I'sit here wondering what is it that my clients need the most. I
am always mumbling and complaining, a la Walter Matthau,
about the lack of innovation in grain storage and processing.
The systems look far from perfect, and still all companies
manufacture almost identical products.

But do we need more improvement in the mechanical and
structural systems? The silage bag was a revolution in South
America because it provided a cheap storage system for just one year
(or maybe three) in conditions of extreme uncertainty. If there is the
chance you are forced to move to another country in two years, it
makes no sense to build grain bins.

That way, the most important innovation of the last 30 years
had nothing to do with a real technological improvement. It was
more about flexibility. It also aligns with the principles of Lean
Entrepreneurship: start small, fail early.

‘Which are the main problems with a grain bin facility? This is an
Ishikawa diagram. It is used to find the causes of a problem.

An Ishikawa diagram always classifies causes in: Personnel,
Equipment, Environment, Materials (Grain in this case), Methods,
and Measurements. Secondary causes here are just what came to my
mind exploring the subject. You may have different opinions and still
be correct.

Personnel: In most cases the problem derive from lack of training.
Even motivation derives from it, because one starts enjoying things
after having mastered them, not before. There may be compensation
problems too, because in many companies, bosses don’t train
workers, so they don’t have to pay them more.

This kind of environment is what leads to Union problems. In
highly unionised countries you may have them even when you
do everything right, but I have managed projects where we kept
working during a general national strike (and nobody told the
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Construction Union), so I think the way you treat employees is

critical.

The solution? Train your people, treat them well, and pay a fair
salary.

Equipment: Don’t get me started on this. Too many people think
they can “save” thousands of dollars in a multi-million project by
not doing feasibility and design studies. They buy a silo here, and
an elevator there, and hire the cheapest builder available, who has a
bricklayer in the team, and try to make it all work together.

No soil studies, no engineering studies, no plan. And then complain
when it all fails. I had a client who bought two large silos, and never
realised he needed some conveyor to take the grain out of them. He
eventually realised, only after having built the foundations.

I also have an acquaintance who manages a haunted facility.
Equipment starts and stops by itself. Not really haunted. It is just that
mice have eaten the insulation of cables and the owner never wanted
to spend money on rewiring it.

The solution? Hire someone to do the redesign of your facility,
and actually spend money on repairing or rebuilding it, before it is
too late. If there isn’t an independent professional in your area, most
silo companies would be happy to help you if you are happy to pay
for it.

Environment: These are the things outside your control. The
weather, the politics, prices, etc. What helps you here is proper
planning. Learn to deal with the unexpected. Be strong enough
to withstand the blows or smart enough to find a way out. The
silage bags, for example, are a plan to get out. Things get nasty in
Argentina? I can move to Paraguay next year.

The solution? Proper planning. Too many times business owners
get lost in everyday issues. But you can hire other people to do that.
Your actual job is to plan months and years ahead, and lead your
people through those plans.
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Materials (Grain): Unless you are a recycler, if you get garbage in
your system, you will get garbage out. The quality of the incoming
grain is critical, and this means controlling moisture, foreign matter,
and pests.

One shouldn’t mix grains of different varieties, or with more than
three percent of difference in moisture. You also have to deal with a
limited time frame to get the harvest into the silos, and limited time
frames to ship the grain to the port when there is an export.

Drying is different if you work with grain for seeding or for
consumption. The issues here overlap with other areas. Quality
control is mostly about measurements, and the time limits are about
equipment.

The solution? Expertise. Get the best managers/foremen you can
find, and train them even more. A one percent difference in moisture
can mean many thousands of dollars in an export, and you will be
slapping yourself in the mirror if that mistake happened because you
didn’t get a reliable person in a critical position.

Methods: “Things have always been done this way” isn’t a valid
argument. Re-examine your methods, and create methods when
there aren’t. Too many workers in this industry are not up to date
with technology not management methods. Improvisation leads to
repeated failure, and those obvious failures mask other areas that
offer room for improvement and gain.

The solution? Visiting the facilities of your colleagues
(benchmarking) will help you identify new ways of doing things.

If you don’t have this possibility, a simple tool is to get a chair, and
look at the operation you want to improve for a whole day. Just look.
You will sure come up with many ideas.

Measurements: The laboratory and the scale are the brain of a
grain facility, much more than the SCADA system. You can still run
a profitable operation running around the plant turning switches on
and moving levers, but you will lose everything if you accept grain
with excessive moisture or pests, or if you let the scale operator rob
you in partnership with the trucker.

The solution? Have an up-to-date laboratory, calibrate the
truck scale regularly, check everything in and everything out, and
control as much as possible in between. Audit regularly the control
processes.

My conclusion:

Most of the problems in the grain industry are caused by lack
of proper employee training. What we need is a huge effort to
professionalise the industry, with recognised certifications. GEAPS
and NABIM are doing a great job, but we need more organisations
also offering these innovative distance learning courses. Equipment
manufacturers could also offer their own courses.
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