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erp+(aps+mes) = lean
Mike Novels explores the value of a best-in-class solution

Enterprise resource planning (ERP) 
systems along with manufacturing 
execution systems (MES) and 

advanced planning and scheduling (APS) 
and have rightfully been recognised for the 
value they bring to manufacturers the world 
over. The advent of lean manufacturing 
however not only called into question the 
value of ERP, but in various quarters loudly 
called for the rejection of manufacturing IT 
as a whole. This left MDs, FDs, CEOs, CFOs 
and CIOs with an uncomfortable ‘either/
or’ choice, one that has only intensified in 
a fiercely competitive and volatile financial 
climate where making the wrong choice can 
be catastrophic.

But the real danger lies in the flawed 
‘either/or’ approach when the most 
effective way ahead is surely a collaborative 
‘both/and’ approach based on a correct 
appreciation of the strengths of each. 
After all, both lean manufacturing and IT, 
correctly executed, are all about improving 
efficiency and making only what the 
customer wants, when they want it. 

Not only is this the experience of many 
manufacturers in the UK, US, Europe and 
throughout the world, this is precisely the 
outcome arrived at by AberdeenGroup 
in a survey entitled Lean Scheduling and 
Execution. In May 2007, AberdeenGroup 
surveyed companies in North America, 
Europe and Asia Pacific in the automotive, 
aerospace, industrial equipment, 
metals, food and beverage, hi-tech and 
pharmaceutical sectors. The objectives 
of the survey were to measure real-world 
achievable benefits from lean manufacturing 
and also to find the top 20 per cent best-in-
class implementers of lean manufacturing.

The key requirements in the report for 
a company to be seen as ‘best in class’ 
were that decision makers needed to know 
a range of factors which are referred to 
as ‘actionable data’. These include the 
need to know the current state of the 
production plan or schedule; the current 
state of execution against the plan; the 
current customer demand; and the current 
status of work in progress. 

The most important metrics used to 
measure benefits were on-time delivery – 
how well demand is connected to execution; 
throughput time improvement – how well 
execution matches the schedule; reduction in 
manufacturing cycle time – improvements in 
manufacturing processes; and improvement 
in scrap levels – the degree to which quality 
levels are affected. 

Among the many research observations, 
the following key findings have been 
found, all of which overturn the traditional 
understanding of lean manufacturing and 
IT. At the heart of this is the discovery 
that a new generation of lean professional 
is emerging. Old ideas of IT-free lean 
implementations using only manual 
systems, such as kanban squares, have 
been superseded by a focus on specific 
key performance indicators such as cost 
reduction. The research also found that 
best-in-class manufacturers are twice as 
likely to be addressing the pressure to reduce 
costs by adopting lean scheduling software 
applications and integrating them with ERP 
and MES. The outcome of such an approach 
has been shown to provide genuine supply 
chain visibility – a tool which brings 
empowerment to lean decision makers.

It comes as no surprise therefore that in 
addition to its proven links with many ERP 
systems, including Microsoft Dynamics 
AX, Nav and GP, Preactor has a growing 
relationship with leading MES provider 
Wonderware to deliver the benefits of APS 
working in harmony with MES in and 
outside of a lean manufacturing context. 
Preactor provides the Finite Capacity 
Scheduling module for Wonderware 
Operations Software, while specialists from 
both companies have developed a seamless 
integration between Wonderware Operations 
and Preactor 400 APS. Wonderware 
Scandinavia has also been appointed as the 
Preactor network partner for Denmark, 
Sweden and Norway. 

All these developments make it easier than 
ever for manufacturers to discover that 
ERP+(APS+MES) really can lead to best-in-
class lean manufacturing. 
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Managing just-in-time production 
and just-in-time delivery is 
a challenging task for most 

companies. One role of IT in supply 
chain management (SCM) is to integrate 
processes and share important information, 
for example inventory levels, demand 
and transportation availability. As supply 
chains spread globally, a company’s role 
and status in these networks are both highly 
dependent on other network members 
and more vulnerable to interruptions 
and delays. Therefore, collaboration and 
information exchange between different 
players within the supply chain or network 
becomes essential. 

Common approaches include linking 
IT systems or working on central 
collaboration platforms for data and 
information exchange. But there is an almost 
untapped area of integrating multi-modal 
communication technologies, and enabling 
IT systems and staff managing and operating 
supply chains to get in touch more quickly 
and efficiently with other supply chain 
members, suppliers and customers.

There are various fields of application. 
Shipment information to customers is 
a very basic example of supply chain 
notifications and higher customer 
satisfaction is just one outcome. 
Where full integration with suppliers’ 
IT systems is not possible or feasible, 
due to incompatibilities or security 
concerns, automated system-to-person 
communication will prove useful. 
Instead of cumbersome person-to-person 
communication, automated notifications 
from SCM systems to suppliers or logistics 
partners can be a lot more efficient. It is 
often a simple cost factor. For instance, 
instead of running an outbound call 
centre, automated and auditable SMS 
notifications can reduce costs significantly. 
One example of the success of this is at a 
major port where inbound containers can 
only be stored for a maximum of two days 

without charge. Timely notifications via 
SMS or fax to suppliers or customers who 
are waiting for the shipments can have a 
significant economic benefit. 

Ideally, the individual members that 
make up a supply chain can freely choose 
their preferred method of contact. 
Whereas e-mail might be applicable for 
office workers, it might not be suitable 
for HGV drivers. And for many reasons, 
including legal ones, audit trailing of 
communication processes is mandatory.

In emergency situations, successful 
crisis management benefits from 
rapid and reliable notifications to all 
affected members of the supply chain. 
Communicating any issues, such as 
logistical problems or natural disasters 
impacting the supply chain, is necessary 
for efficient production planning and to 
prevent a negative economic impact on 
dependant supply chain members.

However, integration in SCM systems as 
well as automation and reliability of 
notifications are key to a successful 
outcome. A very basic but recent personal 
example relates to a digital camera that I 
wanted to order on a retailer’s Web site 
but was not yet available on the market. I 
signed up to be alerted via e-mail when the 
camera was in stock, but that e-mail never 
arrived. Instead I ended up purchasing the 
camera elsewhere, yet I was still left 
wondering where the original retailer’s 
process had gone wrong. Was its 
underlying process really automated, or 
were e-mail addresses simply collected in a 
call centre agent’s inbox ready to be 
actioned. How much better would it have 
been if I had received an automated e-mail 
notifying me of the camera availability on 
the first day of sale with a link to a Web 
site where I could purchase it online for 
delivery within a short period of time?  
Even this small example underlines the 
fact that the essence of communication-
enabled supply chains is automation. 
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