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The Rockwell Automation event was held in the McCormick 
Centre which claims to be the largest convention centre in the 
USA. Without question it is the largest convention centre that 

I have visited – and Rockwell Automation and their partners pretty 
near filled the place. We were guided by our host from Rockwell 
Automation in South Africa, Jeff Sandison.

Over the years there have been many debates about what an 
automation solution provider is really about. Previously it was more 
about product and less about solution. Now the need to be able to 
provide a solution is by far the most important element.

The Manufacturing Perspective was structured to convince the 
attendees that it is now all about capability and scalability - with a 
focus on allowing any size entity to improve productivity and to be 
able to do that methodically and holistically as the entity grows.

Emphasis was also placed firmly on the role of visualisation 
and simulation in actually improving manufacturing intelligence, in 

particular the manner and effectiveness of making data available as 
genuinely useful information in an age when the availability of data 
can be daunting if not properly managed.

Energy and an implicit commitment to a greener economy could 
not be avoided!

Productivity

Keith Nosbusch, chairman and chief executive officer of Rockwell 
Automation predicted in his presentation that there will be 70 million 
people crossing the threshold into the middle-class each year – and 
that the emerging markets will contribute more growth than the de-
veloped markets over the next decade.  He emphasised the growing 
importance of automation as a means of improving productivity, and 
positioned Rockwell Automation as a company serving, and of special 
relevance, to both the developed and the developing economies.

Manufacturing intelligence
…  a perspective
By IR Jandrell, Crown Publications

Over many years I have had the privilege of meeting fascinating folk in our industry, from both within the borders of this country, and outside of 

it. In some cases I have had the pleasure of travelling to other countries to get a taste of what is yet to come. Late last year, I joined some col-

leagues in visiting a ‘Manufacturing Perspectives’ event, held in Chicago (which I must confess is ‘my kind of town’)! 

“Maybe we can show government how to operate better as 

a result of better architecture. Eventually, I think Chicago 

will be the most beautiful great city left in the world”. 

Frank Lloyd Wright, 1939
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Exhibits

The centre piece of the event was an industrial trade show, housing 
only displays by Rockwell Automation divisions and their partners. 
This is an important aspect of the event, and affords clients the op-
portunity to speak to specialists in each discipline. But the real value 
of the event is based around a plethora of hands on labs and special 
lectures chosen specifically to showcase new concepts and ideas, 
and to promote current thinking and strategy.

The psychology of quite how clients are convinced of the merits 
of current thinking was in itself interesting, with highly competent 
hosts at each stand able to switch from a prepared patter to a thought-
ful digression, complimenting the points being made by company 
executives and those made at the workshops and in the lectures. This 
proved to be a remarkably effective methodology for teasing out the 
true merit of the current ideas and building up their credibility - mov-
ing what could easily be seen as a sales pitch to a well argued and 
scientifically based case.

The event is enormous by any count, with more than ten thousand 
delegates attending each day. Significantly, although the entire event 
is remarkably USA-centric, clients and representatives of partner 
companies attended from all over the world, with some participat-
ing in panel discussions and presenting seminars. Predominantly, 
however, the presenters were from Rockwell Automation, with the 
event described as being a gathering of industry experts to discuss 
‘their perspectives on the key manufacturing issues important to 
our industry’.

Skills

A perennial challenge that is permeating more and more economies 
seems to be the lack of appropriate skills and the perceived imbal-
ances that exist within the trading world at present. These factors 
were highlighted by a number of speakers. While not wishing to cause 
any displeasure, there is a clear trend suggesting that many of the 
technical fields, like engineering, are perceived to be a hard way to 
get a degree, and hard ways to make money in a world seemingly 
driven more and more by service economies.

Dr Robert Atkinson, an engineer, stated bluntly that the USA was 
falling behind much of the rest of the world in a variety of areas. There 
is no doubt that this perception is commonly held, and evidence has 
been assembled to support it. According to him, the USA lost 32% 
of its manufacturing jobs in the past decade. This is on first sight an 

indictment, especially if one contends that manufacturing is a key 
engine to the economy.

Unpacking this view one is forced to conclude that the impact of a 
lack of skills combined with a downscaled work force is either because 
of, or can be compensated for, by the appropriate use of automation 
solution. Atkinson, however, argued that the precipitous drop off in 
manufacturing jobs since 1999 was not due to increased efficiency or 
productivity. It was driven by output loss. He points out that the US 
government overstates the production of computers. But the fact is, 
manufacturing has dropped off alarmingly.

His views are not universally held, but were largely supported 
by attendees at the event.

To compound the challenge faced by the USA, he noted that the 
unit labour cost in China is only 4% of that in the USA - in Germany 
it is 150%. 

Energy – essential in the manufacturing process

Rockwell Automation wants energy to be part of the entire manufac-
turing process, and they want customers to be able to visualise and 
appreciate the importance of this. This flows from initially establish-
ing awareness, to the actual improved efficiency of the plant. The 
challenge is to tie energy into production information, providing a 
context for what the customer sees. A key attribute of a manufacturing 
intelligence system today must be its ability to present energy usage 
information in a usable form.

What Rockwell has hit on is the ability to recognise that most 
of the instruments used in industry actually have access to data 
which can be relevant to energy usage. Accessing this information, 
contextualising it, and allowing the customer to make informed deci-
sions based on it are the key by leveraging the investment already 
made. The point is not to put energy meters in everywhere – it is 
about extracting the pertinent information and using it to make the 
process more efficient. Essentially, it is about recognising that each 
instrument becomes a part of a virtual energy meter, and that by 
proper management, that data can be extracted and presented as 
exceptionally valuable information about plant efficiency in general, 
and energy usage in particular.

An investment in Manufacturing Intelligence on its own is not 
often fully appreciated, but ensuring that energy information, or an 
analysis of consumption, will be one of the outputs is a generally very 
good starting point. Apart from making the process more efficient, the 
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system itself should be able to turn devices on and off, or control their 
energy usage, without affecting the overall functioning of the plant.

Internal communication and R&D

Significantly, within Rockwell Automation there are already cross-
cutting discussions between the various production groups and the 
solutions groups to better understand the internal processes of their 
own organisation. If you are running a 24/7 operation the issues are 
about efficiency of process and equipment.

At this stage, Rockwell Automation is paying very careful attention 
to the design of their own electronic devices, choosing processors 
and technologies specifically to reduce energy consumption.

Within Rockwell Automation, the R&D activities cut across the 
entire company, attempting to ensure that a coherent and holistic 
approach is adopted. One area that is attracting substantial attention 
at present is the concept of cloud computing. In 2011, for instance, 
44% of manufacturing companies were implementing or evaluating 
use of cloud computing within their plants.

Conclusion

Currently, Rockwell Automation is investing more in R&D activities 
than in the past, with a substantial component being flowed out to 
external research agencies, these typically being universities. Cur-
rently, 4% (up from 3%) of the value of sales is being plowed back 
into R&D. As with their engineering activities, the R&D activities are 
spread throughout the world. The software component of many of 
their products is now growing rapidly in importance, and, for example, 
the role of cloud computing in critical industrial applications is being 
carefully piloted, with the very significant benefits being considered, 
and the potential risks identified.

It is apparent that the world leaders in industrial automation are 
rapidly reinventing themselves, and are committed to increased R&D 
spends to stay ahead of the field, and be in a position of being able 
to provide the best scalable solutions. One of the challenges is the 
balance of too much technology and the use of the most appropri-
ate technology.

It is apparent that Rockwell Automation is using evidence of 
technical skill and competence, along with an increasing spend on 
R&D, to cement their position on the global market and indeed to 

lead wherever possible. The level of individuals representing both 
Rockwell Automation and their partners is testament to the serious-
ness in which they hold the view that those organisations investing 
most heavily in appropriate skills will, indeed, rise to and stay at the 
top of the pile.
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