
Figure 1 Finding enough room for a group photo is not that big of a deal at General Metal-
Works, Mequon, Wis. Elimination of excess raw material inventory and racks of work-in-process
has cleared plenty of floor space for such an event. Photos by Lila Aryan Photography.
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The aisles are open and not cluttered with work-in-
process (see Figure 1). Gone are the racks of raw material.
The facility hasn’t had a full-time forklift driver in eight
years; everything is moved on fabricated carts or used
grocery carts.

Manufacturing flows naturally. Material is delivered
in the rear and moved to raw material storage towers
connected to laser cutting machines or a laser/punch
combination machine. Once cut, the material moves to
forming and then welding, in the front of the shop. When
completely fabricated, parts are moved from welding,
which is right next to shipping, where they are packed
and ready for delivery.

“In a perfect world, material is delivered on day one,
cut on day one, formed and welded on day one or day
two, and shipped out soon afterward,” Eric Isbister said.

Nothing’s perfect, but GenMet’s commitment to lean
manufacturing, quality control, and employee training
has helped the company survive 2009 without any layoffs
or wage freezes. In fact, even with revenue decreasing to
$10 million in 2009 from $12.6 million in 2008, the com-
pany is more than ready to take on new endeavors, such
as pursuing business in the alternative-energy fields. Its
finished goods inventory is at an all-time low, approxi-
mately $3,000 worth compared to $100,000 only a few
years ago. It can deliver prototypes, from concept to sam-
ple, in 48 hours. Employee productivity has doubled, and
lead-time for fabricated parts has been cut in half to a
couple of weeks.

GenMet is poised to take advantage of a rebounding
economy. For its efforts to be in this position and the dra-
matic changes it has made over the years, the company is
the winner of The FABRICATOR‘s 2010 Industry Award.

Getting Started
Eric Isbister didn’t start out as a metal fabricator, but he
was a builder of sorts. He spent 21 years on the East
Coast building nuclear submarines for Electric Boat Di-
vision of General Dynamics, Groton, Conn. The end of
the Cold War, however, shrunk the market for those
peacekeeping products.

A new job led him to Wisconsin, but it didn’t float his
boat like submarine building. In 1998 he started looking
for a manufacturing business.

Around that time General MetalWorks went up for
sale. The company, originally known as Biersach & Nie-
dermeyer Co., had survived the great Chicago fire in 1871
and a relocation to the Milwaukee area afterward, but
was having a hard time making a go of it toward the end
of the last century. The fourth generation of family own-
ership sold the metal fabricating business to a new owner,
who ultimately sold it as well. An unfortunate event for
him, however, proved fortuitous for the Isbisters.

Eric purchased the business, and his wife, Mary, a 10-
year veteran of the research division of Pfizer Inc., soon
joined him. Mary brought organizational development

experience to the company, which helped to transform
the company further. The business that existed at the
time of the purchase certainly is different today.

“Everything needed a skid, and everything needed a
forklift,” Eric recalled.

That’s changed dramatically in recent years as the
company has worked with the Wisconsin Manufacturing
Extension Partnership in lean training initiatives and
made investments in technology and its work force. In
fact, the previous owners would be hard-pressed to rec-
ognize the business. Only the Swiss chalet facade of the
building is the same as when it was built in 1972.

Changing the Shop Floor
So where did all the raw material storage go? For starters,
most material isn’t delivered until it’s needed. Typically,
that’s no more than two days before a job starts, ac-
cording to Mary. When it’s delivered, the material heads
for the towers.

The first tower is a 16-shelf automated storage and re-
trieval system attached to two 4-kW laser cutting ma-
chines that are capable of running unattended. The two
3015 LVP-40CFX Mitsubishi machines, which have 60- by
120-inch beds, can cut mild steel up to  0.625 in., stainless
steel up to 0.5 in., and aluminum up to 0.5 in. Cutting ma-
terial 0.5 in. thick or less typically comprises the majority
of GenMet’s fabricating business, Eric said.

This automated setup is GenMet’s third generation of
automated laser cutting. The 2-year-old machines cut
twice as fast as the previous-generation laser cutting ma-
chines that were replaced, and they have given the com-
pany the ability to take on jobs that have tighter
tolerances. Eric said that the laser cutting technology im-
proves at such a rapid pace that GenMet likely will up-
grade again in the coming years.

By Dan Davis, Editor-in-Chief

aste is not tolerated at General MetalWorks (GenMet), Mequon,

Wis. That includes waste related to transportation, processing,

inventory, and production, as well as underutilizing people’s talents.

A tour of the facility reflects the focus on eliminating waste: The 43,000-

square-foot facility that exists today is not the same facility Eric and Mary

Isbister purchased 10 years ago.

W

Figure 2 The lean environment at GenMet creates an envi-
ronment where producing 10 battery boxes for a military ve-
hicle makes more sense than making 100 of them and placing
the excess in inventory until the next customer order arrives.

Figure 3 GenMet employees fabricated a stabilizing table to help with the handling of large parts at the hardware insertion station.
Such suggestions have led to increased shop floor productivity.

WHAT MAKES FOR AN 
INDUSTRY AWARD WINNER?
The winner of The FABRICATOR’s 2010 Industry
Award was judged in three categories: operational
improvements, business success, and contribu-
tions to the community. Entrants were asked to
detail how their metal fabricating operations have
excelled in each of those areas over the last year.

Upon receiving the entries, The FABRICATOR
staff pared the list and provided three finalists to
its Editorial Advisory Board members, who acted
as the final judges. After reading each submission,
the judges scored the companies in the three areas,
with a maximum of 40 points for operational im-
provement, 40 points for business success, and 20
points for community involvement. The company
scoring the most points was declared the winner.

As part of winning the 2010 Industry Award,
General MetalWorks won complimentary regis-
tration, travel, and hotel accommodations for The
FABRICATOR’s Leadership Summit: Metal Matters
2010 conference, March 3-5, at Disney’s BoardWalk
Resort, in Lake Buena Vista, Fla.

If your company is interested in competing for
the 2011 Industry Award, visit www.fmanet.org/
members/industry-award.cfm for more details.



The second tower is a 10-shelf unit attached to a Finn-
Power LP laser/punch combination machine. The 3-year-
old machine tool has a 2.5-kW resonator and a 20-station
turret. It can accommodate a sheet as large as 60 by 120
in. and handle mild and stainless steel up to 0.14 in. and
aluminum up to 0.19 in.

The laser/punch combo also comes with an unload-
ing robot and three trap doors, through which smaller
parts can be dropped into wooden boxes. Eric admitted
that the process of automated unloading and separating
several different parts still requires operator intervention.

“That’s the nut that people haven’t cracked yet,” he
said.

Once material leaves either the laser cutting machines
or the laser/punch combo, it makes its way via carts in
most instances to the forming department in the middle
of the shop floor. The just-in-time nature of daily manu-
facturing schedules (see Figure 2) keeps parts moving
quickly through the shop so that jobs can be shipped on
time to customers.

The forming department has seven press brakes, the
largest of which is 220 tons and 13 feet long. Two newer
Cincinnati press brakes, a 90-ton and a 135-ton, really
have stood out as productivity enhancers.

GenMet purchased the press brakes after employees
pushed for and justified the purchase. The employees,
who got the idea after a companywide outing to a major
metal fabricating tradeshow, believed modern press
brakes and hardened, precision-ground tooling would
lead to quick throughput times in the forming depart-
ment. Setup on the older press brakes was taking longer
than it should because operators had to use paper shims
to align the older tooling. Once the new press brakes were
installed and tooling put into operation, the team quickly
learned they made the right decision.

Setup time, the time between the setup of the press
brake for a job to the production of the first good-quality
part, dropped from an average of 45 minutes to just
under 10 minutes. In addition, scrapped setup pieces
were virtually eliminated.

That type of employee suggestion is not unusual (see
Figure 3). GenMet strives to create an environment that

encourages employees to offer suggestions and criticism,
all of which hopefully contributes to better productivity.

“It’s all about making everyone have a say, so they can
affect their own destinies,“ Mary said.

A 4- by 8-ft. shop floor bulletin board, covered with
charts and graphs generated by the company’s JobBOSS
ERP system, is a reflection of these motivated employees.
These graphs detail every aspect of the business that di-
rectly impacts overall business profitability and, subse-
quently, potential bonus compensation. (That bulletin
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Figure 4 Several years ago GenMet employees had to wait on
the company’s only quality inspector to sign off on produc-
tion of first pieces. Now they can use a laser scanner that sits
right in the middle of the shop floor to ensure parts meet all
specifications—without waiting for someone.

Figure 5 One of many quality inspectors can perform first-piece inspection of large parts.

“It’s all about making
everyone have a say,
so they can affect
their own destinies.”
— Mary Isbister, president, 

General MetalWorks
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board material is really the only paper that GenMet gen-
erates on the shop floor because it uses 50 computers in-
stead of paper routing slips to update everyone on jobs
and work schedules.) The “dashboard,“ as Eric described
it, has daily, monthly, and year-to-date sales numbers; ac-
cepted orders sorted by customer and lead-time; a ratio
of sales dollars to actual products being built; on-time de-
livery statistics; and accident reports. No one is in the dark
in terms of what needs to be accomplished to improve
the company’s overall profitability.

Stepping up Quality Efforts
This team environment has become evident during the
last four years or so. During that time some poor per-
formers have left, but more important, the company
went through ISO 9001 certification. Eric called the cer-
tification effort “a process to cleanse the company.”

Many people think ISO certification is just an effort
to create mounds of paperwork. However, that paper-
work is linked to the creation of procedures that can be
followed repeatedly to eliminate variability—or the po-
tential for mistakes—in processes. Truthfully, the latest
ISO revision allows the company to decide just how
much documentation it needs and focuses on continu-
ous improvement.

The “management system,” as ISO advocates like to
call it, also calls for analysis of processes so that bad habits
don’t become part of a documented process. Metrics are
established for a process and tracked.

Eric reflected on the initial meetings with the ISO cer-
tification consultant and smiled because of just how little

he offered in those early meetings. He said the consult-
ant tried to say as little as possible, forcing employees to
fill in gaps and participate. Before you knew it, leaders
emerged, and they led the continuous improvement ef-
forts on the shop floor.

For example, the team decided that a laser inspection
machine made sense for the shop floor. All first-piece
parts for all new jobs or jobs involving a new operator
must be inspected and given a blue tag before any other
fabricating can take place. In the past when a part needed
to be scanned to check critical tolerances, employees had
to take it to the front of the building to use a stationary
coordinate measuring machine or find the company’s
portable unit. Finally, the company decided to purchase
a Virtek LaserQC® 2-D laser inspection machine, which it
also uses to perform statistical process control measure-
ments and reverse engineering (see Figure 4). No one has
to wait to get the detailed quality check he needs. The
machine has proven so useful that GenMet has just re-
ceived a second one capable of 3-D inspections.

And no one is waiting on quality inspectors either.
Mary said that 30 percent of the company’s shop floor
employees are “quality-at-the-source” inspectors, capable
of delivering that blue tag when needed (see Figure 5).

GenMet has come a long way since the days when the
quality manager had to perform all of the quality checks.
Nowadays the quality manager, Chuck Minor, leads the
effort to teach quality skills to everyone. In fact, he has
spearheaded the creation of a blueprint-reading class. The
class covers everything from general part tolerances to
weld symbols.

Constant Training
The training doesn’t stop with blueprint reading.

GenMet just went through its third shop floor lean
manufacturing training program. Eric said it makes sense
to repeat the training every two or three years for new
people and to remind people what they learned, to keep
them always thinking about eliminating non-value-added
activities, the waste no one wants to see.

To help with those waste-identifying efforts, GenMet
also sent 10 individuals to lean leader training, where they
worked on the personal interaction skills that can help
them sell lean concepts to their co-workers and encour-
age more participation. That keeps the lean spirit alive
even when formal training programs aren’t in session.

The further development of skills is highly encouraged
at GenMet. The company actually uses a skills matrix that

tracks an employee’s training. By consulting the matrix at
employee performance review time, company manage-
ment can determine just how valuable the employee is
to helping the company meet its goals. Management also
can see just what future training initiatives make sense
for that employee.

“People know that we’ve gone from a $3 million to a
$12.6 million company, and they know that they have to
do more today than yesterday or the Chinese or Indians
will win more business,” Eric said.

Preparing for the Future
All of this effort to eliminate waste and improve quality
probably was more evident during 2009 than it might
have been in GenMet’s record-setting year in 2008. Top-
line revenue is down, but the company has retained a
very similar gross profit as in 2008.

From a strategic point of view, GenMet has never
been in a stronger position. It ships about 99 percent de-
fect-free parts on time and works hard to shrink lead-
times (see Figure 6).

Better yet, the Isbisters don’t have to lead the charge
for continuous improvement. Leaders have emerged (see
Figure 7) from the company’s work force of 65, and they
now are acting as the waste-watchers.

That leaves company management to focus on new
business opportunities. GenMet actually hosted a Span-
ish wind turbine OEM recently and has fabricated its first
parts for a Danish wind energy firm. The company made
its first parts for a customer in the commercial art arena
and hopes to expand that relationship as the customer
expands its own efforts in the metal art and sculpture
field. GenMet has joined four local machining companies
in an effort to market their combined capabilities; the
group has submitted several quotes, one of which is for a
large military truck manufacturer.

While so many companies focused on survival in
2009, GenMet looked to the future. The hard work of the
past several years has paid off. Winning companies don’t
waste anything, including an economic downturn. 

Editor-in-Chief Dan Davis can be reached at dand@the
fabricator.com.

General MetalWorks Corp., 10245 N. Enterprise Drive,
Mequon, WI 53092-4636, 262- 238-7000, www.genmet.
com

Cincinnati Incorporated, P.O. Box 11111, Cincinnati, OH
45211, 513-367-7100, www.e-ci.com

Prima Finn-Power North America Inc., 555 W. Algonquin
Road, Arlington Heights, IL 60005, 847-952-6500, www.
primafinnpower.us

Exact JobBOSS, 7701 York Ave. S., Suite 350, Minneapolis,
MN 55435, 952-831-7182, www.exactsoftware.com

MC Machinery Systems/Mitsubishi Laser, 1500 Michael
Drive, Wood Dale, IL 60191, 630-616-5920, www.mitsu
bishi-laser.com

Virtek Laser Systems, 785 Bridge St., Waterloo, ON N2V
2K1, Canada, 519-746-7190, www.virtek.ca
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Figure 6 The company’s goal is to have parts leave the welding
area and shipped out soon thereafter, preferably on the same
day.

Figure 7 The GenMet management team considers Steve Kemp, a shift supervisor; Missy Propper, operations manager; and Chuck
Minor, quality manager, great examples of employees who have become more engaged in the business and are now vital con-
tributors to the company’s success.

“In a perfect world, 
material is delivered 
on day one, cut on 
day one, formed and
welded on day one or
day two, and shipped 
out soon afterward.”
— Eric Isbister, CEO, 

General MetalWorks


