	SPC: Manufacturing mandate[image: image1.jpg]



Small shop survival may depend on documented quality
by Michelle Tackla
Associate Editor
mtackla@metlfax.com
For the smaller shop, statistical process control (SPC) is quickly becoming more of a mandate than simply a method of preserving quality, experts say.

What can be called a trickle down or push for certifiable quality begins with the big manufacturers who want to track down requirements for quality to the very first person--with certification from every step.

But good parts are only a portion of the story. "Job shops not only need to make good parts--they need to prove it," says Cliff Veach, DataNet Quality Systems, Southfield, MI. "Without documented quality, they will be at risk. They could receive lower ratings from their customers, who will be monitoring their supply chain. Shops could even be dropped from the vendor list entirely."

SPC is a primary tool for documenting quality to potential customers. On the shopfloor, it ensures that processes are continuously in control so that products will be of high quality. Information is derived to detect potential non-conformances prior to manufacturing poor quality products.

 

SPC yesterday, today
The primary dictum of SPC--that poor products are a result of poor processes--hasn't changed. Variation in the manufacturing process will always deter quality and considering systemic causes of defects will always be important.

Though its basic premises haven't changed, SPC has evolved, becoming more sophisticated as technology advances.

As the PC becomes more powerful and capable of handling and processing more data, advanced technologies are more readily available at less cost.

"Because there is a movement away from large mainframes to PCs on the shopfloor, smaller shops can have access to the same high-powered technology that in the past, only larger companies could afford," says Ned Greenberg, VP, DataNet Quality Systems.

 

PCs pack more power
The ability to pack more power into a PC, coupled with 1990s advances in automation, bring today's manufacturers to real-time monitoring of their processes. Operators are notified as the process begins to drift so that corrective measures can be taken before bad parts are produced. Some software packages will prompt the operator to record the corrective action taken from a pull-down list of probable process actions. The operator's input is tied directly to the control chart.

SPC can also provide automated data collection, taken right from the gages. It can perform the charting, calculation, and batch reports automatically, which done manually could take an operator the same amount of time it took to make the parts.

Cost reductions
With its emphasis on prevention, SPC can reduce production costs in the following ways:

scrap reduction; reduction of resource allocations for rework, repair; inventory reductions of raw materials as scrap; man hour cost reductions as less time is required to produce more parts; less return rate for defects not caught during production; direct data input from gages and equipment eliminates redundant efforts for data input; and reduced administrative costs for reporting.

SPC also provides customer compliance documentation through batch reporting capabilities found in database software products.

 

Equipping for the future 
SPC helps manufacturers better respond to the documentation requirements of current and future customers. By establishing a well-defined statistical process control environment in advance, some costs can be reduced.

The cost of responding to a time-sensitive demand for SPC documentation can be much higher than the cost of systems designed with foresight, which are timely budgeted and purchased with a definitive company goal, experts say.

"Rest assured, the entire manufacturing community will be mandated to perform SPC in the near future to maintain their market position, customer relations, and in some cases, meet regulatory requirements," says Veach.

Those that do not establish their own system for quality control may be forced to do so at the customer's request, which can come at an inappropriate time, such as when cash flow is low or bills are high. 


