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customers than employees. They need 
to sharpen those tools, creating a place 
where people want to be now and in 
the future. There’s a shift to high-tech 
labor from craft labor. Give people the 
opportunity for more education, whether 
on the job or in a classroom. That creates 
opportunities to improve, whether that’s 
self-esteem, responsibilities or pay. That 
benefits the industry rather than detracts 
from it. 

HAS THE PERCEPTION OF 
MANUFACTURING WORK 
IMPROVED?

SMITH: There has been a significant shift, 
thanks in part to a growing awareness 
of what’s happening to trade-school 
graduates versus those from four-year 
institutions. It’s the dichotomy of a four-
year degree’s cost and job opportunities 
versus working in the trades, whether 

that’s as a plumber, welder, electrician, 
machinist or something else. Be a great 
machinist if you want to make a lot of 
money; we’ll be competing for you.
The state’s most important education 
resource is its community college system. 
If you want continued growth for North 
Carolina, then super fund community 
colleges. Create the workforce dynamics 
that we need to be successful. 

Mintz Shull Smith
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A community college education is the 
best product you can get from a cost 
perspective. Don’t start at a four-year 
school. Start at a community college and 
get those two years of maturity, which 
are a big deal for 18-year-olds. Then 
decide what to do, because that low-cost 
platform creates opportunities. 

It’s a “shiny candy mentality” with 
education; many people are enamored 
with football and basketball teams. 
College used to have a large social 
component. Technology has dramatically 
changed that. The world’s social dynamics 
have changed. 

There are some neat programs out there. 
We were one of the fi rst to do a signing 
day with kids. Instead of a picture with 
a jersey, athletic scholarship and their 
parents, they get one with a hard hat, job 
offer and their parents.

MINTZ: NC State’s engineering 
programs are welcoming more and 
more students from community college 
programs. Their knowledge and skills 
continue to grow as they gain experience 
on the factory fl oor. That pathway 
becomes more and more important as 
technology advances.

There’s a lot more focus on training 
engineers based on what they learn at 
tech schools. Engineers of the future will 
go through that trade school hands-on 
pathway. It’s an approach that other 
countries are probably already doing. 

GAGE: It’s no longer your father’s 
factory. Advancements have come a 
long way. Our machines and processes 
lend themselves to electronics rather than 
mechanics. We invite local community 
college students into our plants and 
introduce them to modern manufacturing. 

We fi nd a lot of traction when we meet 
students from community colleges.

HOW IS TECHNOLOGY 
RESHAPING MANUFACTURING? 

MARQUES: Boviet uses a lot of 
technology to build its photovoltaic 
modules. We are highly automated and 
will be even more so in the future. Our 
state-of-the-art equipment is the best in 
the solar industry, and our Phase 2 will 
be the best in the country when it opens 
next year. AI is part of our present, and 
we’re preparing for it to be a bigger part 
of our future. We see many opportunities 
for it within our business, especially 
preventive maintenance. It won’t 
replace our technicians. It will support 
their day-to-day work. It will make 
our manufacturing better, faster, more 
predictable and more reliable. 

The Power of Partnerships
Great things happen when we work together, and there are great things happening in the Greenville, NC MSA.
Together, we are driving innovation, unleashing growth opportunities, and leading the way to a stronger future. 

Join us in the Greenville, NC MSA. The best location for strong collaboration.

growpittcountync.com
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We collect a lot of data. Human beings 
can only process so much of it. We must 
leverage technology to process all of it. 
Workforce development and training must 
support the understanding and use of new 
technology such as AI.
 
SHULL: The flourishing of the Internet of 
things — sensors and monitoring devices 
— has created a challenge. There’s a 
need to handle and assess the large 
amount of collected data in a meaningful 
way, whether that’s identifying emerging 
problems or opportunities to improve quality 
or productivity. AI can monitor and trawl 
that data in real time, highlighting trends 
or aberrations. Then a human being can 
determine if it needs to be acted on before it 
becomes a critical problem to production. 

CRISP: We’re beginning to use AI for 
workflow processes such as proofing an 
email. But there will be a large expansion 

of its use in scheduling and resource 
planning in the coming years. That’s a 
big deal for a high mix, low-volume 
manufacturer like us. 

It’s tough for a manufacturer of our size 
to be on AI’s leading edge. But we are 
preparing for it, and we rely on partners 
such as NC State Industrial Expansion 
Service, which has provided training, 
for help. While there’s a lot to grapple 
with, including security of our data, it’s a 
huge opportunity for our industry. There’s 
a tremendous amount of variability and 
tremendous amount of useful data that 
could be captured.

GAGE: Automation is here. It’s in our 
factory. We squeeze out as much 
efficiency as we can. An interesting 
application for AI is from a machine-
learning standpoint, analyzing the 

best-performing complex in the factory, 
identifying what makes it great and 
applying our findings across the factory. 

Our training department uses technology. 
Our Operation Skills Development 
team recently deployed HoloLens, an 
augmented reality headset. It allowed 
OEMs in Germany and Italy to watch our 
mechanics’ hands as they worked on their 
machines here, allowing direct feedback 
in real time.

MINTZ: We’re helping smaller 
manufacturers, who represent 90% of 
manufacturing in the state, to choose 
an approach to technology. They hear 
stories of what AI and automation can 
do. But many of those abilities come 
with a big price tag. The first thing small 
manufacturers say is they can’t afford to 
do it all. And they’re right. 



S P O N S O R E D  S E C T I O N

ROUND TABLE 

MANUFACTURING

3 2 B U S I N E S S  N O R T H  C A R O L I N A

But technology doesn’t necessarily 
require a major investment. We point 
out lower cost options that can be as 
helpful, especially with data collection 
and analysis. Some monitoring equipment 
connects to existing machines. It’s still 
technology, and it’s still collecting 
information that can be applied on the 
factory floor. That will help you as a small 
manufacturer.

HOW HAVE MANUFACTURERS 
SECURED THEIR SUPPLY CHAINS?

SMITH: There has been an awakening to 
the weakness of the supply chain. Tariffs 
and the response to them have exposed a 
significant riff — a manufacturer’s ability to 
ensure component flow into and product 
flow out of its factories.

I believe there will be a big manufacturing 
resurgence nationwide, especially in small 
parts, because you can put many in a 
shipping container. I think the small-parts 

business is coming back to America. And  
it has as much to do with tariff costs as 
much as ensuring an intact supply chain.

SHULL: It started with the COVID 
pandemic, which disrupted supply chains. 
Many companies quickly shut down, 
because they were using just-in-time 
manufacturing. One source of supplies 
dried up, and everything stopped. 
After the pandemic, manufacturers 
began catching up on production while 
stockpiling materials. At this point, we’ve 
overcome all of that. People are happy 
with how their supply chain works. 

Now tariffs have re-introduced 
uncertainty. If I source foreign parts, then 
I’m facing a second round of securing 
other means of ensuring a continuity of 
flow. The whole industry has gone from 
concerned with your own plant floor to 
being holistically focused on your entire 
supply chain. Even sending out your 
product for work before bringing it back 
for finishing can be affected. 

It’s all vulnerable, whether from 
legislative interruptions or marketplace 
ebbs and flows. It’s one more place 
where technology may provide greater 
insight, improving planning and isolating 
you from disruption.

MARQUES: Tariffs’ long-term effects 
will solve supply chain issues. The current 
scenario needs to be restructured. 
Reshoring industry and suppliers requires 
time and clarity. That stability will help as 
the industry positions itself. 

COVID caused a disruption, halting 
supply chains. Reshoring manufacturing 
is a solution that we are working on to 
keep them running. But we need clarity 
in terms of policies. They can mean many 
opportunities for the state, including 
developing logistics and infrastructure 
that can absorb and support more 
manufacturing. ■

Boviet Solar opened its Greenville photovoltaic 
modules factory in April. It uses state-of-the-art 
technology and will create more than 1,300 jobs. 

BE&K Building Group interns have been digging into the construction industry, taking on 
various tasks and responsibilities. From job sites to office settings, they’re learning the ropes 
and applying their skills in real-world scenarios.
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