or decades, the National

Research Council of Canada’s

Industrial Research Assistance
Program (NRC-IRAP) has supported
small and medium-sized enterprises
to develop and commercialize new
technologies. The program also assists
clients with sustainable innovations
- finding a balance that improves
the bottom line while implementing
environmental solutions. NRC-IRAP’s
guidance led one Winnipeg firm to find
an annual savings of $680,000 through
a Lean to Green assessment, in a
payback time of less than two years.

When Carlson Engineered Composite
Inc. decided to go lean and green, its
shop staff was somewhat apprehensive.
The move meant the Winnipeg firm, that
produces fiberglass reinforced plastics
for vehicle bodies, would install robotic
water-jet cutters, a more environmental
approach to the manufacturing process.
The technology allows for reuse of
large scrap pieces, eliminates airborne
particles and the resulting runoff is
usually clean enough to be sent down
a standard municipal drain. However,
would the new automated equip-
ment mean less need for the skilled
employees who manually cut out the
intricate patterns for these products?
“We’re not trying to cut jobs,” says

Arnie Milne, the firm’s VP of sales
and product development. “We’re
trying to become more efficient and

reduce waste, so we can increase our
capacity — keep the people that we
have working, and maybe even add to
that number.”

Bruce Taylor, president of Elmira,
Ontario-based Enviro-Stewards Inc.,
an environmental consulting firm,
assessed Carlson’s operation and
the resulting Lean to Green Report
identified technological innovations,
including adaptations of critical inputs
such as water, energy and chemicals
that could yield long-term savings of
$680,000 a year.

“Everything we save is usually a cost
from outside, it’s overhead,” says Taylor.
“Therefore, it doesn’t affect employment
in the plant. This facilitates employee
engagement in the process, since they
don’t need to worry about that impact.”

In fact, by installing the latest
generation of low-flow fixtures for the
water supply, the reduction in consump-
tion would make up for the increased
demand generated by the new cutters.
With the additional savings in time and
materials this equipment would provide,
the entire investment could be recouped
in a few months, without laying off
any employees.

This kind of quick turnaround is not
what most manufacturers associate with
going green. A more popular concept is
to wean off the power grid by installing
an expensive array of solar panels, an

undertaking that can take years, if not
decades, to break even.

Carlson’s incentive to go lean and
green originated with Tim Mitchell, an
Industrial Technology Advisor (ITA) with
NRC-IRAP. The program has worked
with Carlson on a number of projects
over the past few years, and the firm
praises the expertise of Mitchell,
whose advice helped them find a
qualified consultant.

“The next opportunity for our clients
is environmentally sustainable manu-
facturing,” says Mitchell, pointing to
concepts such as product life cycle,
end-of-life planning, eco-labeling, and
consumption use monitoring.

Mitchell is the founding leader of an
NRC-IRAP ITA sector team focusing
on manufacturing and materials, a new
initiative to help clients with sustainable
innovations like he did for Carlson.

“It’s all about simple things,” adds
Milne. “Simple things that can pay off
big-time, as you develop and grow
the business.” 2020
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NRC-IRAP supports small and medium-sized enterprises in Canada grow stronger, grow faster, grow bigger through innovation
and technology. SMEs can contact NRC-IRAP by calling 1-877-994-4727; they will be put in contact with an advisor.
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