DESIGN

Can 3D prinfin L1t

make it happen?

nnnnn

How One Company
takes the cost out of metal 3D
printed parts—p. 88

Eastern Edition - April 2018

Solving

Customers’ Problems
Hinges on More Than Just
Machine Tools—p. 130

MOLDMAKING

A PCB Assembly Firm
builds relationships while

assembling boards—p. 124

ELECTRONICS




ELECTRONICS

By Mark Langlois

Electronics Firm Builds Relationships
While Assembling Boards

When Altek Electronics Inc. CEO David
Altschuler talks about understanding the
company’s customers, he means he visits the
customer’s plant once a week, walks through
security wearing the badge they gave him 18
years ago, and he talks to various people in
the receiving department, production, engi-
neering, and supply chain about what they
need and how Altek is performing.

While he’s doing that, his father, Stephen
Aleschuler, Altek’s founder, is visiting an-
other customer to learn what that customer
needs. In that meeting, Stephen Altschuler is
meeting directly with the customer’s founder
because that’s how old their relationship
is. Sabrina Altschuler Beck, a co-owner of
the electronics manufacturing firm, visits
other customers as needed, always with the
goal of building the relationship, not only
delivering a part.

“It’s not just because we ship a good qual-
ity product. It’s all about the relationship
and doing what they need, when they need
it,” said David Altschuler, in an interview
in early February at the company’s plant
in Torrington, Connecticut. “It’s so much
more than just ‘Get an order and ship it.’
You don’t have to be there every single week,
but it helps. Because when you're there and
they want to ask you a question about how to
solve a problem, it’s easy. If you're not there,
they’re going to look for somebody else.
Being there creates opportunity.”

Altek, founded in 1972, serves customers
in the medical, industrial, and military mar-
kets, among others, by designing and assem-
bling printed circuit boards, box controllers,
and wire assemblies. With annual revenues
approaching $30,000,000, the company
employs roughly 190 people in a factory that
is about 40,000 square feet in size. Altek’s
quality certifications include AS9100D, and
ISO 9001: 2015, while solderers are certified
to IPG-610 and the J-SID, and cable and
harness operators are certified to IPC-620.
This quality focus is all going on while Altek

immerses itself in lean manufacturing train-
ing for its employees, an ongoing project
that started nearly 20 years ago. Dozens of
employees have been trained to date, and
more training is planned for 2018, including
training Altek supervisors on how to train
their own employees.

Major Customers Are Visited
Every Week

“I'm at a major customer every single
week, and sometimes multiple times a
week,” said David Altschuler. “I'm in either
their service/production location or at their
engineering/design center.”

Altschuler doesn’t get stopped at the
door anymore because his identity badge
is 18 years old.

“There are times I get there and there are
five or six people looking for me. We are not
just there to visit—we re there to help them
keep products flowing without hiccups and
resolve potential problems.”

Altschuler said Altek isn’t only providing
parts for its customers. It is building a rela-
tionship week by week, year by year, involving
as many people as is practical. Altek’s goal
is to build a deep relationship beyond “We
build you a part.”

These routine weekly problem-solving
visits might include the ongoing struggle
to figure out how to remove parts from the
process, or how to find rare components, or
bulking up inventory of parts that are about
to be discontinued. Even harder, it could
mean finding replacement components for
parts that were discontinued years ago.

“We’re always trying to find ways to take
cost out of the product,” Altschuler said.
Altek employs 11 engineers, including
software engineers, production and process
engineers, and electronics engineers. “Com-
panies ask, “Can you help take cost out of
this product? And then they ask the same
question the following year.”

Operations Manager Ravi Kailan said

workers are constantly asked to try to cut
waste and improve efficiency inside Altek.
That is part of the company’s ongoing lean
manufacturing training and Six Sigma
efforts.

Workers Enjoy Open Door Policy

Kailan said Altek produced nearly 900
distinct parts last year in quantities ranging
from one to 3,000. In the last 12 months,
Altek increased its output from roughly
2,000 to 2,500 pieces a week to 3,500 to
4,000 a week.

“Our customer base is also growing, and
our current customers have increased their
demand. As the entire economy is growing,
everyone is doing more,” David Altschuler
said.

Sometimes when Altek employees visit
a customer, they gain a clearer idea of what
problems the customer faces. On these visits,
Altek workers bring Lean Manufacturing
principles to bear, as required.

Kailan is a Six Sigma Black Belt. Over
time, Altek is training all employees in lean
techniques.

Last year ( 2017), all supervisors and
managers—12 people—on the production
floor went through a four-day lean certifica-
tion program. Two line leaders have been
trained this year.

“All of this is helping us remove the waste
from our facility while improving quality,”
Beck said.

Kailan said that Altek estimated 4,200
hours of savings from its lean events last year.
“We have verified 2,800 hours,” Kailan said.

In all, in 2017, Kailan said Altek reduced
costs through its lean efforts by an estimated
$108,000, and out of that, $60,000 has been
verified.

One example of that arose after Tiffany
Janelle, a line leader, completed lean train-
ing. Janelle said she worked in day care be-
fore joining Altek, but it wasn’t for her. She
wasn’t sure about working at a factory. She



doubted she would enjoy sitting at a bench
all day making things. She discovered she
loved it, and when one of her line workers
isn’t at work, she looks forward to sitting in
for them.

Trainee Returns from Class
with Improvement Plan

When Janelle returned from Lean
Training, she figured out how to shave
time off a PCB assembly that took 45 min-
utes. The process was fully automated, and
Janelle figured out how to build the PCB
partially by machine and partially by hand
for a 20 minute savings.

“Here, 20 minutes is a lot,” Janelle said.
“We were pretty excited about that.”

When one customer called Altek to de-
scribe a problem they faced with shipping,
Sabrina Beck, Altek vice president and
ownert, visited the customer with Kailan,
the operations manager. They found the
customer’s problem was Altek’s elaborate
packaging to protect the PCBs. The cus-
tomer’s assembly line was buried in Altek’s
pink bubble wrap.

“They were more embarrassed than
anything to say “Please don’t package it
like this,” Beck said. “It’s wonderful you're
taking this care, they said, but we’re only
45 minutes away. They had a mountain of
packing material next to the production
line that told the story of what we had to
do better,” Beck said.

Once Beck and Kailan saw the prob-
lem, they understood what they needed.
First, the packing method consumed too
much time—time at Altek and time for the
customer. [t took about several minutes at
Altek to package it, and then it took anoth-
er three minutes at the customer’s facility
to open the box, unload the product, and
stack the packing material.

Their solution changed the packaging
and the packing materials. Instead of
packing the assembly in a cardboard box
layered with alternating bubble wrap and
product, they switched to a rolling cart
with shelves, but no bubble wrap. Each
printed circuit board is inserted side-by-
side in an ESD-approved foam frame with
a few inches between the assemblies. The
rolling cart is then zippered closed and
driven by van to the customer. The cart
is rolled into the factory, unzipped, and
the assemblies are unloaded on the line
as needed. The cart and foam frames are
returned to Altek.

Workers at both factories saved five to
seven minutes packaging and unpacking
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the PCBs. Little or no waste was left at the
customer’s plant.

“It’s now down to 25 seconds,” Beck
said. “We're saving from less waste. We're
saving time from people who don’t have
to open boxes.”

Altek’s engineers, including company
founder Stephen Altschuler, constantly
tackle projects to lower costs and improve
efficiency.

“They meet every day, and every day
they’re working on a project,” Beck said.

Altek engineers create test fixtures to
better test circuit boards. An assembly
with, for example, 700 connections, might
take 50 hours to test. Altek is always look-
ing for ways to shorten that time.

“We found a way to do this testing in far
fewer hours,” Beck said. “It took months to
develop. It went from taking us 50 hours a
week to 10 hours.”

One improvement the engineers in-
stalled was a test fixture called a “bed of
nails.” A person places the PCB on the bed,
presses it into place, and a few seconds
later, the PCB is tested. Each circuit on
the PCB is checked that fast.

“We’ve written software for testing, to
create a better human interface. It’s an
ongoing effort to reduce waste,” Andy
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Zaharek, Altek’s senior test engineer,
said. “We might write a piece of code that
will step an engineer through the review
process more quickly.”

Embracing Technology to
Lower Costs

Why the emphasis on reducing costs?

“We’re in Connecticut; it’s a high-cost
state in America, a high-cost country. In
order to compete with companies who
do what we do overseas, we need to find
ways to reduce costs, remove waste, and
become more efficient,” Beck said. To cut
costs in the bidding process, Altek uses
software that gathers prices online from
suppliers without human interaction. That
both lowers costs and avoids human errors
that might arise when a person types in
numbers from various suppliers.

“So that helps us improve lead time on
quotes to customers, and it reduces the
amount of work it takes to get the quote
done,” Beck said. “We’re harnessing tech-
nology to increase the speed of quotes and
reduce the cost of quotes.”

Altek customers want products fast
and they want high quality. Kailan said if
a customer asked for a part in two weeks,
and today they call to say they need it the



IENA7 1 PNl
AUTHORIZED
PERSONNEL
ONLY

day after tomorrow, Altek starts racing.

“We’re going to rush,” Kailan said. “That’s
the trend in the last few years. It's a good
mix of racing and doing more controlled
production.”

Despite the short deadlines, quality is
always important.

“If you do quality right, speed is going to
come,” Kailan said. “If you focus on quality,
you're not doing it twice. You're not rework-
ing it. You can focus on the speed to get the
part out the door. Quality has to be the first
focus.”

“Stephen’s focus from early on was to
make it easy to do right and hard to do
wrong,” said David Altschuler. So Altek and
its engineers are working constantly to give
employees the tools they need to make the
part properly. “And we have tools available
now to do that.”

One example of such a tool is Altek’s
digital traveler. Itis a database of instructions
and photographs that tell workers exactly how
to make a part. The photos remind workers
of what it looks like as the part progresses
through manufacturing.

A student from Oliver Wolcott Technical
School in Torrington brought the idea for a
“digital traveler” to Altek, and Altek gave him
time and training to create it.

“It’s how we run the entire factory now for
presenting documentation on how to build
something. And if something is changed or
updated, everybody has immediate access to it
right away,” said David Altschuler. “And if they
have comments or suggestions on how to do
something better, they have immediate access
to the engineers who create those documents.
So, if somebody said it would be better if I
had that image, or you had this wording, or
if you could make this a different language,
we can do that right away. So it’s easy to do it
right and it’s hard to do it wrong.”

Altek, a PCB assembly company
founded in 1972, insists on knowing
its customers for superior customer
service.

This is a reprint of an article that ran in the
APRIL 2018 edition of D2P magazine.
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