ABB Full Service site Wise Alloys celebrates one year without any recordables!

2009-11-06 – Every facility strives to achieve an incident-free year, but it’s truly remarkable when the milestone occurs at a hazardous site with an almost completely new workforce. 

That was the case on October 14, 2009, when the 142 ABB Full Service employees at customer site Wise Alloys in Muscle Shoals, Alabama, celebrated one year without any recordables!  

Johan Vermeiren, head of ABB Service globally, said “I’d like to congratulate the whole team for this outstanding achievement.  It shows how going for the extra mile can bring great successes, even in a difficult site and a challenging economic environment.” 

A recordable, as defined by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), is one of three types of incidents: a Lost Time Incident (LTI), where an employee cannot return to work the next business day; a Restricted Time Incident, where an employee can return, but cannot perform his or her full duties; and any other incident that requires more than first aid (i.e. stitches, obtaining a work-related prescription, etc.). 

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the average recordable rate for the Aluminum Sheet, Plate and Foil manufacturing industry is 5.3 per year; meaning about five employees per 100 employed are injured on the job each year.

In addition to one-year without recordables, the Full Service team is on its way to marking two years without any LTIs, the last of which was in February 2008. 

Wise Alloys Plant Manager and Vice President of Manufacturing Phil Tays said, “We’ve been very pleased with the focus the ABB Full Service group has placed on the safety and health of the employees at Wise Alloys. Their efforts obviously have paid off big dividends, as they’ve had no recordables for the last twelve months.”

When ABB Full Service first assumed responsibility for Wise’s entire reliability and maintenance operations in November 2007, new recruits made up almost 95% of the maintenance team. The heavy-industry site is, in part, hazardous, with chemicals, hot material and equipment, and oily conditions. 

“We came in during a very stressful situation, with crafts and technicians brand new to the facility with no experience with the equipment. That was coupled with the external pressure of outside forces,” said Quentin Hodge, safety manager for ABB at Wise. “But we had a lot of help from existing supervisors. It would have been a lot worse without those guys.”

According to Hodge, maintenance had the highest injury rate in the facility prior to ABB’s arrival on site: 13 recordables and two LTIs from January through November of 2007. 

As soon as maintenance transition took place, there was an emphasis placed on creating not just a safe environment, but also a safety-focused culture. Hodge began educating the supervisors during weekly lunch hour meetings to increase safety knowledge and explain why it was such an important focus. 

“I explained how many hours we lost when I had to carry someone to the doctor,” said Hodge. “I calculated about 1500 hours were lost from 2007-2008, and that cost about $35,000 plus overtime to fill in for the injured. When I started rolling those numbers out, it began changing the way people think.” 

The training focused on two important lessons: behavior-based safety training and management style. It was not enough just to help form correct safety behaviors, but also to stress the importance of recognizing when someone is doing the right thing.

The supervisor education translated into a robust training initiative for all of maintenance. Since November 2007, ABB has spent 3000 hours on safety training. New hires are now required to complete 20 hours of OSHA, site-specific and ABB safety training. 

ABB site management has been rigorously driving the completion of Safety Observation Tours (SOT). During an SOT, an ABB employee will go into a nearby work area and watch an ABB or contractor perform his or her job. If they see something wrong, such as missing Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), the observer will coach their colleague about how to fix the situation. Additionally, if the employee is doing something correct, the observer acknowledges that as well. 

“Emphasizing correct behaviors is just as important as correcting bad behaviors,” said Magnus Pousette, head of ABB Reliability Services North America. “It motivates people by giving them a feeling of accomplishment while making them feel like a valuable and contributing member to the team.”

By completing SOTs, people also observe equipment or situations that need to be fixed. This is communicated back to the supervisors, who create work orders. All these SOT-inspired work orders are tracked and sent out once a month to show that the problems reported by employees are getting corrected.

“We’ve had over 2177 Safety Observation Tours, year-to-date. Everyone in the plant has to perform one a week for every week they work on site,” said Hodge.

Safety Observation Tours were implemented as part of KISS – Keep It Simply Safe – Safety month in fall of 2008. This Full Service North American initiative focused on creating safe behaviors through training on the SOT, Job Safety Analysis (JSA) and viewing of the “Seven steps that save lives” video.

“KISS gives everyone a central theme to keep in mind. The slogan helps a lot, and people bring it up if I try to do something too complicated. They push back with, ‘well, we’re supposed to keep it simple.’” said Hodge. “It shows we value safety and reinforces it in everyone’s mind.” 

Another safety-conscious practice that is going hand-in-hand with the SOTs is the implementation of 5S methodology. 5S is a process designed to organize the workplace, keep it neat and clean, maintain standardized conditions, and instill the discipline required to enable each individual to achieve and maintain a world-class work environment.

“5S was really the beginning of the behavior change. The guys saw it made areas safer, easier to work in, and more efficient,” said Hodge. “We’ve indentified a lot of issues in our shops and eliminated several safety items during that process.”

Every month, a new area begins the 5S process, reinforcing that clean, efficient environments drive safe behaviors. 

But implementing the initiatives and instilling a safety culture hasn’t been easy. Changing behaviors is a daily task. 

“In a conventional ABB factory, we don’t have customers on site all the time. But at a Full Service site, we are working around the clock on the customer’s facility, where everyone from purchasing to the machine operator is the customer. It’s very important that you can show value, all day, every day,” said Pousette. “When the customer doesn’t see you on the floor because of training or a safety meeting, you have to make sure that everyone, from top to bottom, understands that focusing on safety for an hour and not maintenance, is also creating value.” 

For other facilities looking to achieve these accomplishments, Hodge says you have to have positive reinforcement, commend the good work and show action items have been followed-up on. Set goals, measure behaviors and lead by example.

According to ABB Site Manager Mark Cundiff, “Number one contributing factor is coming in and making safety a priority. Quentin helped lead us in changing the culture by putting systems and procedures in place and training folks that maybe didn’t have a safety consciousness. That was the beginning of it. It always begins with leadership and I think that cascaded down to the rest of the organization. I’m proud of each and every team member who contributed to this long period of not injurying anybody.”

Jari Kaija, head of ABB Full Service globally, added: "I am proud to say your results are leading the way for the rest of our sites!" 

Wise Alloys LLC is the third-leading U.S. producer of aluminum can stock for the beverage and food industries. It has a 15 percent domestic market share of the beverage can stock market. The Muscle Shoals, Alabama, facility is made up of two operations: Alabama Reclamation, where shredded recycled aluminum cans are melted, purified and recast into aluminum ingots; and the Alloys Plant, which casts molten aluminum into sheet ingot to be used to create coils of aluminum sheet. 
