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For 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.” 

Striking gold with green
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The first time he attended the 
annual kids’ Christmas party 
James Palmer knew the Great 

Little Box Company (GLBC) would live 
up to its name.

It was December 2000 and Palmer 
— now GLBC’s vice president of sales 
and marketing — had just been hired at 
the BC-based packaging firm. He hadn’t 
started his new position yet, but knew 
GLBC’s outstanding reputation as a 
leader in human resources. 

“I was new, so the only people I knew 
there were the owners, Bob [Meggy] 
and his wife Margaret. So I was in 
observation mode,” Palmer says. “There 
were about 60 kids there and Bob and 
Margaret knew almost all of their names. 
That’s not somebody who gets a list of 
names before the event, that’s some-
body who really cares.”

Caring about employees, listening to 
their ideas and helping them to achieve 
their goals and fulfill ambitions are key 
to successful management of human 
resources and success in business, 
Palmer says. But, he adds, care has to 
be genuine. It has to start at the top with 
the owner, then the management team 
has to buy in.

“We have a very strong focus on 
exceeding customers expectations 
every time,” he says. “If your staff is 
highly motivated and in tune with things, 
they are going to go out of their way for 
your customers.”

To achieve that motivation Palmer 
says GLBC, a privately held firm, has an 
open book approach to its financials. It 
has a profit-sharing program and reports 
regularly to employees, disclosing its 
balance sheet.

“GLBC tries to align its interests 
with those of its employees,” he says. 
“Bonuses are awarded for ideas that 
save the company money. If the firm 
meets its annual ‘stretch profit goal,’ the 
whole company takes a trip south to an 
all-inclusive resort, usually in Mexico.” 

The company has quarterly and 
annual performance reviews of all of 
its employees. On the other hand an 
annual anonymous survey of work-
ers is conducted on management 
performance. GLBC maintains a free 
employee gym, an employee vegetable 
garden, a beach volleyball court and a 
rooftop patio. The Kelowna office was 
built facing the Fraser River so everyone 
could enjoy the view and the natural 
light. Employees also get free fresh fruit 
every day.

In May GLBC hosted an Innovation 
Insights event showcasing its 
employees first, approach to human 
resource management.

Palmer said he’s learned a great deal 
from other firms that participated in the 
Innovations Insights program. He says 
he’s learned about changes that need to 
be made to improve the firm’s efficiency 
and at the same time learned what 
GLBC is doing right. 

Insights 
outside of the box
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NRC-IRAP delivers its services 
through a network of more than 240 
Industrial Technology Advisors (ITAs) 
across the country. ITAs are the key to 
NRC-IRAP’s ability to encourage and 
support innovation in Canada’s small 
and medium-sized enterprises.

ITA veteran Walter Wardrop has 
been building relationships with BC 
businesses for more than 11 years. He 
spends his days providing a free service 
to businesses, one that can save a 
company millions of dollars.

“I provide businesses with a neutral 
third party view of world-class best 
practices,” said Wardrop. “My reward 
is to see companies grow and hire 
more people.”

Wardrop credits CME and IRAP’s 
Innovation Insights program with helping 
him expand his knowledge of industry 
best practices. “My job is to visit 
companies,” said Wardrop. “More than 
80 per cent of my clients over the last 
decade have received value-add service 
from my network.”

Wardrop has been a leader in 
connecting businesses to share best 
practices. Great Little Box Company is 
a perfect example; Wardrop connected 
one of his clients with Great Little Box 
to help solve his client’s packaging 
challenges. The new relationship proved 
to be quite successful for Wardrop’s 
client — saving time and money.

 “I can’t stress enough how much 
value programs such as Innovation 
Insights bring for my clients,” said 
Wardrop. “The visits are not about the 
products, it is about the process.”


