F-16 Maintainers Educate, Motivate to Transform Processes
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HILL AIR FORCE BASE, Utah (AFMCNS) - Maintainers here using Lean initiatives recently shaved F-16 pylon rib process time from 11 to four days, helping decrease the fighter's wing repair times by 10 percent.

Aiming at getting aircraft back to the warfighters quicker, experts assigned to the Ogden Air Logistics Center's aircraft division repair environment focused on the pylon rib because it's susceptible to fatigue and corrosion due to constant interchanging of equipment.

The pylon rib is a structural hard point on an F-16 wing used for attaching armaments and external fuel tanks.

Using Lean initiatives, a Rapid Improvement Event was scheduled to initially address this area. Some of the goals of this event were to reduce flow days, decrease overtime expenditures and develop and implement visual material control boards.

Lean is the systematic and persistent pursuit of eliminating waste in any business process. Under the direction of Col. Rick Dugan and Chief Master Sgt. Alex Gasper, aircraft division experts launched an aggressive crusade to improve efficiency in the division's warfighter support effort.

This crusade first began in December of 2001 when a six-member Lean core team was put in place to help facilitate continuous improvement efforts. Their first directive was to find a way to decrease flow days, trim costs and increase quality in the F-16 wing repair process, Dugan said.

By January of 2002, the core team, along with Lean consultants from Southwest Research Institute, began analyzing the F-16 wing repair process. They first discovered that in order to successfully achieve their goals, they would need cooperation from shop employees.

Unfortunately, much of the shop's workforce didn't understand process improvement well enough to voluntarily engage in a continuous improvement campaign, Dugan said. Education and top management support seemed to be the key to help motivate shop employees.

With the education goal in their sites, core team members and the SwRI consultants began with an area assessment that included developing a value stream map to illustrate the value-added, and the non-value-added steps in the wing repair process, Dugan said. They also conducted numerous training sessions to teach both management and shop employees essential Lean tools which emphasize workplace organization and cleanliness.

After the initial training sessions were complete, a detailed value stream map analysis showed that a major area of improvement could be found in the pylon rib assembly process, he said.

Trying to increase the Rapid Improvement Event's effectiveness, Hill officials established a cross-functional event team which consisted of management and shop workers from the three areas involved in the pylon rib assembly process: the aircraft division, logistics management directorate and technology industrial support division. Each team member was encouraged to sign a Contract of Excellence which assigned responsibility and accountability to the event's goals.

Dugan said the actual event included three weeks of preparation, one week of dedicated hands-on work, followed by three weeks of follow-up from each team member. All this resulted in team members decreasing flow time for the pylon rib process from 11 to four days which helped decrease the time involved to complete an entire F-16 wing repair by 10 percent.

But despite the successes, Dugan said the hard work from this project is not over. Core team members established a Stick Rate Audit system to make sure the positive effects are continued and not forgotten. A stick rate audit is a formal evaluation system that assesses daily whether the follow on items from an event are being implemented.

"This is the essence of a continuous improvement process," says core team member Paul Roberts. "Continuous improvement does not go away at the end of a Rapid Improvement Event. Stick rate audits help enforce and promote a Lean culture on a daily basis."

And that is indeed the true goal of a Lean campaign - to change the culture of a work group from one that is contest with the status quo, to one that actively seeks to improve every aspect of the organization, according to Rich Painter, Lean depot repair core team lead.

"Lean in a government depot repair environment works," he said.




