Vake It so

Assemble-to-order manufacturers rely on product configuration
and other ERP functionality to meet customer demand

y its very nature, the
assemble-to-order
(ATO) manufacturing
industry deals with
customers that require
certain parts or product con-
figurations to be delivered on
an order-specific basis. As a
result, ATO manufacturers
need to have available—or
have quick access to suppliers
with—certain common com-
ponents or subassemblies so
an order can be quickly filled.

Because this need to cus- Advanced Fibre Communications, Petaluma, Calif., a maker of telecommu-
tomize product adds complex- Nications systems, uses Flow Manufacturing from American Software to
coordinate inventory management, mixed-model production sequencing,
and process improvement.

ity to the manufacturing
process, many ATO businesses
are turning to enterprise resources plan-
ning (ERP) systems to help quote accu-
rate prices and build product to customer
specifications. For instance, Granite
Microsystems, Mequon, Wisconsin, an
ATO manufacturer of personal comput-
ers for the original equipment manufac-
turer (OEM) and industrial marketplaces,
had great difficulty in tracing the serial
numbers both of components and assem-
bled systems until the company imple-
mented an ERP system from Syspro Sys-
tems, Costa Mesa, Calif.

According to Todd Sweet, vice presi-
dent of finance and administration at
Granite, the homegrown database previ-
ously used to track serial numbers was
both outdated and inefficient. “ERP soft-
ware functionality helps us run our busi-
ness more efficiently, while maintaining
the highest levels of customer service.”
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says Sweet. “Itenables us to readily meet

the demands of customers in terms of

product specs and delivery schedules.”

In addition, the Syspro ERP software
enables Granite to use a just-in-time
(JIT) methodology. Although Granite
maintains some parts in-stock, most are
ordered on an as-needed basis using JIT.
“The ERP system enables our purchas-
ing department to order parts based on a
combination of current orders and fore-
casts,” says Sweet. “This helps us meet
production requirements on a timely
basis without a major investment in
inventory.”

Companies such as NordX CDT,
Pointe-Claire, Quebec, and Fisher and
Paykal Healthcare, New Zealand, also
are relying on ERP solutions to reduce
cycle time, assist with demand schedul-
ing, and assure product availability and
optimization. Their systems feature
ERP functionality, such as robust prod-
uct configurators and finite capacity

- planning, designed to assist
ATO manufacturers.

Go configure

For an ATO manufacturer,
product configuration func-
tionality is one of the most
important elements of an ERP
system. A product configurator
simplifies order entry by ask-
ing which options the customer
needs, then applies predefined
rules to correctly configure the
end product. The configurator
then populates the attributes of
the newly configured item,
tests for conflicts, and gener-

ates the appropriate bill of mate-
rial (BOM), routing, and price based on
rules and calculations. Configurators
have grown to include more sales, mar-
keting, and financial functions, such as
pricing, cost analysis, and order status.
Therefore, the term “sales configurator”
often is used to more aptly describe the
extended role of this tool, which permits
today’s ATO manufacturers to control the
entire order-management process.

For example, NordX, a subsidiary of
Cable Design Technologies (CDT) and
a leading manufacturer of communica-
tions wire and cable, employed a prod-
uct configurator as part of its implemen-
tation of MFG/PRO, an ERP system
from QAD, Carpinteria, Calif. Because
the configurator can resolve possible
manufacturing incompatibilities during
order entry while providing costing,
pricing, and other sales analysis data,
the company is able to make better deci-
sions earlier—and eliminate errors and
speed time-to-market.
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“Before the configurator, it took 30
minutes to one hour to configure a
product, and more than 50 percent of the
orders ended up containing errors,” says
Richard Houle, vice president of infor-
mation technology (IT), customer serv-
ice, and logistics at NordX CDT. “The
prime benefit of our new configurator is
that we removed the mistakes—we have
approximately 100-fold less mistakes.

Advanced Fibre Communications used the line design component of American Software’s Flow

some point we could go back and look
at what configurations would be best to
commit to made-to-inventory and in
what quantities. The more our config-
ured products remain constant, the bet-
ter use we can make of the configurator
output and BOM to load into produc-
tion. Based on what our ongoing experi-
ence tells us, we will soon be making
some of these decisions.”

Manufacturing to substantially reduce the number of steps involved in production.

The second most important benefit is that
we now have a much faster turnaround.
What formerly took about 45 minutes to
configure over the phone now takes two
minutes. Also, the configurator can be
linked with order entry, so information is
fed in automatically and priced
automatically.”

According to Houle, the configurator
generates a specific work order that can
be sent to the shop. “The various patch
cords and patch panels that we manu-
facture can be complex, coming in many
different flavors,” he says. “The config-
urator serves as a guide by asking the
customer where the patch cord will be
used, what the application will be, and
other relevant specifics, such as the level
of quality of signal required.”

Houle adds, “If all of our products
were produced using a configurator, at

The need for flexible and intelligent
product configuration is everywhere, and
its complexity is as diverse as the prod-
ucts it configures, says Cindy Jutras, vice
president, product strategy, for Islandia,
N.Y.-based interBiz Supply Chain
Group—the application business unit of
Computer Associates. “The configura-
tion need can be for something simple,
such as choosing features and options for
acatalog item; or it can be for the replace-
ment of a very complicated and sophisti-
cated engineering process.”

At Fisher and Paykal Healthcare, a
division of Fisher and Paykal, a manu-
facturer of white goods, the need for bet-
ter configuration was readily apparent.
The division makes humidifiers, patient
warmers, resuscitators, mobility scoot-
ers, and other high-tech equipment for
hospitals and the health care industry. It
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is a $100-million manufacturing busi-
ness that implemented MK Enterprise
from interBiz in only six months. This is
particularly impressive because the
company’s business environment is
complicated by the diversity of its nine
major product lines.

“Some of our products are in 24-hour
production, while others are built to
order,” says Angela Whittle, system
manager at Fisher and Paykal Health-
care. “Some electronic devices have
components made of raw materials that
require long lead times and long supply
chains. Managing the mixed-mode envi-
ronment is easier with the MK Enter-
prise software. One of the immediate
benefits of the implementation was bet-
ter visibility of our manufacturing
process. With our old MRP [material
requirements planning] system, there
was very limited visibility of inventory
in work-in-progress.”

Fisher and Paykal has eliminated
60,000 inventory transactions per year
since implementing the product configu-
rator from MK Group. The time needed
to check component files, a tracking
requirement of the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration, shrank from a three-day
manual effort to a single on-line query.
Instead of requiring systems staff to
spend weekends on-site, MRP now takes
two hours to run and is initiated by users.

Fisher and Paykal is now looking at
providing Internet access to distribution
centers in the U.S. and Europe. “We'd
like distributors to come in over the
Internet and place orders directly into
our system,” says Whittle. “Then they
could come in and track the progress of
orders to keep clients up-to-date.”

Finite functionality

Another aspect of ERP increasingly
deemed appropriate for ATO manufac-
turers is advanced planning & schedul-
ing (APS). Unlike traditional MRP, APS
technology uses in-memory processing
and special algorithms to model produc-
tion, based on both material and capaci-
ty availability. Thus it can be used to
provide accurate available-to-promise
dates not restricted to fixed lead times.

“APS recognizes that a manufacturing
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