INTERVIEW OF THE QUARTER

MD OF GLOBAL COMPONENT
MANUFACTURER, NIFCO UK, TALKS
ABOUT THE CHALLENGES OF THE PAST
TWO YEARS AND PLANS FOR THE FUTURE
Nearly three years into his role as Managing Director at
Eaglescliffe-based plastics manufacturer - during which
time the automotive sector has been thrown a series of
challenges - Jim Casey tells us how Nifco has worked
through the industry setbacks to safeguard its future,
why he’s proud to work in the North East of England
and what the company is doing to support sector
attractiveness and the transition towards electrification.
Can you tell us more about Nifco and the products you manufacture
for the automotive sector?
Nifco UK is part of worldwide plastics manufacturer Nifco Inc
which is headquartered in Tokyo, Japan. Nifco Inc became
established in 1967 following a “small insight” from our founder. His
insight was the recognition on how resin could transform multiple
types of fasteners on vehicles offering more practical, non-rusting,
ease of use and lightweight solutions. Nifco’s name is steeped in
its origin as it is an acronym of its original name, Nippon Industrial
Fasteners Corporation.
What started in Japan in 1967 as a fastener company has grown
into a global corporation with over 40 sites operating in 16
countries and over 11,000 employees, designing, developing and
manufacturing a diverse product portfolio.
We design, develop and manufacture components of the highest
quality for the global automotive industry, delivering excellence
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in automotive plastics. You can find our products across eight
core commodity groups which cover the interior, exterior and
powertrain of many vehicles worldwide. Nifco’s vast range of exterior
components include anything from corner covers to wheel arch liners
– items of large or small scale, using the highest grade of material.
In most cars produced in the UK, you would find an interior part
made at Nifco in Stockton on Tees. From the seatbelt cover
which governs the rider’s safety, to the speaker grill which
supports some of the best sound systems in the world, we are also
an expert in the automotive plastic interior commodity area.
Nifco UK houses one of four Global R&D centres specialising
in Powertrain development. We provide our customers with
development support to create the best Powertrain solutions.
Today, Nifco’s style remains unchanged from its founding years
in its use of “in sights” and technology in our never-ending pursuit
to solve problems that are surrounding us every day to eventually
lead to improvements in people’s lives, industry and society.
Having spent 35 years in the automotive sector, and moving from
American-owned synchro supplier, Lear Corporation, to a Japanese
non-synchro supplier, how have you found this adjustment, and
what have you brought to the role?
(Jim smiles at this question) In my 35 years I’ve experienced a number
of different businesses. In my first job, where I spent over 10 years, it
was with a home-grown business that has unfortunately ended up like
many other British manufacturing firms, but there’s another story.

Since those early years I’ve experienced working for American,
Japanese and French firms and the difference in styles that they
bring. Before joining Nifco, I worked for an American company in
synchronous ‘just in time’ (JIT) manufacturing. The combination of the
American style and the fast-paced environment of JIT was certainly
intense and kept me on my toes. This type of environment may not be
for everyone but, thanks to the experiences and learning as a supplier
to Nissan, I found it rewarding and thoroughly enjoyed it.
The transition back to multi part number manufacturing with Nifco
is certainly not without its own challenges. There are differences,
not least in the style of management within the business. As a
Japanese company, the emphasis is not just on the result but in the
way the result is achieved, and the emphasis is also on the group
achievement rather than individual achievement. There are clear
efforts to balance team goals with team working and success, and
criticism is rarely directed to individuals rather than the team or group.
In the JIT world, there is no room for error, every second counts and
we are seeking out and trying to eradicate every second of waste in
the process. Never ending proactivity and right first time with robust
error proofing is key and these are some of the traits of JIT thinking
that are adding value to my new role.
It’s safe to say that since you joined Nifco the automotive sector has
faced several challenges, from Brexit, to Covid and semi-conductor
shortages and now the affects of the Russia Ukraine crisis and
energy price hikes – how has Nifco dealt with these challenges?
I’d been working for Nifco for less than 6 months when we first
began to hear about this novel corona virus spreading in China. In
the early part of 2020, we established a Covid response team and
review process where we monitored the spread of the virus and
began risk assessment and response activity. This was crucial to
dealing with the threat to our colleagues’ health and safety as well
as preparing in advance of expected supply chain disruption.
During the initial Covid lockdown, Nifco began manufacturing the
Nif-CoVisor, a visor PPE product CE marked and tested to EN166.
This provided Nifco UK with its own vital PPE but I’m also proud to
say that we donated many PPE items within our community. Nifco’s
design and development teams also supported projects on ventilator
manufacturing which was a big concern as the first wave hit UK, as
well as supporting other efforts in development of other types of PPE.

Despite the unprecedented condition and volatile production
situation over the last two years, Nifco continued to focus on
improvements and during this period we’ve driven scrap down
and increased material yields dramatically, improved gemba
kanri and accountability routines and developed internal data
gathering system (Matec) for downtime reduction and prevention.
We have increased efficiency and quality; recovered Ford Q1,
won not 1 but 2 Toyota Quality Awards, won Sanou most improved
supplier award and Merit award with British Safety Council. So, we
have remained pretty busy and focused on improvement.
It’s important to highlight that the NEAA Covid Response Group
that was established in the early part of the pandemic was hugely
important in helping us share experiences, best practice and keep
on top of new and emerging guidelines and legislation and I’m
sure many of us would have felt quite isolated without this group.
What do you see as the opportunities that can be leveraged from
the NEAA cluster during these challenging times?
Sharing best practice/ benchmarking from the working group
activity is a great one! Our region has some really great
companies in our sector with a huge amount of talent and
ideas for improvement and, although in some limited number of
cases where competition may inhibit open dialogue, I find in the
majority of cases a strong willingness to share ideas and even
offers of help between the cluster members.
For example, it was great to host Stuart McGivern (NEAA) and
Ray Tate (Adient) for a visit to Nifco recently where we shared
recent experiences and progress and were able to get some
fresh eyes feedback. Several great suggestions came from that
three hour visit alone and I’m now looking forward to some
synergized workshop activities between Nifco and Adient in the
coming months.
A lot of our companies are energy intensive businesses, which has
always been an important area of focus, but this is even more
so now with the current energy crises. So again, the activities
of the Energy Group working collaboratively on energy usage,
efficiency and costs are so important. We can also leverage from
strength in numbers and use the NEAA to funnel our sectors voice
to government to help steer policy and business support.
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What is your future vision for Nifco, in terms of product, customer
and technology?
Nifco UK is fortunate to have an excellent R&D facility. The facility
was part of a £14million investment in 2014, which saw the business
almost double its manufacturing space with a second factory on site.
With this facility we can provide value to our customers developing
relationships and cement partnerships.
Our focus is on innovation and technology of products and processes
and whilst we have a diverse range of products that are not affected
by the transition from Internal Combustion Engines (ICE) to Electric
Vehicles (EV), we are keen to increase our EV specific product
portfolio to complement our mix. An example to highlight would be
the battery spacer modules that are already in mass production.
We are now developing an alternative EV specific component
in partnership with a major OEM that will be an important safety
component of its new electric vehicles. Thermal management is
as critical in EV, if not more so, than ICE and the level of sensors
supporting the ever-advancing technology of vehicles are particular
areas Nifco are actively focusing on developing.
In terms of our process, we are also very proud that we have
developed and built our very own AGV systems that are now
in operation around the site and we are continuing to progress
various automation projects. I am happy that we have connected
with Marelli to investigate possible synergy and collaboration to
help us both progress this important activity.
The North East region has seen a huge amount of inward
investment over the past 2-3 years, particularly in electrification.
What are your views on being a global business operating out of
the North East of England?
The North East region has attracted, and continues to attract, some of
the best world leading companies in the automotive sector.
The region’s workforce has an excellent reputation for hard work and
commitment. Our very own NMUK has consistently been regarded
as one of the most efficient car manufacturing plants globally and
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some of our big global first tier companies look to our region for
best practice and benchmarking. I’ve lost count of the number of
times I’ve been requested to send some of our local talent to other
countries, let alone other regions, to help fix or improve conditions in
other plants around the world.
We have some of the best talent in the industry, we have got well
established local supply chains and the best regional support,
from the likes of our local authorities, LEP’s and organisations
like our very own NEAA, to help make the North East region a
fantastic place to do business.
It certainly is exciting times for business like ours as we see more
inward investment in the region and how our region is having such an
influence of our own countries transition to electrification. It certainly
keeps our global HQ interested.
The automotive sector is facing a looming skills challenge as we
lose an ageing workforce, struggle to attract new talent into the
industry and require upskilling to manage technology advances what is Nifco doing to mitigate these issues?
As mentioned previously, we are looking to accelerate our level
of automation. In parallel, we are shifting the spectrum of our
human resources skill level from lower to higher, focusing on
a technically skilled higher paid workforce. We are engaged
with NA College to support us on this. We are aiming towards
increasing our higher-level technician, and therefore offering
better jobs and career opportunities.
Whilst the last 2 years under the covid cloud has been difficult
for school engagement, we are preparing to reignite our school
engagement programs where we visit local schools and allow
school visits to the plant to explain our business and employment
opportunities that we can offer.
In recent years Nifco has had a steady number of apprentices covering
the tool room, maintenance and IT and we are currently investigating
options to include apprenticeships in Sales, Quality and Finance.

Have you formed any collaborations with fellow NEAA members
because of activities and networking through the NEAA?
I have already mentioned the recent activity from Stuart and Ray’s
visit and the link that Nifco and Marelli have made in automation.
I’m hoping that such activities grow legs and other members find it
useful to get involved.
We also recently worked with Charpak, who design and
manufacture thermoformed packaging, to collaboratively design
and develop a highly efficient packaging process to satisfy the
stringent contamination-free requirements for lithium ion battery pack
internal components.
How would you like to see the NEAA automotive cluster evolve?
I have to remind myself that the NEAA launched in 2015 - less
than 7 years ago – and it feels like it’s been around a lot longer.
It just goes to show how much influence the NEAA has had in
bringing the automotive sector of the North East together and how
influential it has been in promoting our North East’s capabilities.

The NEAA working groups cover the range of common
challenges we are facing in the sector; Business resilience,
Innovation and skills development, transition to EV, trade and
investment; and these are all remain valid and key.
But if there’s one thing I would be keen to see evolve within
the cluster, and that is how we disseminate our best practise
and knowledge share through synergised autonomous b2b
team activities between our organisations, not just at our
management levels. I’m therefore excited to see what benefits
come from our workshop synergy activities that we are about to
start with Adient and Marelli where we look to share resource on
common problems.

For more information on Nifco, visit www.nifcoeu.com
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