Open-Systems
Computing: How
Close to Open?
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Buyer beware: not all
open systems are creat-
ed equal. Some legacy
systems are passed off
as “open” just because
the network terminals
sport slick-looking GUI
front ends. All the
while—in the back-
ground—the system is
going back to the main-
frame for high-level pro-
cessing. Open systems
are nevertheless coming
to the machine tool in-
dustry. We also look at
the impact of open sys-
tems on ISO 9000 regis-
tration and PLC trends.

BY MARTY WEIL

ne reason for the dramatic shift to open
systems is the market's frustration with
the choice of networks, peripherals, or
applications limited to those supported
by a single vendor and its partners. In
the past, vendor differentiation was typ-
ically achieved by the creation of prod-
ucts and solutions that were completely
incompatible with another vendor’s. Scalability was
minimal. Just a few of the technical problems the
market would no longer tolerate include lack of
compatibility between operating systems; the need
for a new wiring topology every time a new system
was put in place; the horrendous problems en-
countered during transition from one type of system
to another; and the training required to support
different systems.
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To solve these problems, industrial users banded
together to form standards organizations—the fo-
rums through which users were able to voice their
concerns and requirements. The standards orga-
nizations convinced vendors that it was in their
best interest to agree on a common interface.

From a user’s perspective, this meant that up-
grades to systems became simpler, because appli-
cation changes were not required every time a new
version of the operating system was installed. The
user simply added more computing power by in-
stalling another desktop computer instead of buying
a bigger mainframe. Management of resources be-
came centralized, and therefore open systems be-
came a reality.

However, not all open systems are created equal.

According to Duncan Smith, vice president of
product development for Epic Data Inc. (Vancou-
ver, B.C., Canada), open systems based on “the
open-system standard” allow seamless portability
from one operating system to the next and elimi-
nate the worry about whether or not the system will
interface with emerging technology. But, legacy
systems that lack openness can only be accommo-
dated within an open-systems environment by
adding a graphical front end to the applications or
converting the applications to run under UNIX.

“Be careful,” Smith warns. “Neither of these op-
tions necessarily means the application is now tru-
ly open.”

According to Smith, for open systems to be truly
open, the adoption of the client/server distributed
computing model is fundamental. “As a general




knowledge—we seek to take advantage
of their expertise as soon as we begin
thinking about a new product—within the
first 30 minutes.”

Globalization, though, creates signifi-
cant logistics problems. “We have 400,000
active part numbers,” said Briant, “and
this makes global logistics a problem of
tremendous size and complexity. Fortu-
nately, information technology is coming
to the rescue. It is the single most effec-
tive tool that we have in this respect. It al-
lows us to shrink time and space to help
compensate for the complexity of the
global marketplace, both in terms of our
supply chain and decision support.”

The key here is having common appli-
cations. “Now we have about 20 MRP sys-
tems at work in IBM. We feel we can
shrink that to two or three off-the-shelf
systems.” The same shrinkage, said Briant,
will apply to other software categories.

A new command structure is also in the
works. Briant said that to be fully re-
sponsive to global needs, IBM will move
to a worldwide client/server system, char-
acterized by approximately 10 “mega-cen-
ters” that will act as servers to numerous
client locations around the globe. These
are some of the ways, said Briant, in
which IBM is seeking to maintain and
improve global responsiveness while
counteracting the problems of size and
distance—problems inherent in the very
nature of manufacturing today.

Manufacturers
Warned to Keep
Inventories Low

CHICAGO—An industry consulting firm
warns that manufacturers should avoid
building up costly stocks of raw materi-
als and component parts, even when
such goods are in short supply.
According to a national study by Chica-
go-based Grant Thornton LLP, 36% of all
U.S. manufacturers with annual sales be-
tween $10 million and $500 million re-
cently have encountered significant short-
falls of raw materials or parts and 20%

CORRECTION: In the January Software
Review, the telephone number for Sie-
mens Nixdorf Information Systems Inc.
listed on page 67 is incorrect. The correct
number is 617-273-0480. Also, in the
March issue Information Express, the tele-
phone number for RedZone Robotics
should be 412-765-3064, and the tele-
phone number for Quadrant International
should be 011-61-2-251-7277. Managing
Automation regrets the errars.

said they will increase such inventories
because they fear future shortages. How-
ever, instead of stockpiling these critical
materials, mid-size companies should
forge stronger working relationships with
their suppliers through justin-time sched-
ules and vendor-managed programs, ex-
plains James D. Krasner, director of lo-
gistics services for Grant Thornton.
“Whether they make goods for the gen-
eral consumer or parts for use by other
producers, manufacturers are part of a
supply chain. Many large manufacturers,

distributors and retailers are requiring
their suppliers, and their suppliers’ sup-
pliers, to adopt advanced inventory-man-
agement practices to respond to the cus-
tomer’s specific order requirements, often
on a few days’ notice,” he adds.

Krasner points out that there is a cost
for nearly every aspect of inventory, be-
ginning with the initial investment in ma-
terial. Other factors, such as labor, ware-
house space, taxes and insurance, can
double a company’s financial inventory
carrying costs. MA
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rule,” he says, “the more application processing
done by the device in front of the user, the more
likely it is to be a client/server environment, and
the closer you are to having a true open system.”

Many applications claim to be open by incorpo-
rating middleware that provides proprietary soft-
ware links for each database. This is not a true
open system, according to a white paper on open
systems from Avalon Software Inc. (Tucson, AZ).

“Once middleware is built into the system, flexi-
bility becomes limited,” the white paper states.
“Often, the data cannot be accessed safely with-
out first accessing the middleware. This can prevent
the use of standard tools, or, if standard tools are
used, it limits their use to the most basic features.
The end result is that information control remains
with the MIS department and thus speed and flex-
ibility are sacrificed for data safety.”

ON THE ROAD. Three years ago, the Carolina Freight
Carriers Corp. (Cherryville, NC) set out to reengi-
neer its business by creating a distributed data col-
lection system with client/server vendor indepen-
dence—in other words, a true open system.
Operating under an open system, Carolina saves
nearly $400,000 in labor and related costs each
year—nearly double the project amount, and en-
abling the system to pay for itself in a year-and-a-half.

Carolina’s dock and yard control system is a real-
time data collection system that manages equip-
ment and shipping activities at the company’s major
hub facilities. The system supports equipment sta-
tus updating, unloading and loading of shipments,
outbound trailer manifesting,
and productivity tracking of all
vard and dock personnel.

Now, instead of getting direc-
tions en masse over two-way ra-
dios, Carolina’s yard drivers re-
ceive instruction via on-board
computers located in the cabs
of their rigs. In this way, the yard
worker can select his upcoming
moves more expeditiously. The
on-board computer also provides
Carolina's management with re-
al-time feedback on the progress
of their workers.

Woody Lovelace, director of
systems support for Carolina, di-
rectly attributes an increase in
productivity to the new system.
“With the new system,” says
Lovelace, “the yard worker no
longer needs to laboriously write

Carolina Freight attributes the
productivity improvement of
the company's yard employees
to the addition of on-board
computers in their rigs. Instead
of getiting directions over two-
way radio and committing
them to paper, the yard
employees get their instruc-
tions electronically. In this way,
the yard worker can select the
move he is going to perform
and act on it.
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A true open system should be built on native technology such as fourth-gen-
eration languages (4GL), computer-aided software engineering (CASE), and
relational databases, allowing businesses to implement solutions that will not
lock them out of future developments.

down every move he makes. The system also pro-
vides us with a means to track the progress of the |
driver—something that was difficult, if not impos-
sible, to do under the old pencil-and-paper method.”

“Carolina chose one of the best reasons for mov-
ing to an open system—to re-engineer their busi-
ness,” says Epic Data's Smith. “And, one of their
main reengineering goals was to empower their |
day-to-day workforce. When you start empower-
ing people, you get less waste. At Carolina Freight,
when they let people drive the schedule—rather
than have schedules driving people—they in-
creased productivity.”

Not only has Carolina’s open system increased
employee productivity, it has also enabled the com-
pany to take advantage of new technologies, which
further empower people at the hubs to make deci-
sions for freight movement, packing, and unloading.

According to Carolina’s Lovelace, the system has |
virtually eliminated misloading of freight. Instead of
collecting shipping information after the fact and
finding errors after the freight left the dock, the new
system collects data in real time, thereby minimiz-
ing mistakes. “Now,” says Lovelace, “the system |
stops us right at the door if we are about to send
something to the wrong destination.”

OPEN SYSTEMS AS SAFETY NET. Management guru Tom
Peters has said, “Nothing that traditionally worked
for us yesterday will work for us tomorrow.” In
the broader perspective, that may be true. Howev- |
er, for companies like Boeing Defense and Space
Group (Seattle, WA), maintaining a competitive
edge is essential to survival, and true open-system
networking may be the only hedge against system
obsolescence.

“Today, Boeing Defense and Space Group is hav-
ing a very difficult time forecasting its business,”

says Carole Wiskirken, whose management re-
sponsibilities for Boeing Defense and Space Group
include the replacement of legacy systems for fac-
tory production, facilities activities, and human re-
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