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LABOUR / An expanded role in the deci sion-making pro ces s help s conver t sk ept i cs

A que stion of sur viva l
BY CAREY FRENCH

Specia l to The Globe and Mail

W
HEN wor kers at the MacMillan
Bathurst Inc. pack agi ng pla n t in
St. Thomas, Ont., were aske d to

join teams targe ting waste and inefficie n cy,
the first react on was fear.

The tot al qu ali ty management progr am , a
we apon in the fight to keep the agi ng cor ru-
gat e d pack agi ng pla n t aliv e in a marke t
thre atene d by envi ron ment al pres s ure s and
de cli ning prices, was first vie wed as a strat-
eg y "t o ge t us to eli min ate our own jobs ,"
says pre ss operato r Frank Buczkow s ki, sec-
ret ary-tea s ure r of Local 1500 of the Int e r-
nation a l Woodwo rke rs of Ame rica, Cana da.
"We didn’t jump into this wit h open arms.
We sat back and said: ‘Let’s see what they’ve
go t to offer’".

In the two years sin ce the progr am wa s in -
st alled, the bar rie rs of suspi cio n have crum-
bled and produ ctivity has improve d. But up
to 10 hou rly rat e d and two super vis ory jobs
have gon e ou t the door.

"If a company goes the TQM pat h se ri-
ou sly, the re’s goi ng to be a lot of jobs that
disappear", con cedes con sul tant John Pet rie,
directo r of Toron t o-base d Conw ay Quality
Cana da. "That doesn’t necessarily mean peo -
ple, but if the work dis ap pears ....."

And it’s not always the inefficie n t, the lazy
or the incompetent who are targe ted . Some -
times a job can be made redun d a n t by detec-

tion of errors before they occur – the key-
stone of TQM. What hap pens to the worker
in "the dep artment that cat ches screwups?
Why shoul d he get inv olved in TQM?"

That’s a que s tion, when not answe red up
fr ont, that has con tributed to the failu r e of
ma ny TQM prog rams. Union s have label-
le d su ch strategie s – wit h so m e ju s tific ation
– as "fe el-good" peg s upon whi c h to hang
the dow nsi zi ng hat.

"I t wa s se en as cat ch-all for all the ills
and measure s to deal wit h excess cap acity",
says Bev erley Paque tte, a Toron t o-base d part-
ne r with management con sul tants Ernst and
Yo ung. "Bu t TQM shoul d not be something
la bou r sh oul d be scare d of. It does giv e grea -
ter par ticip ation: a greater chanc e to see
where a company is goi ng".

Where the total quali ty philo s ophy is ap-
plie d properly, bet ween 5 and 10 per cent of
playe rs typically emb r ace the con cep t with
open arms, while a sim ilar por tio n of bot h
ma n agement and labou r "w on’t do it no mat-
ter what," said Conway’s Mr. Pet rie. How to
br ing the rem ain ing "wind check ers" on sid e
means spelling out the alt e rnative s. Nowa-
days , the alt e rnative s to TQM are likely to
mean "br ing ing in the sla sh-and -burn con-
sulting firms, who are goi ng to go throu gh
the place with a meat axe ."

Davi d Sh aw, produ ction manage r at the
MacM illan Bat hurst pla n t in St. Thomas,
didn’t danc e arou nd the choic es when he

aske d un ion ized wor kers to buy into TQM.
He didn’t hav e to. Lacking the size and equ ip-
ment of many of its compett ors, the pla n t
wa s – and is – vul nerable in a provi nci al in-
du s try that may be able to sust ain only 16 of
21 such operation s.

Mr. Shaw says he hasn’t won ove r all of the
ske pti cs. "Fo rty to 50 per cent are activ ely
particip ating in teams, 5 to 10 per cent are
active ly ag ain st it; the rest are on the sid e-
li nes," But two years ago "only about 10 per
cent were on sid e."

Productivity has improve d by 13. 5 per cent
si nce then, speci alty lin es hav e been int ro-
du c e d and, were it not for a price dro p of
10 per cent and decli ning volum e, the pla n t
woul d have been in the black by 1992, in-
st ea d of repor ting sub stantia l lo ss.

A good sli ce of the improve ment came
fr om giv ing sho p floor teams real mus cle to
devi se and implem e n t change.

"We know better how to fix the produ ct
than a paper push er", said the union local’s
Mr. Buczkow s ki. Management "gave us the
tool s and a budge t to work wit h ..... I can’t
remember any thing Dav e [Sh aw] tur ned dow n."

One improve ment inclu ded provi ding tools
fo r machin e operato rs to per for m si mple re-
pairs and maint enanc e, the pre ss operato r
said.

"The way the economy is goi ng – if you
don’t hav e thes e qu ali ty proga ms in the pla n t,
then yours is the pla n t, or the indust ry, that
isn’t goi ng to sur viv e.
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