacturing. Managers in every industry would do well to incorporate the essence of the Manufacturing 21 challenges into their agendas. Publishing, retailing, and banking are but a few of the industries likely to rally around agility.

Japanese companies invented just-in-time manufacturing, lean production, flexible manufacturing, and many of the tools of total quality management. Even as the rest of the world catches up and some companies overtake them, they are positioning for the next leap forward. So, too, are their American competitors. The three-day car is coming. Flexible manufacturing is adaptive; agile production is adaptive and faster. The aim of lean manufacturing is to keep production steady and predictable and minimize cost and waste in a world of business that is increasingly unpredictable and unsteady.
