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Maintaining Sustainable Plant Performance
Manufacturing plants face production maintenance challenges daily, as a fact of life.
Chris Evans, Strategic Development Manager at Mitsubishi Electric Automation
Systems, explains how adopting a life cycle management strategy can mitigate these

issues, and deliver increased production quality and sustainable plant performance.

It would be easy for automation vendors to simply see their role as suppliers of
equipment that automates plant assets and be happy that, with that, their journey
ends. However, it can be argued that a shift in perspective is needed in the supply
chain, with manufacturing plant stakeholders increasingly looking to work with
suppliers throughout equipment lifecycles. Indeed, this relationship, as a lifecycle
partner, should reach beyond the initial point-of-purchase and should extend to the

plant’s entire lifetime.

Yet before discussing how that could work, there needs to be consideration of the
critical maintenance challenges facing manufacturing plants to maintain continuous

production.



Maintaining plant assets and increasing asset availability

It would be easy to simply deploy intelligent digitalisation techniques, such as
predictive maintenance, to solve these problems. Whilst this should undoubtedly be
the long-term goal, let’s not lose sight of the fundamentals of maintenance — the day-

to-day task of maintaining critical plant assets and minimising production downtime.

This will always continue to involve people — highly skilled, multi-disciplined
maintenance staff with a deep knowledge of the production plant, who are usually
seen as the cavalry who ‘get us going again.’ The challenge facing many
manufacturing plants stems from economic pressure over recent years, where

maintenance teams have tended to be downsized.

As such, retaining key personnel has been a challenge. Even more difficult has been
replacing people with an equal skill set and the experience to ‘hit the ground running.’
This lack of retained skilled maintenance people increases the likelihood of unwanted

downtime and puts continuous production at risk.

Obsolescence and legacy automation equipment



It is critical to understand the plant automation landscape because obsolescence
poses a significant risk to production. It is often the case there is a lack of awareness

that the problem even exists at all.

"The plant keeps going and we have some spares parts in the stores,’ is a well-worn
rallying cry. Whatever level of obsolescence exists on plant, and this will continue to
exist due to the reliability and longevity of most automation platforms. In turn, this will

eventually lead to higher costs, significant downtime and production losses.

When equipment becomes obsolete, spare parts become increasingly difficult to get
hold of and, if you can get them, you pay a significant premium to purchase them. So,
when the last spare part has been used from the stores and cannot be found via the
internet — or only with the risk of it coming from an unauthorised source with no
warranty and no guarantee it will actually work — serious problems may arise. The way
out of this is to adopt a legacy migration strategy long before reaching this critical

stage.

Spare parts inventory management

Production plant stakeholders should consider multiple initial questions when
developing an effective spare parts inventory management strategy. Foremost among
these is whether they have enough spares on-site and that they are the right spares

profile.

From here, further questions can be asked over whether a test interval is required for
these spare parts and, importantly, whether they will work if needed. Clearly,
availability and accessibility of correct working spare parts is critical should something

fail on plant.

However, holding spare parts is costly, and managing the inventory can pose even
bigger challenges. Are records up to date? Do parts get replenished when used?

These are questions that must be addressed.



Effect on business

Not staying on top of these critical maintenance challenges will inevitably increase
unwanted downtime and affect overall plant efficiency and performance. Alongside
this, the knock-on effect of interruptions to a particular shift's performance can have a
detrimental effect on morale and lead to increased sick days and staff churn. An
inefficient operating plant will also consume greater amounts of energy, which

increases costs and affects a company’s carbon footprint and green credentials.

Working with a life cycle partner

Taking these challenges into account, it is imperative that key plant personnel evaluate
their supply chains and ensure they are working with a trusted life cycle partner that
can work with them throughout the manufacturing lifecycle. As part of this, decision
makers in this area need to review prospective partners and analyse the range of
added value services they can offer to deal with these critical maintenance issues, and

offer related services to help maintain production, develop people and drive down



costs.

One crucial aspect of this is ensuring contracted, 24/7 telephone support and engineer
callout is available to help alleviate the potential lack of resource within stretched site
maintenance teams. Obsolescence reporting and legacy migration solutions should
also be delivered as part of an agreed upgrade plan, that will, over time, remove the

risk of obsolescence from the plant.

Concurrently, flexible inventory management options can improve business cash flow
and reduce carbon footprint, as well as provide availability and accessibility to the

correct profile of tested spare parts.

Energy also continues to be a major cost to any business, and understanding a plant’s
energy footprint and highlighting ‘hot spots’ can be achieved through power quality
measurement and energy audits. Solutions can then be deployed to mitigate the
problem areas and deliver a more energy-efficient plant. Finally, developing and
retaining people is extremely important, so evolving training programmes to meet the
needs of the individual and the business are essential to creating a motivated and

driven workforce.

A way forward

Maintaining a production plant requires significant investment in trained personnel and
an extensive spare parts inventory. At a time when business costs are rising,
leveraging the expertise of the supply chain to develop and adopt a life cycle

management strategy can help mitigate these pressures.

This strategy will help increase the efficiency of a maintenance team by offering extra
added value services outside the scope of what they have the capacity to deliver. By
doing so, production plant decision makers can better navigate and adapt to today’s

maintenance challenges.

Further information about the topics raised in this article can be found by contacting

Mitsubishi Electric at automation.serviceteam@meuk.mee.com.
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