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By Bill McHugh

he construction industry is a fascinating

place to spend a career. The wide variety

of projects, new and retrofits, provides
a constant challenge. An architect colleague
once commented, “A construction project is
like General Motors coming to your front yard,
dropping parts, hiring labor that may never
have worked together and building a car
on location instead of at the factory. How
the building comes together and works
at occupancy time is a great feat of human
cooperation.”

In the last 20 years, our economy has become increasingly
global. Competition in each industry, including automotive, com-
puters, electronics, component parts and construction products,
has forced firms to become more competitive in order to survive,
Building construction is no different. Firms are now searching the
world for places to build manufacturing, warehousing, customer
service, engineering and headquarters facilities, instead of just the
United States. Economists call this process the optimization of
resources. When it comes to finances, personnel, products and
ideas, we all seek the lowest cost for the value received. This eco-
nomic eptimization process has made the passion to be the best
and most economical a key focus of firms worldwide.

The economic optimization process has had a profound effect
on firms' decision-making behavior. The concept has had success-
es as well as some stumbling blocks to address along the way,
Some firms have over-optimized economy in design and produc-
tion of finished products causing failures. Remember the Ford
Pinto’s exploding gas tanks in the ‘70s, Carvair's rear-end configu-
ration that caused rollover problems in the ‘60s, and the resulting
loss of life from each of these events due to parts that turned out
to be over-optimized. Remember general auto quality in the early
‘80s, when we were driven to overseas auto manufacturers for our
new cars? Short-term profits from each of these manufacturing
and/or design optimizations all caused massive loss of long-term
gains in shareholder value, sacrificed while trying to save money.

Over-optimizing can be a disaster, while under-optimizing can
result in products that are not competitively priced in world mar-
kets. There has to be a balance somewhere between optimization
for competitive reasons, and safety in the finished product or sys-
tem. In the automotive industry, end-users respond quickly to rot-
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Apex Firestop, Houston, Texas, applies composite sheet to an opening.

ten engineering or parts in cars by showing up at the dealer’s serv-
ice departments with complaints. Data is gathered on each vehicle
to find sub-par performing parts from the dealer level straight to
the manufacturer through incident reports online, The information
sends an alarm flag through the firm's product stewardship
process, and a search-and-destroy mission is launched to find and
repair the problem, whatever it may be. In the manufacturing envi-
ronment, this process moves efficiently as the distribution chan-
nels are clearly identified and tied into the quality process.

“In construction, and in particular, fire protection, feedback
mechanisms aren’t in place as they exist in the automotive indus-
try, and aren’t quick to discover defects and communicate to the
manufacturing process the need for repair of the design or part.
Cars are driven daily, and serviced in tightly franchised dealerships
when relatively new, with excellent quality tracking mechanisms,”
said Bob LeClair, president of the Firestop Contractors
International Association (FCIA). “In the construction industry,
where fire protection systems are designed by one firm, tested by
another, installed by a third party, and inspected by vet another
organization, each operation has a separate, independent objective
for profit.”

That's the key difference between the construction and the
automotive industries. Although several parts of the car are made
elsewhere by independent manufacturers, the auto manufacturing
industry sets tight standards and has included the supply chain in
the quality process, as it has its own final assembly programs. In
construction, the quality process is not fully developed once a
product produced under an 150 9000-certified process leaves the
factory and moves through the distribution channels to the suppli-
er. For instance, there are few regulations imposed by manufactur-
ers or regulations that track lot numbers on product. Without lot
number tracking, search-and-destroy missions for defective parts
are quite difficult, if not impossible.
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