Spaulding Composite's future looks rosy at last in Rochester
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ROCHESTER — Spaulding Composites, a 130-year-old Rochester-based manufacturer of industrial laminates, has gone through some tough times since the turn of this century, including a spell in Chapter 11 bankruptcy, a bridging loan rescue from the city, a change in company ownership, a drastic reduction in employees, and several changes in chief executive officer.

Now for the good news -- in the past couple of years, a combination of a loyal, skilled labor force, innovative products, valuable patents, investment in new equipment and the appointment of CEO with a record of turning around operations, has translated into record sales and, currently, the need to hire more workers.

Back in 1994, when The Rochester Times published its series, Made in Greater Rochester, Spaulding Composites had 155 workers and was extremely optimistic about the future, having successfully emerged from an earlier Chapter 11 situation. Less than a decade later though, in a reversal of fortunes, Spaulding had been forced to cut back to just 37 workers, and, in the words of current CEO Donnita Rockwell, “was on the verge of tipping over.”

One person who remembers those darkest hours is Edith Welch of Rochester, who has worked at Spaulding Composites for well over 30 years, and is now in charge of the Spauldite Tube section of the factory.

“Sometimes I would go out the door almost crying,” said Welch, expressing her relief at the company's turnaround. Nowadays, 95 people work in the factory and Rockwell is in the process of attracting new employees.

The climb back to prosperity began in the fall of 2003, when bolstered by a $300,000 bridging loan from the city, Metapoint Partners, a private equity firm based in Peabody, Mass. purchased the company. According to Rockwell, Metapoint strengthened the organization by awarding raises to the remaining workforce, and bringing back their benefit packages. This move was important to secure the institutional knowledge of the key workers -- the folks who knew how to use Spaulding's valuable intellectual property rights, formulas and patents and produce its unique products used by blue chip companies, worldwide.

Within 14 months, the loan was paid back to the city, helped by an improving economy, a growing order book, and an increased focus on the company's core business.

Early in 2005, Spaulding bought the assets -- that is, the production technology, customer information, tooling and much of the production machinery of The NVF Company, which had factories in Delaware and Pennsylvania. Some of this equipment came up to Rochester and some of it was installed in Spaulding's other facility, in DeKalb, Ill. Reading between the lines of a company program update covering that period, though, Spaulding Composites was still experiencing problems, especially with delivery times to customers. A couple of changes were made by Metapoint to Spaulding's management team, and in December of 2005, Rockwell was brought in to run the company.

Originally from the mid-West, she began her factory career on the shop floor of a light assembly plant in Kansas and over the years accumulated experience as a plant manager, and operations manager and a vice-president of operations in a variety of industrial settings. Her forte has been to increase efficiency and profitability in challenged companies, especially by improving manufacturing processes and customer delivery times, and by controlling inventory and waste.

When she arrived at the Rochester plant she found that 70 people on the floor were dealing with 1,800 to 2,000 jobs at a time.

“They were inundated. There was no process in place to control through put,” said Rockwell.

She cleared the log jam by putting people on overtime and bringing in a new production manager. Some processes were changed to give a shorter lead time — in some cases by 50 percent -- but a strong emphasis was maintained on quality control.

Rockwell thinks it important for management to have a good rapport with people on the factory floor and to be very familiar with production capabilities. She observes that the vice-president of engineering can run a lathe as good as anyone.

“By May 2006, we had the highest shipped sales month in our recorded history,” said Rockwell, with a glint of satisfaction. She shares this achievement with the company employees, noting, “I have grown to appreciate what people bring to the process. They know when we are making a stupid decision.”

As a way of showing appreciation, Spaulding Composites held its first company picnic last month, “to thank the employees for a good year.”

Running a successful company can also mean making tough decision, and one such was in February, when Rockwell closed the DeKalb plant and moved the equipment and production capabilities to Rochester.

“That wasn't easy for a mid-Western gal,” said Rockwell.

At one time the Illinois plant employed 75 people, but as the transition neared, around 27 people worked there. They were given the chance to come to Rochester, but chose not to make the move to New England.

Looking ahead, Rockwell says she expects the company to experience 10 percent annual growth for the next five years, and for the workforce to increase by around 15 percent. Capital investment includes the purchase of a sophisticated CNC router and a laminating machine that cost “in the high six figures,” and which is operated by steam power.

The CEO stresses the importance of quality control and points out that not only have some U.S. companies switched to Spaulding Composites for components after experiencing quality issues in China, but also that the Rochester plant has significantly increased its sales to Chinese customers.

The company's website tells prospective clients that, “Spaulding's materials offer high mechanical strength, dimensional stability, flame and corrosion resistance, high/low temperature performance, insulating properties, and excellent electrical performance. These unique materials are fabricated to close tolerances and demanding specifications.”

With her background in turning challenged companies around, will Rockwell now see her job in Rochester completed, now that Spaulding Composites has turned the corner. No, sir.

With more technical people on board than ever before, Rockwell says, “We are in the midst of product development to take us to the next level, so the challenge continues. But it is of a more positive and rewarding type.”

Rockwell has become a Rochester resident and “is happy to be one.” She says she has found people to be friendly and committed and to have a good work ethic.

“High on my priority list, now, is to become more active in the community,” she said. 

